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Kathak, the classical dance form which was nurtured in North India traces its origin in 
the story teller's art specialized by the itinerant bards of ancient India. The article gives 
a bird's eye view of the evolution of the dance form. 

Kathak, nurtured in the present day Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan 
regions, has its origin in the story teller's art specialised by the travelling bards of 
ancient India. In a total theatre style, they skillfully narrated tales from the great epics of 
Ramayana and Mahabharata using the medium of movement, rhythm, music and 
poetry. Regaling, informing, educating and entertaining, these travelling bards using 
platforms like temple courtyards and other public spaces, were an important factor in 
knitting various communities of the country into one cultural unit through their 
sermons and narrations. Over time this mimetic narration, as seen from 15th-18th 
century paintings, evolved into a stylised dance form patronised by the courts and 
temples. With the rise of the Mughal Empire with understandably less interest in the 
Hindu centric themes, the dance, particularly in its court manifestation developed a 
different emphasis with a rich dimension of rhythmic virtuosity, which continues to be 
one of its main defining features today. This trend was also tailored by classical music in 

the North which rests heavily on individual creativity with improvisations built round a given minimal two line 
bandish or composition. The same factor of on-the-spot creation common to the Hindustani Khayal music, in dance 
took the form of rhythmic permutations woven into the main refrain of the metrical cycle or tala. Temple and court 
dance continued differing in accent of bhakti or godly devotion in one and proficiency in sheer technique in the other.

TECHNIQUE: Unlike technique in other Indian classical forms where the plié with the squatting half-squatting 
dancer with knees bent sideways is a central stylistic concern, the Kathak dancer in a two dimensional approach like 
the Flamenco dancer maintains the erect body, moving in front-back treatment of space, with weight equally 
balanced on both feet – leg extensions and knee flexions as in Bharatanatyam or other forms being absent. Pirouettes 
at different speeds are a part of the dance form and here the dancer uses one fl at foot firmly placed on the floor 
marking the centre while the other foot like the arm of the compass marks the circle as the body goes round. 
Flatfooted stomping of the floor in rhythm, weaving combinations into the metrical cycle (tala) called tattakara is 
crucial to the dance, and it is this part that gets maximum emphasis during training. The finished Kathak performer is 
a master at creating rhythm patterns with changing accents – achieved with an unobtrusive shift in body weight in 
footwork. Like every other dance, Kathak has its own rich vocabulary of rhythmic syllables which are mnemonics 
called bols and in Kathak every nuance and rhythmic syllable played on the percussion instrument of the tabla has to 
find corresponding articulation in the footwork of the dancer. For the interpretative side of the dance, (emphasis on 
the Krishna myth influenced by the Rasalila tradition) where mime with hand gestures portrays emotions involving 
the inner dancer, Urdu poetry of the ghazal and verse compositions of Hindi poets like Surdas, Kabir and others, and 
Thumri lyrics centred round love themes, provide the textual/thematic base. Like other dance forms with their own 
vocabulary of hand symbols (mudras), Kathak hand gestures are fewer, their use more natural than stylised. An art 
form greatly practiced by courtesans and tawaifs in feudal India, the teachers (some of whom were great performers) 
were male.

GHARANAS: Three main schools or gharanas of Kathak emerged. The elegant Lucknow gharana was spawned by 
the court of Nawab Asaf-ud-daula (1775-1798) of Avadh its growth evolving under Wajid Ali Shah (1847-1856) who 
as a passionately committed patron of the dance concentrated on it to the extent of neglecting his governing duties. 
Sophistication and grace became the hallmarks of this Kathak line with stalwarts like Kalka and Bindadin, followed 
in the 20th century by the three famous sons of Kalka Maharaj, namely Achhan Maharaj, Shambhu Maharaj and 
Lachhu Maharaj, the baton finally being passed on to the son of Achhan Maharaj the great Birju Maharaj a legend in 
his lifetime, regarded as a Kathak happening. The Jaipur gharana (a later umbrella identity integrating several 
independent streams of Kathak) evolving largely under predominantly Hindu royal patronage, is more vigour-
oriented, tailored by the martial Rajasthani character, revelling in spirited footwork.  Mohan Lal, Chranji Lal, Sohan 
Lal, Narayan Prasad, and the more recent Sunder Prasad, Devi Lal, Hazari Lal, Kundan Lal Gangani, Durga Lal, 
Gauri Shankar have all been very prominent teacher/artists of this gharana. The Benares gharana or the Janaki 
Prasad gharana emerged as a Jaipur spin off, its founder from Mailsur village in Bikaner State in western Rajasthan. 
Performing tattakar on heels and use of Natwari Bols, dancing with back to the audience are special to this school 
which boasts of practitioner/teachers like Puranlal, Biharilal, Hiralal, Krishna Kumar, Sudarshan Dheer, 
Gopikrishna, Hazarilal, his wife Sunayana Hazarilal a much acclaimed dancer of today – and last but not the least, 
octogenarian Sitara Devi the Kathak doyenne. In Madhya Pradesh in the Durbar of Raigarh, enthusiastic rulers 
encouraging both Jaipur and Lucknow gharana performances, encouraged their own 'Nacha' dancers Kartik Ram 
and Kalyan who studied under Chunnilal and Shivnarain to head another Kathak stream enriched by the 
compositions of the versatile ruler Chakradhar Singh who ascended the Raigarh throne in 1935.

POST INDEPENDENCE SCENE: With independence in 1947, and abolition of princely States, many of the main 
Gurus shifted to Delhi the capital. Shri Ram Bharatiya Kala Kendra the first dance institution of its kind began the 
post-independence Kathak projection in the early fifties with a faculty headed by the great Pandit Shambhu Maharaj 
teaching Lucknow gharana and Pandit Sunderprasad for Jaipur gharana. Later in the sixties, the Kathak Kendra 
came under the apex national government body the Sangeet Natak Akademi established to oversee performing arts. 
Gurus like Pandit Birju Maharaj, Kundan Lal Gangani, Munna Lal Shukla, Reba Vidyarthi imparting training in 
both the Lucknow and Jaipur gharanas. Along with the veteran performers like Damayanti Joshi, new names like 
Rohini Bhate, Maya Rao, Uma Sharma adorned the stage. Birju Maharaj's genius provided the impetus with 
professionals like Kumudini Lakhia, Urmila Nagar, Rani Karna, Malavika Sarkar, Prerana Shrimali, Saswati Sen, 
Shovana Narayan, Bhaswati and a host of younger dancers carrying Kathak fame to all parts of the globe.

PERFORMANCE FORMAT: Solo Kathak constitutes several independent genres of composition its totality being 
several fleeting numbers contained within a unified presentation. Reciting the bols of Tukras, Parans and Tihais 
before dancing them, chatty mike exchanges on special aspects of technique presentation, are all part of the Kathak 
performances where interacting with the audience to constant “wah! wah!” exclamations of appreciation came 
naturally. The old performance format with a predominant element of improvisation derived from on-the-spot 
inspiration and challenges thrown up by the percussionist was never preset in details. The structured formality of 
today's proscenium stage strikes at the very root of such open-ended presentations, and it is here that Kathak has had 
to make the maximum adjustment. Depending on pre rehearsed dance has indirectly lessened the depth with fl owing 
ability needed to improvise. Large cosmopolitan audiences who do not all understand the literature of Hindi poets 
like Tulsi, Meera, Vidyapathi, Padmakar or Nirala, have tended to be more exited by rhythmic skill and virtuosity has 
frequently become the test for judging a Kathak dancer, with interpretative dance becoming minimal.

GLOBALISATION EFFECTS: Kathak cannot escape
globalisation or the call of the international stage space for which it vies along with other art forms. The group form  
and the dance drama genre in particular has spawned innovation beginning right from the twenties with pioneer 
Madame Menaka (her original name being Lila Roy) who choreographed productions like Deva Viyaya Nritya. 
Malti Madhav choreographed by Lachhu Maharaj and Birju Maharaj in 1958, with Birju Maharaj and Kumudini 
Lakhia in lead roles, was a great hit. Pandit Birju Maharaj himself has choreographed innumerable dance 
productions on new themes, the early creations being Roopmati-Baz Bahadur, Kumar Sambhavam (1958), Shan-e-
Avadh (1960), Dalia (1961), Krishnayana (1966) followed by several other productions. His Angika with lighting 

March 10

March 12

March 15

March 17 

Film: Sampoorn Ramayan (In Hindi)

Film: Bhumika (with English subtitles)
Language: Hindi
Directed by: Shyam Benegal

Film: Arth (with English subtitles)
Language: Hindi
Directed by: Mahesh Bhatt

Carnatic Vocal Music Recital
by Isai Kalai Mamani Bagawathssing Nithiyanandan

Venue & Time: ICC 5.30 p.m.  Duration: 3 hrs

Venue & Times: ICC 5.30p.m. Duration: 3 hours

Venue & Times: ICC 5.30p.m. Duration: 3 hours

Venue & Time: ICC 6.00 p.m.  

March 19 

March 26

(For invitations contact 011-2500014, 2598674 or 
send e-mail to iccrcolombo@gmail.com)

Kathak dance Recital
by Visharadha Thanuja Samanmali Ranaweera

Nava Pratibha – a display of new talent in Indian 
classical music and dance, a performance by the 
students of the Indian Cultural Centre

Venue & Time: ICC 6.00 p.m.  

Venue: Ananda College Auditorium, Colombo 10 at 
6.30 p.m.
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Kathak
EVOLUTION OF THE STORY TELLER
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(Admission to all programmes is free and 
on first come first served basis. 

Those without invitations for Nava 
Pratibha will be admitted into the hall 

subject to space availability)

Birju Maharaj 
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Celebrating the Cosmic Dance of Shiva

07th January

11th January   

20th January

22nd January  

An Evening of Hindustani Vocal Music by Pandit Vinod Kumar Dwivedi

Pandit Vinod Kumar Dwivedi, a highly accomplished Dhrupad and Dhamar 
singer of the Darbhanga Gharana was in Sri Lanka last month. He presented an 
evening of Hindustani Classical Vocal Music at the Indian Cultural Centre. His 
performance included a demonstration in which he explained various aspects of 
Hindustani music. The audience numbering some 80 persons comprising 
students, musicians and music aficionados were greatly impressed by his 
technical perfection and greatly appreciated his performance. the audience 
gathered at the Centre.

World Hindi Day Celebrations 
Hindi students of the Indian Cultural Centre celebrated World 
Hindi Day on the evening of 11th January at the Centre. The 
evening brought out the latent talents of the students through a 
variety of items in Hindi, such as songs, dances on Hindi 
numbers, skits, poetry recitals, etc. The evening was very well 
enjoyed by the students and the parents who attended the event. 
Around 125 guests attended, which included Hindi lovers, 

parents and well wishers of the students, academics, etc.

In continuation of World Hindi Day Celebrations 
An evening of Hindi Songs by the members of Old Hindi Films & Songs Lovers 
Society of Sri Lanka

As a continuation of the World Hindi Day celebrations the 
Centre also organized a programme by the members of Old 
Hindi Films & Songs Lovers Society of Sri Lanka. The 
songs sung were mostly from 70’s & 80’s Hindi films. 
Then, on 20th January, the members of Old Hindi Films & 
Songs Lovers Society of Sri Lanka presented an evening of 
old Hindi songs, mostly from films of the 70’s & 80’s Hindi 

films. The evening was very well enjoyed by the audience numbering about 75 gathered at the Centre.

Bharatha Natyam Recital by the students of the Indian Cultural Centre trained 
by their guru Vasugy Jegatheeswaran

The students of the Indian 
Cultural Centre trained by their 
G u r u  K a l a s u r i  Va s u g y  
Jegatheeswaran presented a 
brilliant Bharatha Natyam 
Recital on 22nd January. The 
students who have completed 

their one year training along with the senior students presented the dance recital. Some of the items 
presented were Pushpanjali, Sabtham, Keerthanams etc. Around 80 to 90 guests attended the recital.  The 
evening was very well enjoyed by the audience gathered at the Centre.

Films in March
Sampoorn Ramayan
Sampoorn Ramayan was the first mythological serial shown on the Indian television, 
created by Dr. Ramanand Sagar. The serial portrays the story of Lord Ram in a most 
aesthetic manner and portrays the ancient culture heritage and traditions of India. 

Bhumika (With English subtitles)
Usha (Smita Patil), born and brought up in a poor Brahmin family that had seen better 
days is trained in classical music by her grandmother. After her father’s death, poverty 
drives her into the world of Hindi cinema where she rises to be a famous singer-actress, 
courted by men and revered by her fans. All along she is assisted in her career by her 
possessive husband Keshav Dalvi (Amol Palekar), her neighbour from her village and a 
failed businessman who depends on her income for survival. Her marriage is a failure 
from the word go and she leads a tempestuous personal life and enters into a series of 
relationships that take their toll on her.
Language: Hindi Starring: Smita Patil, Amol Palekar, Naseeruddin Shah, Anant Nag, 
Amrish Puri, Sulabha Deshpande & Kulbhushan Kharbanda Directed by: Shyam 
Benegal

Arth 
The film Arth explores the theme of a married man involved in a relationship outside his 
marriage.  What sets Arth apart is the layered, complex characterization of the three 
principal characters, the husband, the wife and other woman.  Besides three splendid 
performances by Shabana, Smita and Kulbhushan, Kharbanda, the film is lit by Rajkirans 
Sunny presence and a flint-sparking cameo by Kiran Virala.
Language: Hindi Starring: Shabana Azmi,Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Smita Patil, Rohini 
Hattangadi, Raj Kiran, Dina Pathak, Om Shivpuri & Mazhar Khan  Directed by: Mahesh 
Bhatt

LIBRARY
Recent Library Accessions

The Other Side of Policing
Pereira, Maxwell
New Delhi, Vitasta Publishing Pvt. 
Ltd,2008,264p.

Representing India : Literatures, Politics, 
and Identities
Williams, Mukesh
New Delhi, Oxford University 
Press,2008,343p.

25th January  

28th January  

To celebrate the 61st Republic Day of India a performance by Bharatha Natyam 
exponents Shridhar & Anuradha Shridhar from Bangalore

Renowned Bharata Natyam exponents Sridhar, Anuradha and their 
troupe captivated the audiences in Sri Lanka with their dance 
performance held at the Kularathne hall, Ananda College on 25th 
January 2010.  Their visit was organized by the Indian cultural Centre 
with the support of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs & National Heritage, 
Jaffna Cultural Association, Central Province Hindu Association, 
Kandy Life Insurance Corporation (Lanka) Ltd., ICICI Bank, Indian 
Overseas Bank, Colombo branch. The event was presided by the High 

Commissioner Shri Ashok K. Kantha and veteran film actress Ms. Malani Fonseka graced the occasion as Chief 
Guest. 

In addition they also gave performances in Jaffna on 28th January at 
the Thirumari Kalamanram 29th January at the Veerasingham hall, 
in Batticaloa on 31st January at the Swami Vipulananda Institute of 
Aesthetic Studies, Eastern University, Kallady, in Kandy on 2nd 
February at Hindu Cultural Centre and in Nuwara Eliya on 3rd 
February at New Town hall.

Talk on wildlife – Sri Lanka the ultimate Island Safari
by Mr. Gehan de Silva Wijeyeratne, CEO, Jetwing Eco Holidays

Mr. Gehan de Silva Wijeyeratne’s talk and a multimedia presentation entitled “wildlife – 
Sri Lanka the ultimate island safari drew an enthusiastic crowd to the Centre. The talk 
gave the audience an opportunity to better appreciate Sri Lanka’s natural and wildlife 
heritage. The talk was followed b by an interactive discussion with the audience.  Around 
65 to 70 guests attended the event.

focussed on isolated segments of the dancers' bodies, created aesthetic group geometry with movements of the 
head, eyes, face, wrist, hands, torso, visualising a complete vocabulary of Kathak movements by micro units of the 
body. He has even choreographed a production centred round the printing of a paper. The autobiographical 
narration of an iron ore chunk inspired a whole production. A fine teacher, he has trained innumerable disciples. His 
prolific experimentation with rhythm and bols has no parallel. Observing rhythms of Nature, he has found in the 
rolling waves, the chirping birds, night sounds, and human exchanges, sound patterns, expressed in Kathak 
bandishes. One of the most creative minds, all his exploration is within the traditional boundaries of the classical 
form. Kumudini Lakhia one of the senior disciples of Guru Shambhu Maharaj has made a significant contribution 
in terms of contemporary explorations, her sojourn with dancers like Ram Gopal giving her a special feel for 
presentation aspects. She experimented by getting away from the frontal solo dancer by profiling movement in 
different directions with aesthetics of group and cluster formations exploited. Even the parhant or recitation of 
mnemonics became a dramatic device symbolising a verbal exchange between dancers. Above all she used the 
abstraction of rhythm to convey a message, like in Dhabkar (pulse) where the plain tatkara became the pulse of a 
hearbeat. Working alongside her was her long time music composer Atul Desai who created the melodic frame as 
the foundational take off point, for her themes. Her works like Atah Kim are filled  with very strong group images.  
And by opting for very simple elegantly tailored costumes with no jewellery, the focus on the dance by freeing the 
performer from the over-covered look, has created a mind-set with a proud upright stance and unselfconsciousness 
about the body.  Interacting with Flamenco in duets, dancing to western music of Vivaldi as done by Daksha Seth, 
and the Moonlight Sonata by Shovana Narayan, Kathak dancers are striving to make Kathak answer the challenges 
of contemporaneity.

Source: India Perspectives, Leela Venkatraman , The author is a dance critic and has written a number of books on 
Indian classical dance.
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