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This research paper explores the symbiotic relationship between
Kathak, a classical dance form of North India, and the Bhakti
movement, a profound devotional renaissance that swept across India
from the 8th to the 17th century. The Bhakti movement emphasized
personal devotion and direct communion with the divine, often
articulated through poetry, music, and expressive arts. While Kathak is
often celebrated today for its technical brilliance, rhythmic virtuosity,
and royal patronage during the Mughal era, its foundational roots are
deeply entwined with spiritual expression and devotional storytelling.
This paper investigates how Kathak emerged as a performative
medium within the Bhakti ethos, particularly within Vaishnavite
traditions centered on Lord Krishna. It examines the influence of
Bhakti saints like Meera Bai, Surdas, and Vallabhacharya, whose
poetic compositions form the bedrock of many Kathak abhinaya
pieces. The devotional literature associated with these saints provided
fertile ground for emotional and spiritual exploration through dance,
allowing performers to embody sacred narratives and emotional states
such as longing (viraha), love (prem), surrender (samarpan), and
ecstasy (ananda). Furthermore, the paper explores temple traditions,
daily rituals, and early performance practices where Kathak functioned
not just as an aesthetic display but as a sadhana—an act of devotion
and worship. By analyzing the literary, musical, and performative

dimensions of Bhakti-infused Kathak, this study highlights the
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continuity of sacred expression within a classical framework. The
research draws on textual analysis, historical accounts, and
contemporary practice to demonstrate how Kathak continues to serve
as a living conduit between divine devotion and cultural heritage.
Ultimately, the study underscores that Kathak’s spiritual dimension—
often overshadowed by its later secular adaptations—remains vital in
preserving its emotive power and relevance. The revival of Bhakti
themes in modern choreography and pedagogy reflects an ongoing
dialogue between tradition and innovation, reaffirming Kathak's place

as both a classical art form and a spiritual practice.

DOI : https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15394093

1. Introduction Kathak, often celebrated for its intricate footwork, pirouettes, and narrative mime, is
deeply intertwined with Indian spiritual traditions. Though its later association with Mughal courts
brought a distinct sophistication and secular appeal, its earlier evolution was rooted in temple rituals and
devotional expression. Kathak was not merely a performance but a form of worship and meditation, an

artistic vehicle through which devotees expressed their emotions and connected with the divine.

The Bhakti movement, which emerged across India between the 8th and 17th centuries, emphasized
personal devotion to a deity over ritualism and orthodoxy. It promoted the idea that salvation could be
achieved through love and surrender to God, rather than through caste-based hierarchies or ritualistic
practices. This spiritual and social shift opened up avenues for various art forms, especially those that
could carry the emotive weight of devotion, to flourish. Dance, being both a visual and kinetic form of

expression, became a powerful tool for communicating bhakti (devotion).

In the context of this devotional renaissance, Kathak evolved not just as an entertainment medium but as
an embodied expression of divine love, especially within Vaishnavite traditions centered around Lord
Krishna. Stories of Krishna's playful childhood, his divine love with Radha, and his philosophical
teachings in the Bhagavad Gita were expressed through the graceful movements and emotive
storytelling of Kathak. This paper investigates Kathak’s evolution within the Bhakti ethos and examines
how the dance form served as a visual and emotive extension of devotional poetry and worship. Through
historical analysis and interpretive inquiry, it reveals the enduring spiritual core of Kathak that continues

to resonate with audiences and practitioners alike.[1]
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2. Historical Context: The Bhakti Movement and Its Philosophical Underpinnings The Bhakti

movement emerged as a pan-Indian spiritual awakening that reshaped religious and cultural landscapes
from the early medieval to the early modern period (8th to 17th centuries). It was characterized by a
rejection of rigid ritualism, Brahmanical orthodoxy, and caste hierarchies in favor of a more personal,
emotional, and accessible relationship with the divine. The movement's inclusive philosophy, often
expressed in regional languages, gave rise to a rich tradition of devotional poetry and music that made

spiritual expression more democratic and culturally resonant.

In North India, the Krishna-centered Bhakti tradition became especially prominent, with religious sects
like the Pushtimarg, founded by Vallabhacharya in the 16th century, playing a central role. Pushtimarg
emphasized seva (loving service) and madhurya bhava (sweet, romantic devotion) toward Krishna,
encouraging followers to express their love through artistic forms including poetry, singing, and dance.
This aesthetic and spiritual philosophy provided fertile ground for the development of Kathak,

transforming it from a ritual offering into a powerful medium for storytelling and emotive devotion.

As Bhakti philosophies spread through regions such as Braj, Mathura, and Vrindavan—areas
intrinsically linked with Krishna’s mythology—Kathak absorbed narratives of divine play (leela),
separation (viraha), and union (samarpan). The dance form served as a physical embodiment of these
emotional states, allowing performers to channel spiritual longing through movement and expression.
The integration of Bhakti values into performance arts like Kathak thus represented a holistic confluence

of devotion, aesthetics, and embodied spirituality.

This devotional climate not only nurtured Kathak but redefined its very purpose—from courtly
entertainment or temple ritual to an expressive sadhana, a means to deepen one’s spiritual experience.
The Bhakti movement provided Kathak with a philosophical depth and emotional vocabulary that

continue to influence its performance structure and repertoire to this day.

3. Literary Foundations: Saints and Their Influence on Kathak Kathak’s repertoire is replete with
compositions derived from the poetic works of Bhakti saints, whose verses form the backbone of
devotional expression in the dance form. These poets did not merely write verses—they created a vivid
emotional and spiritual landscape that lent itself naturally to dramatic interpretation through abhinaya
(expressive dance). The poetic texts are imbued with rasa—aesthetic emotion—which allows dancers to

embody and interpret complex spiritual experiences.

Km. Ritu Agarwal Page | 1048



6%3 The Academic Volume 3 | Issue 4 | April 2025
Surdas: A blind poet-saint and a central figure in the Krishna Bhakti tradition, Surdas composed in Braj
Bhasha, focusing on the playful childhood and divine leelas (pastimes) of Krishna. His verses are rich in
imagery and emotional intensity, making them ideal for interpretive dance. Through Surdas' poetry,
Kathak dancers bring to life scenes of Krishna stealing butter, dancing with the gopis, or playing the

flute—each gesture layered with spiritual metaphor.

Meera Bai: A Rajput princess turned mystic poetess, Meera Bai’s bhajans (devotional songs) are
passionate outpourings of love and surrender to Krishna. Her poetry expresses viraha (longing),
devotion, and the pain of separation from the divine beloved. Dancers often use her songs to depict a
devotee’s yearning for union, portraying Meera’s soul-stirring spiritual journey through subtle gestures,

glances, and movements.[2]

Tulsidas and Kabir: Though primarily known for their philosophical teachings, both contributed to the
Bhakti literary corpus that influenced Kathak. Tulsidas, in his Ramcharitmanas, presented stories of
Lord Rama that have occasionally been adapted into Kathak narratives. Kabir’s dohas (couplets), with

their mystical themes, have inspired abstract and meditative dance interpretations.

These saints, through their poetic brilliance, provided Kathak with a diverse range of emotional
textures—from the playful and romantic to the introspective and philosophical. Their works serve as
spiritual blueprints that dancers translate into performance, creating a bridge between textual devotion
and embodied storytelling. In this way, the Bhakti saints are not just literary figures but foundational

contributors to the spiritual and aesthetic vocabulary of Kathak.

4. Temple Traditions and the Role of Dance in Bhakti Worship Before the rise of court patronage
and the Mughal-era secular adaptations of Kathak, the dance form found its earliest expressions in
temple spaces, where it was deeply embedded in rituals and religious ceremonies. These sacred
performances were not designed for public entertainment but served as acts of devotional offering (seva)
to the deity. In prominent Krishna temples such as those in Mathura, Vrindavan, and Nathdwara, dance

was an integral component of daily worship practices and seasonal festivals.

These temple dances were typically performed by devadasis or temple dancers who viewed their art as a
means of spiritual connection. The performances aligned with the temple’s liturgical schedule,
especially during aarti, janmashtami, or other Krishna-centric celebrations. Unlike choreographed

spectacles of today, these renditions were often spontaneous, emotionally charged, and rooted in
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bhava—the emotional essence of devotion. The dance, in this context, was an embodied prayer, a way to

express mystical love and yearning for the divine.

The style and structure of Kathak in temple traditions emphasized purity, simplicity, and sincerity.
Ornamentation was minimal, and the focus remained on facial expressions, mudras (hand gestures), and
movements that conveyed stories from Krishna’s life as described in scriptures like the Bhagavata
Purana. Musical accompaniment was devotional in tone, using instruments like the pakhawaj, manjira,

and harmonium to enhance the spiritual mood.

Bhakti-infused Kathak in temple precincts thus transcended its identity as a dance form and evolved into
a sadhana (spiritual practice). The dancer became both the storyteller and the devotee, channeling divine
energies through movement. This sacred foundation continues to inspire many practitioners today who

seek to revive the original spiritual essence of Kathak alongside its performance dimensions.
5. Thematic and Musical Elements in Bhakti Kathak

Narratives: Stories of Krishna’s childhood, Radha’s longing, and episodes from the Bhagavata Purana

dominate the Bhakti-themed Kathak pieces.

Musicality: Bhajans and Haveli Sangeet (temple music) serve as musical bases for many traditional

Kathak performances.

Costume and Aesthetics: Simple, temple-style attire in earlier performances focused more on bhava

(emotion) than spectacle.

6. Kathak as Sadhana: Devotional Intent in Performance In Bhakti Kathak, the dancer often sees the
stage not merely as a performance space but as a sanctified extension of the temple—a symbolic
sanctum where the dancer and the divine meet through movement. The act of dancing becomes an
offering, and every gesture, expression, and rhythm is infused with devotional intent. Here, technique

serves not for artistic display alone but as a vessel for spiritual transmission.

The emotive intensity of bhakti rasa—the aesthetic flavor of devotional love—transforms the performer
into a devotee, dissolving the boundary between the self and the supreme. Through abhinaya (expressive
interpretation), the dancer not only narrates stories of Radha-Krishna but also internalizes their essence,

enacting the devotee’s longing, surrender, and union with the divine. The repetition of rhythmic patterns
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(tatkaar), circular movements (chakkars), and emotive storytelling becomes a meditative cycle that

aligns body, mind, and spirit.

Many senior Kathak gurus, such as Pt. Birju Maharaj and Smt. Uma Dogra, have articulated that dance,
when performed with true devotional fervor, transcends the realm of entertainment and enters the sacred
space of sadhana—a spiritual practice aimed at self-purification and realization. In this context, Kathak
is not a means to impress but a path to immerse. The dancer becomes both the worshipper and the

medium, channeling divine grace through artistic expression.

In contemporary practice, this understanding continues to inspire performers who seek depth over
dazzle, merging artistry with spirituality. The continued relevance of this approach affirms that while

forms may evolve, the heart of Kathak—as a medium of prayer and transcendence—remains unchanged.

7. Contemporary Reflections: Legacy and Revival While modern performances of Kathak often
emphasize technique, precision, and stagecraft, there has been a significant resurgence of interest in the
form’s devotional roots. In an era increasingly shaped by globalization and digital media, many artists
and institutions are actively revisiting Kathak’s Bhakti-centric origins to preserve its deeper spiritual

essence and reconnect with its original purpose as a medium of divine expression.

Renowned dancers such as Sitara Devi, Pt. Birju Maharaj, and Shovana Narayan have played pivotal
roles in this revival. Their choreographies often reinterpret Bhakti themes using both traditional
compositions and contemporary narratives, thereby creating bridges between classical aesthetics and
modern sensibilities. For instance, Pt. Birju Maharaj’s interpretations of Surdas and Meera bhajans are
celebrated for their emotive depth and subtlety, often leaving audiences spiritually moved rather than

merely entertained.[3]

Furthermore, contemporary Kathak exponents such as Aditi Mangaldas and Rani Khanam have
incorporated themes of devotion, social reflection, and personal introspection into their performances—
expanding the devotional frame beyond mythological contexts to include modern spiritual journeys.
These reinterpretations reflect the ongoing evolution of Bhakti within the Kathak tradition, proving that

the sentiment of surrender and spiritual love remains timeless and adaptable.

Institutions such as Kathak Kendra, Jawaharlal Nehru Manipur Dance Academy, and regional Sangeet
Natak Akademis continue to support this devotional revival by organizing workshops, lecture-

demonstrations, and festivals focused on Bhakti-oriented themes. Additionally, the integration of Bhakti
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elements in university syllabi, teacher training programs, and research scholarships is helping to sustain

and academically validate this tradition.

Through these collective efforts, Kathak is reclaiming its identity as not just a classical art form but also
as a spiritually enriching practice. This revival is more than a nostalgic return; it represents a conscious
and creative engagement with the roots of Indian culture in an age of fragmentation and materialism. By
breathing new life into its devotional aspects, Kathak continues to inspire both practitioners and

audiences to experience the sacred through art.[4]

8. Conclusion Kathak’s journey through the Bhakti movement reveals its profound dual identity—as
both a performative art and a spiritual discipline. Far from being limited to aesthetic presentation,
Kathak emerged through Bhakti as a powerful medium of expressing divine love, emotional surrender,
and spiritual introspection. The Bhakti movement not only enriched Kathak’s narrative vocabulary with
devotional poetry and mythological storytelling, but also elevated its emotive power by grounding it in

personal, heartfelt experiences of the divine.

This unique confluence of rhythm, gesture, and sacred sentiment has enabled Kathak to transcend the
boundaries of stage and ritual, functioning simultaneously as entertainment, education, and worship. By
integrating rasa theory with Bhakti ideology, Kathak opened a space for embodied spirituality—where

the dancer’s body became an instrument of devotion, and the performance a sacred offering.

In preserving and renewing this connection, modern practitioners are not simply reviving tradition—
they are reinvesting Kathak with its original intent and potency. As contemporary artists and institutions
continue to explore and reimagine Bhakti-infused Kathak, the dance form remains dynamically rooted in

the past while being responsive to the present.

Ultimately, Kathak continues to offer a bridge between artistic excellence and divine experience,
inviting audiences and performers alike into a shared space of emotional and spiritual resonance. It
serves as a living testimony to the enduring power of devotion in shaping and sustaining classical Indian

arts.

Km. Ritu Agarwal Page | 1052



6? The Academic Volume 3 | Issue 4 | April 2025

References
e Massey, R. (2004). India's Kathak Dance: Past Present and Future. Abhinav Publications.
e Walker, M. (1997). Kathak Dance: A Critical History. Oxford University Press.
o Entwistle, A. W. (1987). Braj: Centre of Krishna Pilgrimage. E.J. Brill.

e Vatsyayan, K. (1992). Traditions of Indian Folk Dance. Indian Book Company.

Km. Ritu Agarwal Page | 1053



