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There is a well-rehearsed socio-historical reading of bharatanatyam (South Indian 

classical dance) which positions the art form as an ever-anachronistic expression of women’s 

subjugation to men. That is, the idiom implicitly complies with the debasement of feminine 

desire through its containment in a form determined by patriarchal norms. An alternative 

analysis of the contemporary practice of bharatanatyam is possible. Use of an intersectional 

perspective complicates understandings that focus on singular analyses, suggesting instead 

that a complex of power relationships and diverse discourses inform all situations. Moreover, 

a focus on performativity, the underpinning of queer criticism, further renders unstable 

attempts to assign a singular and rigid identity to any individual, including a dancer.  

Contemporary practice of bharatanatyam viewed through the combination of 

intersectional and queer lenses becomes located at a meeting point of diverse matrices. In 

particular, as well as a social expression historically defined it is also a contemporary 

aesthetic-ecstatic practice in which the transformative potential of devotional dance is 

sustained. It can be seen as a practice that offers dancers, through their very gendered being, a 

transcendental yet embodied identification with an undifferentiated whole. Key questions 

emerge from these propositions: how might ‘transcendence’ be understood in terms of a 

queer critique of performativity, and how might the practice of queer male bharatanatyam 

dancers (such as I) help such an understanding to emerge. 

On the 20 September 2015, Seeta Patel performed Margam: A Classical Dance 

Recital on the South Bank (Purcell Room, London), an earlier version of which I also saw 

(Wild Card: Something Then, Something Now at Sadler's Wells (London) on 25 September 

2014). In Margam, Seeta dances her interpretation of the repertoire that constitutes 
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bharatanatyam. She dresses in its customary silk and brocade, jewels and kohl, and is 

accompanied by a traditional Carnatic music ensemble. Only Guy Hoare’s intricate lighting, 

augmenting her every move, explicitly sets Margam outside bharatanatyam’s recognised 

aesthetics. In the first section of her performance, each time she performs as jati (rhythmical 

break of pure dance movements) a grid of lights ripple as she passes by them, flooding the 

stage in full brilliance and lifting to incandescence her bright blue costume. When she returns 

to sections of intimate nrtya (expressive gesture) the focus narrows tightly, and the expanse 

of stage vanishes, to place her in a tiny glowing box amidst a black void. In the second half of 

her performance, criss-crossing diagonal beams are coloured and dimmed to augment the rich 

orange of her complex pleated sari and the dense emotive narratives she plays. This 

accentuates the delicacy of her costume and the natya (dramatic actions). The lighting gives 

an almost confectionary lustre to her presence.  

This spectacular luminaire aside (an exception to which I will return), Patel’s 

performance practice in Margam meets many historical precedents now embedded in the 

tradition of bharatanatyam. Yet her articulation of the idiom is distanced from that of her 

ultimate antecedents the devadasi (a hereditary community of dancers) in epoch, geography 

and socio-political context. Much historical analysis posits that the dance of the devadasi 

fulfilled a role of service to a heteronormative patriarchy governed by a raja (king) and the 

brahmin (priests) who anointed him. Patel is a contemporary professional British artist 

commanding a premiere arena in the capital. As such, she might be seen to enjoy a more 

feminist praxis.  

In Patel’s promotional photograph for Margam she is lips to lips with her own 

reflection. I see sensuality and sexuality but also solitude in this image. I certainly see no 

men, indeed no other women; truly, no onlookers at all. Patel is before herself. Of course, the 

viewer looks into her world from the anonymous photographer’s perspective. But Seeta is not 
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looking out at the viewer; she is looking into herself. Patel’s chosen image suggests a 

bharatanatyam dancer engaged with her own gaze, her own values. It suggests a woman 

centring her inherited performance practice on her own sense of self. Navigating potentially 

contrary readings of Margam, it is this self-centred understanding of Patel’s dance I want to 

pursue. 

I too dance bharatanatyam and write from a practitioner’s perspective. Thus, I ask 

how my performance of bharatanatyam might participate in Patel’s reformation of her art – a 

reformation echoed in the comparable projects of Indian women dancers such as my teacher 

Priya Sreekumar or (more notably) the seminal choreographer Chandralekha Prabhudas Patel 

(1928–2006), known professionally as Chandralekha. What is happening when I – a British, 

white, Methodist, queer man – dance an idiom ordinarily synonymous with South Indian, 

Hindu, straight women sharing straight narratives. I am an example of a number of queer 

men, here and elsewhere, who have entered bharatanatyam’s feminocentric world. Patel’s 

closest collaborator is Mavin Khoo, who is sometimes her nattuvan (director/conductor) and 

whom Patel names now as her teacher, if not guru. Khoo’s queer identity is intrinsic to his 

bharatanatyam performance practice. Ann David spoke in 2010 of Khoo’s interest in on the 

one hand his own “representation of the female on stage” (David, 2010: 3) and on the other 

hand an exploration of “a non-gender specific” stage presence (David, 2010: 5). I am led to 

ask how a queer alliance amplifies or complicates the contribution of bharatanatyam to 

feminism and of feminism to bharatanatyam. 

Here I do not wish to rehearse in full the prolific scholarly discourse about the history 

and contemporary position of bharatanatyam. In synopsis, I recount how the art is corralled 

by a complex and continuing debate about how, if at all, it can promote Indian women’s 

empowerment while replicating mediaeval narratives first performed by women married to 

temple deities – that is, the devadasi. Mathew Harp Allen’s 1999 essay offers a 
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comprehensive and succinct synthesis of the complex narrative explored by academic circles 

focussed on bharatanatyam (Allen, 1997). He details how the twentieth century 

transportation of the form to national and international stages can be read as upper caste 

Indian women appropriating traditions from lower caste, and subsequently dispossessed, 

women. The devadasi’s matrilineal guild and exceptional marriage status was too 

complicated for India’s new republic in which progress could be seen to ally with European 

values of religious decorum and Christian notions of spirituality opposing sexuality. In 

Allen’s reading, today’s bharatanatyam becomes the invention of urban educated power-

holders; it helps create a falsely historicised idealisation of Indian woman as chaste, decent 

and discretely modern.  

Researching the original status of devadasi, Saskia C. Kersenboom describes them as 

nityasumangali (ever auspicious women) because their ceremonial betrothal to an eternal 

godly husband set them outside life’s mortal travails; they could not be widowed 

(Kersenboom, 2011). In his partial revision of Kersenboom’s work, Davesh Soneji notes that 

she locates the devadasi in the reserved and remote world of temple precincts, a space-time 

defined by divinity (Soneji, 2012). In contrast, he reports research that reveals these women 

(certainly in the end days of their sorority) were active socio-political agents – courtiers as 

well as courtesans, for the temples were places of royal power. Soneji suggests that the sexual 

relationships devadasi had with the raja and temple brahmin interwove the spheres of dance, 

faith and government. Through their dance, they navigated the very streams of modernising 

social change that ultimately over-ran their domains and led to the prohibition of their 

profession.  

These compressed histories here offered serve to inflect our understandings of Patel’s 

Margam. She is an independent and individual artist choosing to make new performances of 

a form she inherits. The contemporary perspectives contained in works such as Janet 
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O’Shea’s At Home in the World: Bharata Natyam on the Global Stage can show how a career 

such as Patel’s contributes to a new worldwide project wherein bharatanatyam creates 

embodiments of Indian women’s experiences for transnational circulation (O'Shea, 2007). 

But looking through historicising lenses, Patel might also be seen to dance in relationship to 

Indian culture’s current kings and tutelary deities. The influential forces of new orthodoxies – 

the official and standardising values of intra- and inter- governmental alliances – have 

replaced the brahmin and raja. Indeed, when I write the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) governs 

India. Values propagated by them, and the affiliated Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, amplify 

popular notions of what Shanti Pillai calls ‘the cleansing’ of Indian culture of ‘outside 

influences’ (Pillai, 2002: 16). As Ananya Chatterjea notes, the BJP forcefully censured 

bharatanatyam dancer Mallika Sarabhai’s deviation from ‘notions of uniform Hindu-ness’ 

(Chatterjea, 2004: 113). Though Patel is beyond the reach of such Hindutva forces in her 

British homeland the reach of disciplining orthodoxies is felt there too. I think of the 

curatorial control exerted by the Indian Council for Cultural Relations, the British 

Council/Visiting Arts, and Akademi (the leading producers of South Asian dance in the 

United Kingdom).  

Critical voices such as Uttara Asha Coorlawala have long proposed that Eurocentric 

colonial legacies continue as patriarchal imperatives taken up by Delhi’s elite after the British 

retreat (Coorlawala, 1994). These forces (and their allies in expatriate Indian communities) 

play a large part, she argues, in determining the spaces and the behaviours of bharatanatyam 

dancers as fetishized and totemic national(ist) dolls. In such analyses, bharatanatyam dancers 

such as Patel – as a kind of ‘Delhi-dasi’ – are rendered anachronistic and hollow. They 

neither express a continuity of devotion nor new democratic ideals and dwell in a 

romanticised nostalgic re-fashioning of Southern India’s past. 
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I want to examine another contrary analysis of Patel’s dance. The innovator 

Chandralekha departed boldly from established bharatanatyam. In Coorlawala’s terms, her 

work interrogated ‘patriarchal, national, social and political affiliations’ (Coorlawala, 1999: 

11). Furthermore, in Coorlawala’s analysis, Chandralekha explored ‘physical access points to 

mystical experience’ reaching toward a ‘primordial, preverbal, pre- “pre” space that is 

cognized in the mind-heart-body’ (Coorlawala, 1999: 9). Chandralekha created an explicitly 

feminocentric choreographic practice exploring the iconography and values of tantra. Her 

tantra is not that of the Kama Sutra readily trafficked in the West – a pretty, ritualised soft-

porn. Instead, it is a highly measured aesthetic of bold geometrical forms, decisive and 

sustained rhythms and careful interrelationships between human figures pointing to 

spirituality as imminent in our sensual world.  

Rustom Bharucha, Chandralekha’s biographer, reports that she made prakriti the core 

of her deeds. Prakriti he articulates as a conception of human existence as one of 

‘undifferentiated nature’, a vision simultaneously ‘philosophical, mystical, magical and 

ritualistic’ (Bharucha, 1995: 262). He states that, for Chandra, ‘[to] deny these dimensions of 

life in favour of a “purely historical” approach towards understanding women’s problems is 

both evasive and limiting’ (Bharucha, 1995: 262). Chandralekha’s politics opposed a kind of 

‘purified’ Hinduism that had converted devadasi dance into bharatanatyam. She also rejected 

the republic’s overall compartmentalisation of India’s peoples into demarked and limiting so-

called regional divisions. This prompts me to ask if sectionalising and historicising 

tendencies in Western academia may collude in the inhibition of the devadasi dance legacy. I 

suggest that when bharatanatyam is exclusively examined through a socio-political history of 

South Indian women there is, by inference, a confinement of dancers such as Patel to wholly 

secular ascriptions of identity – the all too readily evoked labels of nationality, ethnicity and 

gender. We might instead consider the bharatanatyam dancer through a the viewpoint of 
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tantra. This implies a movement beyond a fixed focus on context towards a wider focus on 

the performer’s experience of being and especially of agency and of conscious engagement 

with the performative articulation of the Self. 

One of the few published critiques to explore such a trajectory is that of Pamyla A. 

Stiehl. She claims feminist scholars repeatedly disregard ‘the metaphysical power of the 

devotional dance’ (Stiehl, 2004: 276). Via bharatanatyam, Stiehl suggests, a dancing woman 

enters ‘a sublime, performative moment’ through which ‘she may rise to the level of the 

superior being’ (Stiehl, 2004: 276). Implications lurk in this term ‘superior being’ suggesting 

perhaps the inferior value of the specificity of individual embodiment as fixed in the 

coordinates of a temporal and gendered self. Rejection of the particular material substance 

and context of being a human seems counter to compelling feminist arguments for the very 

importance of the physicality and situation of ones being. Yet, the new state Stiehl addresses 

might be understood not as one of hierarchical ascent – of being ‘better than before’, so to 

speak – but as accessing, instead, the ground of being itself, and in particular the dancer’s 

encounter with the performative iteration of identity through the manipulation of corporeal 

styles. 

To investigate further we need to consider the ontology that informs bharatanatyam. 

Doing so will help illuminate my proposition that bharatanatyam can allow men to 

participate in the performance of female experience – not as drag, or transvestism or what 

Hari Krishnan calls ‘gynemimesis’ (Krishnan, 2009) – but by entering a cosmology 

conceptualised around an all-pervasive femaleness. (How such an act is in empathy with 

feminism must also be asked). 

In combination, Chandralekha’s tantra and Stiehl’s ‘superior being’ ideas help shift 

our conception of bharatanatyam’s current potential. The dance form moves away from 

being (historically) a performance by women for patriarchal priests and kings, or 
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(contemporarily) a regulating apparatus educating South Indian Hindu women into a 

conventional social role. Instead, bharatanatyam becomes a means of elaborating and 

entering a feminocentric Weltanschauung. Stiehl’s article makes clear throughout that the 

metaphysical power of the dance is not neuter; it is grounded in the explicitly gendered 

agency of women dancing. Significantly, in Sanskrit scripture the concept of prakriti, to 

which Chandralekha cleaves, is elaborated as a dimension of the goddess Parvati. She is a 

divine personification of lived experience, encompassing: sakti (the perceptual power to 

manifest our phenomenal universe); jivataman (our experience of individual being); and 

prakriti (the all-pervasive material foundation of the phenomenal world) (Burley, 2000: 74).  

Hatha yoga scholar Mikel Burley concludes this articulation of the goddess by saying, ‘we 

are all, from the perspective of the egoic personality Parvati’ (Burley, 2000: 74).  This 

feminising of all lived experience is amplified further by other aspects of Hindu cosmology. 

As Amrit Srinivasan observes, such ontology determines ‘the male element as “passive” and 

the female as “active”’(Srinivasan, 1985: 1873). In short, to exist – to be embodied – is to be 

part of a female manifestation of existence, the fecundity of prakriti. 

We can further anchor bharatanatyam in a feminocentric worldview through 

reference to the ideas of Veena Ramphal, as quoted by Prarthana Purkayastha in her recent 

monograph Indian Modern Dance, Feminism and Transnationalism (Purkayastha, 2014: 

122). Ramphal’s reading of the Natyasastra suggests that the female bharatanatyam dancer 

has a special opportunity in the diverse practices of Indian theatre to become immersed in 

affective experience. In performance, she becomes the complete sovereign and singular 

subject of the aesthetic event. It might be argued that all theatre following the Natyasastra 

uses the ebb and flow of bhava (passing mood) to pursue immersion of the performer, and 

audience, in the singularity of rasa (pervasive sentiment). Moreover, in other and older 

forms, such as kudiyattam (ancient Sanskrit drama from Kerala), the solo artist (male or 



9 

female) becomes the seat and centre of multiplicity and changeability which characterises 

‘female’ experience, according to the line of argument above. It is perhaps the comparative 

boldness of bharatanatyam that leads to Ramphal’s suggestion; the form operates with little 

or no recourse to scenographic devises (such as disguising costume or make-up) and often 

communicates shifts of narrative and character at pace, briskly and capriciously. Most 

significantly, the art ordinarily shows one woman becoming all the beings narrated while also 

being the narrator of all manifest in the performance: she is all things. 

Yet bharatanatyam performances, Patel’s Margam included, are also layered dramas 

which centre on a lover’s entreaties to her beloved lord; a devotee implores the deity and 

(always implicitly) the courtier-courtesan addresses her monarch-master. These relationships 

are easily read as expressions of women’s subjugation to men. The arresting effulgence 

evoked in their dramatization centres on the female dancer and her present intense 

experience, while the revered male figure indicated is markedly absent and invisible. But, in 

light of a socio-political analysis, this very absence might be seen as a device by which ‘His’ 

power is retained, for the glamour of invisibility allows room for rhetoric of omnipresence. 

The missing male may grow to occupy a more imposing and oppressive magnitude than an 

overt manifestation of a man might convey. Yet reading this absence in the context of bhakti 

(devotional worship) a parallel can be found with the intense longing of the human Radha for 

her beloved Krisna, wherein the remote omnipotent male is eclipsed by the manifest 

embodied female. In the words of Kajri Jain ‘there is a sense in which the very abjection of 

the desiring devotional body […] actually comes to exert some kind of power over the 

divine’ (Jain, 2010: 210). Radha’s active desire supersedes Krisna’s passive divinity. 

Returning to Stiehl’s line of analysis (with counterbalancing arguments in mind), her 

propositions lobby for the transformative empowerment of women through bharatanatyam as 

a form which enables the dancer to exceed her daily socio-political earthly plane. Stiehl urges 
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its dancers (if not all women) to ‘embrace the metaphysical possibilities that refute 

objectification’ (Stiehl, 2004: 301). Dance, she says boldly, has the potential ‘to exceed the 

gendered body’ (Stiehl, 2004: 295) and offer access to ‘a new form of spiritual energy which 

is no longer defined by biology’ (Stiehl, 2004: 296). Sara Azzarelli, in her article about 

bharatanatyam and Indian queer activism, rightly describes how the soloist’s practice and 

dense narratives invite the dancer to ‘become everyone […] moving across the boundaries of 

gender and sexuality’ (Azzarelli, 2015: 18). She points out that Judith Butler has highlighted 

‘the major safety of performing arts, compared to everyday life, as places to destabilise 

normative categories’ (Azzarelli, 2015: 16). Azzarelli identifies the stage as a ‘potential tool 

and space through which the non-normative can show unconsidered possibilities to the 

mainstream’ (Azzarelli, 2015: 16).  

It becomes possible to see bharatanatyam’s metaphysical transformative power as 

contributing to feminist and queer agendas. Eleanor Roberts, in her essay ‘Feminist Live Art: 

Why Bodies?’, models ‘feminist performance’ as being that which offers ‘a means of 

wresting control of the body from a totalising, unifying understanding of “the female”, into 

something multiple, changeable, and subversively pleasurable’ (Roberts, 2013: 6). Roberts’ 

statement points to a rejection of a fixed and functional gender role as a rejection of the 

rigidity of a patriarchal hegemony. Desire for such a departure and movement towards the 

state Roberts describes is by no means limited to women. It is often, however, needed and 

sought by them and by those men who fail to identify with the tropes and promises of a 

patriarchal order. Stiehl and Azzarelli see in bharatanatyam a route away from narrow fixed 

roles towards expansive fluid identities.  

We have seen that bharatanatyam centres on a dancing woman embodying a myriad 

of mortal and cosmic beings, their deeds and their actions. Through abstractions and 

narratives she evokes a plethora of sensations and experiences in herself and a comparable 
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range of imaginings about herself and her identity in the diverse audience’s gaze. This 

performative process, Chandralekha argued, ought not be confined and defined by religious 

frames that prescribe spiritual experience, for it attests to the power of amorphous sensuality 

transcendent of such structures and strictures (Bharucha, 1995: 52). Indeed, Stiehl’s article is 

a paean for what she calls the ‘ultimate realization of freedom and power [emphasis in 

original]’ made possible when the dancer identifies as being part of prakriti, the 

undifferentiated whole (Stiehl, 2004: 297). 

Though bharatanatyam may place female experience – of women, Parvati and 

prakriti – centre-stage, it need not necessarily be understood as work that is feminist, per se. 

In India (and, to a lesser degree, in London), a heteronormative patriarchy dominates public 

life. This fraternity shapes the world of bharatanatyam. Avanti Meduri, recalling her 

education in the form, explicitly states, ‘I was taught to dance, to gesticulate, and even to feel 

by male dance teachers’ (Meduri, 2004: 14). Bharucha suggests that bharatanatyam, when 

unrevised, can help facilitate an ‘apparent appreciation of women [that is] invariably a pretext 

to keep her bound within patriarchal norms’ (Bharucha, 1995: 30). Moreover, Purkayastha 

observes that Chandralekha (and comparable pioneering choreographer Manjusri Chaki-

Sircar (1934–2000)) saw the objectivising effect, to which Bharucha alludes, as far 

superseding the subjective experiences of the dancer in shaping the reception of 

bharatanatyam (Purkayastha, 2014: 123). In this argument, the dancer’s agency, that 

Ramphal sees, is unseen by the patriarchal power-holders under whose controlling gaze she 

dances. 

It is notable too that Jain attaches a caveat to his description of the impassioned 

female devotee and her Radha-like capacity to eclipse her adored male deity. He says the 

‘desiring or libidinalised female body’ is pressed to service in Indian aesthetics as a model for 

‘the devotional frame of an evacuated will and a surrendering body’ because it is ‘always-
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already abject’ in the criteria of Indian patriarchal society (Jain, 2010: 209). Bharatanatyam 

can be seen to contribute to the performative reiteration of what Jain calls ‘the abjection and 

debasement of feminine desire within a patriarchal order’ (Jain, 2010: 209). It must also be 

acknowledged that dominant elaborations of Hindu cosmology do not encourage us to remain 

identified with the goddess Parvati, immersed in prakriti; we must strive, Burley relates, to 

ascend from the individual relative selfhood she represents to a totalised absolute selfhood, 

encapsulated in the form of the male god Shiva (Burley, 2000: 74). There is no dominating 

priest or king in Stiehl’s view of bharatanatyam but she still describes a merging with a 

powerful male figure or force as the form’s apex; critically, Stiehl’s dancer ascends to a 

spiritual plane to meet the divine as Shiva (Stiehl, 2004: 276).   

Two propositions stand in tension. There is a socio-historical exegesis of 

bharatanatyam as a remnant perpetuating women’s subjugation to patriarchal order and a 

counter claim that the dance form offers aesthetic-ecstatic immersion in a divine selfhood 

free from the confines of gendered roles and socio-political realms. I propose that there is a 

kind of intersectional perception that allows the bharatanatyam dancer to retain vital context 

(to be part of complex continuums noted by the first proposition) while having access to 

experience seemingly outside socio-historical parameters (as proposed by the second 

reading).  

In their article “The Transversality of New Materialism”, Iris van der Turin and Rick 

Dolphin suggest that we consider that each of us lives at a meeting point of diverse matrices – 

the ‘exterior and the interior, the subject(ive) and the object(ive), the individual, the social, 

and the symbolic are conceptualised as co-constitutive instead of being pre-determined levels 

or layers’ (Turin, 2010: 13). To my mind, the key element of van der Turin and Dolphin’s 

understanding is that aspects of our selfhood are not held in a hierarchy of fixed relations, 

like sediment deposits permanently above or below another. On the contrary, they suggest  
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fluidity and mobility are predominant in the ‘co-constitution’ of the self from diverse aspects. 

This offers us a way to understand apparently conflicting readings of bharatanatyam dancers. 

They are gendered beings (and otherwise precisely defined). At the same time they 

experience and express, through their immersive art, their identification with an 

undifferentiated whole, around and within their selves. This conception resonates with a 

particularly Indian metaphysics concerning the parts and the whole that constitute the self. 

Burley notes that the ‘stratified nature’ of the universe, the Self included, is not one of ‘layers 

of different substance’ but of a ‘single [emphasis in original] substance in different ‘stages’” 

(Burley, 2000: 178). Importantly, embracing the idea of co-constitution makes space for the 

spiritual in my review of bharatanatyam’s feminist capacities, and (appropriately) Indian 

understandings of the spiritual in particular. Hindu cosmology attributes a series of ‘bodies’ 

to each of us, one of which is the ‘body of bliss’, the transcendental self, the ananadamaya 

kosa. How might this metaphysical construct be understood in the performative terms of 

queer criticism that has guided my argument? Moreover, why might men and masculinity 

enjoy less access to this ‘self’ than that afforded women, or a people embracing a 

feminocentric ontology?  

To answer, I centre again on the details of Patel’s promotional image, with which I 

began. I can see Patel as a being in bliss, gazing – through her mirror image and through her 

dancing of identity – towards a transcendental self that is centred on the inner experience 

(rather than the outward expression) of herself. This blissful state, this ananadamaya kosa, 

can be understood as that which comes to the dancer through the carousel of self-

experiencing that is inherent to dance and which is especially pronounced in classical Indian 

solo forms. Rekha Tandon, charting the yogic potential of odissi (East Indian classical dance) 

describes ‘the phenomenological experience of dance performed with full involvement [as] a 

means of transcending ‘mundane consciousness’ and becoming centred instead in ‘witness 
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awareness’” (Tandon, 2008: 8). This awareness, I argue, is of the ways in which the units of 

corporeal styles – stances, gaits and gestures – articulate personae which we ordinarily 

understand to be our self. Dance disturbs, manipulates and makes explicit this ordinarily 

disavowed process by which our gender and other identifying markers are elaborated through 

bodily configurations of line, rhythm and tonus. This is highlighted by Purnima Shah in her 

exposition of kathak (North Indian classical dance). She says the form offers the dancer an 

experience of the transcendence of gender through the portrayal of innumerable beings: 

 

Constant performance practice and analysis of these characters in relation to 

oneself enables the performer to recognise his [sic] many potential bodies, that 

these (characters) are emotionally different facets of the prism of the atman, his 

soul or reflections of paramatman, the universal omnipresence in the cycle of 

existence. (Shah, 1998: 11) 

 

Shah here intertwines the two strands of my enquiry, connecting the performative experience 

of embodying many beings with the metaphysical notion of a self that is all beings – or, 

perhaps, no being at all. 

   I propose that this juncture (where the carousel of social identity meets another order 

of selfhood) is more readily accessed by women and by the arts that elaborate their 

experience because the range of men’s corporeal styles and, thus, self-expression and self-

experience is in comparison severely limited. To be male, as determined by heteronormative 

patriarchal values, is to be a prominently active agent but it is also to be confined by a rigid 

code of appropriateness, a narrowed range of physical behaviours, and a tight corporeal style. 

Ramsay Burt, in his book The Male Dancer: Bodies, Spectacle, Sexualities, suggests that 

modern (Western) society’s persistent ‘anxiety about the limits and boundaries of masculine 

identities’ produces a ‘reactive masculinity’ (Burt 2006:18). The corporeal style he describes 
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is one marked by a ‘reticence with gesture and bodily expression’ (Burt 2006:18). In direct 

contrast, the corporeal style of bharatanatyam is resolutely committed to maximum variety of 

line, rhythm and tonus. Moreover, in the global cultural milieu the persistent shadow of 

Orientalism supports and encourages the idiom to be an alternative to dominant Western 

contemporary dance aesthetics by offering a maximum of diversity in movement, costume, 

make-up and narrative content.  

There is no irremovable barrier that prohibits male dancers in ‘masculine’ idioms 

from becoming witnesses to the performative constitution of identity and from possibly 

entering a ‘ground of being’ transcendent of work-a-day perceptions of the self. There is, 

however, in the diversity and fluidity of a feminocentric form, such as bharatanatyam, a 

deliberate and explicit performativity that more readily permits such a shift. It is, perhaps, 

this which has made the idiom so important to my evolution on personal, artistic and 

philosophical planes. I first performed items created for women, in the lineage of Meenakshi 

Sunderam Pillai (1815-1876) of the Pandannalur school – some being devotional dances in 

the aesthetic of temple worship, others being artistic expressions of bhakti (devotional 

worship) in which the Beloved is personified as suitor or husband. I later danced items 

selected or created by my teacher to explore how I might dance the form as a man; I became, 

for example Vigneshwara (Ganesha) or Siva, in the synthetic coupling of Ardhanarishvara 

(the composite androgynous form of he and Parvati). I have settled, of choice, into the 

creation of items for myself which focus on the way in which bharatanatyam allows me to 

express both those attributes ordinarily gendered as female and as male. I dance a vacillation 

between these polarities towards the centre of the continuum they generate.  

My performance of bharatanatyam, and that of other queer men, may help (in some 

aspects) to make more evident the way in which the feminocentricity of bharatanatyam 

offers all its dancers, male and female, a special access to experiences of the self that lie 
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beyond the socio-political contexts that ordinarily delineate our sense of identity. Admittedly, 

my nationality, ethnicity and Christian upbringing can position me as usurper appropriating 

bharatanatyam (much as Allen suggests the devadasi’s art was hijacked by more powerful 

castes). In addition, my queer sexuality adds to this analysis the possibility of an Orientalist 

need for the garb of the Exotic East to license my transgression of gender. Yet my 

engagement with bharatanatyam (and departure from performance of an identity more 

seemingly congruent with my origins) demonstrates that the identity danced into being by a 

bharatanatyam dancer is an ‘aesthetic presence’. It is a performance of gender, ethnicity and 

faith ordinarily rendered in such a way (by Indian Hindu women) that an apparent 

congruence of performance and performer disguises its construction as if it were a ‘natural 

occurrence’. When I or Khoo, or any queer man, dances the form our embracing of its 

feminocentricity contributes to elaborating a world outside of heteronormative patriarchy. 

The danger is that our actions displace women dancers from their place at the centre of this 

world. I propose, however, that better this risk than the subterfuge of men, queer or 

otherwise, puppeteering women’s dance from the stage wings.  

With a photographer, I made my own version of Patel’s promotional image, in which 

I – not she – gazed into the mirror, and this essay has been (in some aspects) a process by 

which to evolve a greater understanding of my place in the idiom in which she excels. In 

Margam, Patel dances in a new configuration of stage lighting for bharatanatyam – 

sometimes brilliant and spectacular, sometimes subtle and seductive. This light play helps 

illustrate both her occupation and claiming of the performance space and her public 

withdrawal into (and display of) an emotional engagement with spirituality. When queer men 

identifying with her art form step into the light (out of ‘closeted’ contexts and ‘closeting’ 

frames) their dance can add lucidity to the capacity of bharatanatyam. Despite its potential 

implication in a history of female subjugation, it can elaborate a feminocentric world. It can 
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empower understandings of how virtuoso mastery of the material substance of the self can 

reveal the mysterious mutability and fluidity of human identity. Though this may not be 

feminism per se, it is certainly a challenge to the rigidity and fixity of the dominant values of 

patriarchy, heteronormativity, and secularism.
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