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Preface

I couldn’t have put it better myself. Daya Krishna, one of India’s most distinguished and respected living philosophers, in conversation recently reflected with me upon the nature of intercultural communication. He expressed the view that to reach a true understanding between cultures, one had to fall in love. This book, then, is first of all a love story. It is my own story—one that tells how, more than twenty-five years ago, I traveled halfway around the world to become completely immersed in India, submitting myself to its religious and artistic disciplines. But the love story does not end there. This book is an attempt to share some of the important aspects of the highly developed disciplines I encountered, and to offer new theoretical and practical understandings of what Indian culture offers us in the West.

As a scholar of religious studies and anthropology, I am well aware that this book marks a departure from the standards of academic research, for even though it is based on years of study, travel, and field experience, it is also extremely personal and subjective. When at a young age I adopted Indian culture as my own, I cultivated an identity that contrasted sharply with both my American upbringing and my vocation as a student of religious studies. My early university training taught me to keep my experiences and beliefs separate from the subject I was studying, an agenda with which I always struggled. Fortunately, in recent years the feasibility of scholarly “objectivity” has been seriously challenged by new developments in the humanities and social sciences, and so it has become increasingly possible to write in one’s own voice, even within the academy.

Nonetheless, I have written this book with a general, rather than a scholarly, audience in mind. As a scholar my thinking and writing focus primarily on establishing distinctions between various terms and categories related to religion and other cultural phenomena. But in this book I am equally interested in understanding the connections between the same terms and categories as they are subjectively experienced. It is my wish to communicate with a broad audience, especially with those for whom these disciplines may speak on more practical levels.

This book, then, is about more than what I know. It reflects who I am. In choosing to adopt another culture and religion as my own I have had the privilege of immersing myself in many worlds—the mythological world of the East, where I have found my spiritual home, and that of the West, the place in which I was born—as well as their modern and postmodern milieus. Although these worlds overlap, at times they are contradictory and hard to bridge. While I consider myself a convert to Hinduism, I must clarify that the Hinduism I practice, the religion I have inherited from my teachers, is necessarily as mixed up as I am. (This is arguably true of many Hindus born into the culture today, though the blend may be quite different from mine.) The Hinduism I practice is decidedly not Sanatan Dharma (the path of Eternal Truth), nor orthodox in any sense. (In solidarity with the many heterodox movements that have arisen within the tradition, and insofar as I reject fundamentalism of any kind and also recognize that I have not divested myself of my Christian upbringing, I sometimes call myself a Protestant Hindu.) Having been initiated into both kriya and tantra, I adhere to a Hinduism that is more than tolerant; it is highly reflexive: it reflects upon itself rather than taking itself to be the only truth, or even the superior truth (as in Sanatan Dharma). Even as it posits the existence of an underlying nondual reality, the Hinduism I practice recognizes that the world you see is very much determined by the lens through which you see it, and that one’s subjectivity is literally and figuratively bound with the nature of the objective world of experience.

Primarily my claim to being a Hindu arises from practice rather than ideas, from the fact that yoga and Indian classical dance are the twin spiritual disciplines that have shaped my life’s narrative, the story of a journey that is both collectively shared and idiosyncratically private. For most of my life I have taken my experiences somewhat for granted, but in recent years I have been surprised to discover that many people—those who have attended my dance performances, the students in my yoga classes, and even my academic students—have expressed interest in learning more not only about the disciplines I practice but also about their cultural contexts, how I came to learn them, and what insights I have gained.

While I see myself, in the writing of this book, as a translator of Indian culture, I recognize that my ideas may not necessarily be identical to those of someone born and raised in India. I therefore hope that I have not greatly misrepresented any native points of view in articulating my own. While I cannot imagine what my life would have been without India, I nonetheless hope that this book points beyond my particular experience to the larger transformative possibilities of delving deeply, and respectfully, into the teachings of the planet’s oldest civilizations.


INTRODUCTION

Understanding Yoga and Indian Classical Dance

This book, A Yoga of Indian Classical Dance: The Yogini’s Mirror, discusses the relationship between two distinct Indian spiritual disciplines. The yogini’s mirror is a particularly apt image for what the book endeavors to convey, for the yogini is a powerful female archetype in Indian tantric mythology and thought. A spiritual initiatress, her distinguishing quality is her enchanting dance, which partakes of both creation and transcendence. She dances in both nature and culture, and her dance reflects each back to the other. The yogini’s dance is both supremely sexual and sublimely spiritual, manifesting spontaneously within ancient and elaborate structures. Although the yogini is female, she exists in men as well as women; while women seek to embody her energy, men find her the irresistible object of desire. Ultimately, should a man come to possess her, he finds that her dance has also always been his, existing within his own awareness.

One of the most important classical texts on Indian dance is the Abhinaya Darpana, or “Mirror of Expression.” Written by Nandikeshwara somewhere around the tenth century, this treatise describes various techniques used on the Indian stage. Seeking to adapt some aspects of Indian dance in an entirely new context, my own text mirrors the classical tradition even while departing from its strictly traditional formulations. For finally, a larger, metaphoric sense of mirror lies at the heart of this book, a metaphor familiar to both the aesthetic and tantric traditions of India. Mirror refers to the process by which we can become more fully aware of our projections in the theater of life, for the self as “performer” not only projects outward to the “audience” but simultaneously reflects inward upon its own nature. The mirror, therefore, represents a coming to consciousness such as that found in tantric yoga practices. In this book I offer the narrative account of my own process—philosophical reflections and practical yogic techniques—hoping that a reader might find in the mirror of another culture some reflection of her or his true nature.

Indian classical dance is one of the oldest dance traditions in the world. More signicantly, it is the oldest living dance tradition associated with any of the world’s major religions. On the basis of Sanskrit texts that described and systematized the dance in India as early as the second century A.D., we know that the actual practice of sacred dance is much older. Based on archaeological evidence, there is even widespread speculation among Indian scholars that the dance, like yoga itself, has its roots in the ancient culture that predates Hinduism as we know it.

Classical dance in India evolved over the centuries to reflect changing Indian concepts of self and the world. It flourished during the early classical period (fourth to eighth centuries A.D.), when temple and court complexes were at the center of powerful Hindu dynasties, kingdoms designed to reflect and maintain a divine order here on Earth. At that time dance played a central role in people’s lives as entertainment, education, and sacred ritual; devadasis, women whose lives were dedicated to dance in the temples, enjoyed power and religious prestige within the society. The dance survived under Muslim rule, which established itself in North India by the twelfth century. However, under British colonialism Hindu kingdoms declined, and so began a period of stagnation for Indian dance.

Around the time of Indian independence in 1947, various regional styles of dance were revived and reinterpreted within the context of nationalism, and classical took on new significance. As an educated ruling elite sought to define the new national identity, clear-cut determinations distinguished the so-called folk arts from the classical arts of India, especially in the realm of music and dance. Within this hierarchy, one reflecting the aesthetic and cultural values of the western world as much as those of Brahmanic Hinduism, that which is deemed “classical” is by definition considered more sophisticated and developed, conforming to abstract rules, and therefore of higher status.

The notion of “classical” hence introduces certain political dimensions to the world of Indian art. In order to garner India’s prestige throughout the world, in the 1940s the dance style of Bharata Natyam was developed from the temple and court dances once performed by devadasis (temple dancers) and court dancers throughout South India. A social movement launched and headquartered in Madras took the art of dance out of the hands of the devadasis. Being stripped of their ritual status, these dancers were suddenly regarded merely as low-caste women, and were condemned as prostitutes by the British. Their positions within the temple were abolished with the willing help of British-educated upper-caste Indians. The art was saved, but also somewhat reinterpreted, by this western-educated upper-caste elite. For these and other reasons, today, especially in South India, the classical dance traditions are largely dominated by male Brahman gurus.

Kuchipudi, the dance style I practice, is named after Kuchelepura, the village of this particular dance’s origin in Andhra Pradesh. While Kuchipudi adheres to the standards of the Natya Sastra—the definitive and ancient Sanskrit treatise on dance from which all classical dance traditions in India take their basic form—and boasts an unbroken lineage of hereditary teachers and performers hailing from the village since at least the seventeenth century, it too has been revived and reformed in the past forty years, resulting in some substantial changes to the art form. For hundreds of years, Kuchipudi was a dance drama style limited to Brahman males who dressed and danced as women as a type of spiritual practice. Although it shared many of the same themes and basic styles of movement, Kuchipudi was considered more prestigious than the dance of the devadasis, since it was performed by upper-caste men. Yet following the example of Bharata Natyam, Kuchipudi under-went “reformation” in the early 1950s, and women began performing it for the first time. Although in this generation the Kuchipudi tradition still remains largely under the control of male Brahman gurus, the most important of whom descend from the traditional families of Kuchelepura (now commonly known as Kuchipudi village), there are now a few very accomplished non-Brahman female gurus, my own teacher, Bala Kondalarao, foremost among them, who are leaving their mark on the tradition.

With its introduction into the West through westerners like myself studying in India and Indian dancers beginning to establish dance schools in the West, Indian classical dance now enters the postmodern age, a transition that will undoubtedly result in innovations. This book, an interpretation of the dance as a kind of yoga, represents such a new development; there is no traditional framework in which yoga and dance are combined in this way. This book therefore represents my own creative synthesis of the way the two have come together in my own life, the result of many years of traveling and studying both dance and yoga in India. On a more theoretical level I also present something of a challenge to the mainstream Hindu tradition, using tantric categories to critique the tradition from within, and to hold Indian religion and art to its own self-professed ideals.

In this book, yoga refers to a path or discipline leading to spiritual liberation. It is a general term covering several different practical approaches and philosophical schools within India. The term yoga is based on the Sanskrit root yuj, “to yoke,” or “to bring under control.” My hatha yoga guru, Apa Pant, used to say that yoga is nothing more or less than yoking the limited individual will to Universal Being. For this reason, yoga is much more than physical exercise. It is a holistic way of relating to the body that involves an increasing awareness on all levels: the physical, the mental or “psychic,” and the energetic or “spiritual” dimensions of the human organism. Yoga unites the functions of each of these bodies, as well as their balanced interrelationship under a central organizing principle called Self (what we in the West often refer to as our “higher self ”).

The supreme spiritual goal of yoga, then, is enlightenment, a state in which one is permanently tuned, or yoked, to the universal will. So while yoga makes it much easier to achieve whatever worldly goals one sets for oneself, the highest spiritual level is concerned not with the fulfillment of desires but with their cessation. True freedom exists not in imposing one’s will upon the universe but in finally surrendering one’s limited will in favor of the universal.

However, first one must have something to surrender. To withdraw the senses from outer objects and engage the inner world, accessing ever more subtle layers of reality, is the method of yoga. One’s experience of the inner world will vary depending upon the type of yoga practiced. For jnana yogis the inner world is accessed through increased mental control and the fine-tuning of one’s logical thought processes, a harnessing of the intellect for transcendent insight. In bhakti yoga the concentration is on the invocation of emotion toward a particular deity in order to transform “lower” desires into “higher,” or ultimate, human concerns. In kriya yoga specific techniques or mental exercises are used to lead the individual consciousness into mystical states of expanded cosmic identity. Tantric yoga systems do the same, specifically utilizing powerful external tools such as yantras (abstract diagrams), mantras (sacred sound), and psychosexual imagery as “launching pads” to cosmic consciousness. There is no clear-cut distinction between these different types of yoga; each includes defining elements of the others. The main difference is in where the emphasis is placed. Hatha yoga is usually seen as the most physical type of yoga because of its emphasis on bodily postures, but if one moves deeply into hatha yoga, it too leads to transcendental realms of experience.

On the physical level, hatha yoga develops a total body consciousness that extends inward to various bodily systems: skeletomuscular, respiratory, circulatory, digestive, and even excretory. Yoga asanas, or physical postures, combined with breathing, energize the entire organism, promoting health and total well-being through increased circulation. The practice of asanas also results in clarity of mind and increased awareness. Once this awareness develops, heightened bodily sensitivity begins to influence all interactions with one’s environment. On the most basic level, once you become aware of the internal physical realm it makes you conscious of what is going into the body—what you are ingesting (food, drink, air, and so forth) as well as what you are (or are not) eliminating. There also develops a natural urge to detoxify. You find that you don’t have to force yourself to pay attention to what you are eating or how you are living; your body will automatically begin to reject that which is harmful to you.

With practice this internalization process begins to work on the subtle or psychic body as well, affecting thoughts and feelings. As you become more inner oriented you become aware of the way images, words, and thoughts affect you. By focusing inward you become more conscious of both what you are psychically taking in and what you are putting out. Hence you become more discriminating about your interactions with your environment, the kind of people you closely associate with, the places you go, the activities you engage in, and so on. This is a discrimination based not on external characteristics but on levels of energy. Trusting your intuitions, you begin to feel your resonance—or lack of it—with all that surrounds you. This “intuition” is nothing more (or less) than the development of increasingly subtle levels of perception.

With enough practice, physical postures, the yoga asanas, become a meditation. These postures begin to take on symbolic significance. Many of the traditional asanas of hatha yoga are named after various animals in order for the practitioner to psychically connect with the qualities of being those animals represent.

The postures release the latent energy of these symbols, giving rise to some extraordinary experiences, even to siddhis (psychic powers). Any system of yoga that emphasizes siddhis works primarily with the subtle or psychic body. Through the practice of hatha yoga alone you may start to experience so-called extrasensory perceptions, although these are not magic but are instead the logical out-come of heightened conscious awareness. Information in the form of subtle clues begins to register directly in the unconscious and automatically influence your decision-making processes. Premonitions, synchronicities, and even déjà vu occur when the body, mind, and spirit are fully aligned with Universal Being and when there is minimal inner conflict to obstruct events from happening according to one’s higher purpose.

But this comes about only through discipline, control of the will. Internalization and increased sensitivity automatically lead to a deepening sense of control over one’s physical and mental processes, as well as one’s spirituality or “greater self ” development. In one sense it seems that, through the discipline of yoga, your life becomes much more controlled, much less free. But this sense of control in no way comes from an external source. It is a kind of renunciation or sloughing off of those things that are no longer necessary to who you are. It is you yourself taking control as your conscious will takes charge of the direction of your life. Through yoga one comes to gradually control one’s desires from within, eventually to yoke one’s individual will with that of the universal will. According to Indian tradition, it is rare that we can achieve this on our own. It is believed that the universal will therefore manifests itself first and foremost through the guru, or spiritual master.

Guru Brahma Guru Vishnu Guru Devo Maheshwara

Guru Saksat Paramguru Tasmai Guruve Namah

(Guru is Brahma, Guru is Vishnu, Guru is Lord Siva Maheshwara,

To that Guru, the Highest Manifestation of Reality, I bow)

For those who are not ready to assume full responsibility for self-control (and few are), the external guru provides the role model and guide until the time is right for one to realize that the true guru exists within. Yet here a gap between theory and practice can easily arise, because many gurus will counsel their disciples to do one thing while they themselves do another. The student, if he has doubts about the guru, may think him or her a hypocrite, but it may instead be the case that the disciple is at a totally different level of development than the teacher. Nonetheless, devotion is not the equivalent of slavishness. When the inner guru develops to a certain point, the disciple will not hesitate even to go against his external guru’s counsel to follow his inner voice. This is all part of the spiritual growth process.

For practical purposes the spiritual body or transcendent realm can best be conceived of as the realm of pure energy. The aim of spiritual or transcendental meditation practices is to attune to that realm on the level of vibrations. Here yoga uses abstract symbols with minimal content to represent energy, since the intent is not mental understanding but direct experience. These abstractions take the visual form of geometric yantras and, more important, are aurally manifest in certain vibratory sounds like bija mantras, syllables whose sound qualities are designed to catapult awareness beyond thought.

While for discussion’s sake we can separate out the physical, the psychic, and the spiritual objectives and techniques of yoga, in reality there is no such separation: the three levels overlap and interpenetrate one another. Our experience of their disunity is in direct proportion to the extent to which we are all living unbalanced lives. Therefore, whichever aspect an individual chooses to work with has everything to do with one’s background (not only in this life but in other lives as well, according to Hindu thought), as well as one’s goals and aspirations.

The ego or limited consciousness can easily raise objections and place obstacles in the path to this unity, even for those who are motivated by the highest spiritual goals. For example, the kind of heightened sensitivity that results from yoga practice means more awareness of pain as well as pleasure. When the ego reacts to this possibility from the standpoint of fear, we will tend to opt for less rather than more feeling, and, expecting the worst, begin to harden ourselves. We then build up our ego defenses, some of which can actually mask as ego-inflation—several religious techniques of prayer and meditation that deny body and the feelings have developed within various traditions, all in the name of detachment or some similar notion of transcendence. Even yoga can be misused in this way. Because it involves development of the will, yoga can easily degenerate into an exercise to prove that the will can suppress all feeling in order to obtain a kind of superhuman status. But attempting to attain the status of a god without understanding what it means to be human is a travesty of the Spirit. Denial of emotion in the name of God or any other power only prolongs ignorance and suffering of the self and others.

Becoming more conscious, hence coming to balanced terms with pleasure and pain, is at the heart of what it means to be human, and is essential to the development of both wisdom and compassion. Wisdom involves insight into the nature of your own existence, while compassion relates to understanding where you fit into the whole picture—your relationship with others and the world. The right combination of wisdom and compassion leads to true freedom and bliss as consciousness expands and a variety of options you never dreamed possible open up to you. The expansion of your inner world finds its reflection in the outer world as well.

Nonetheless, many people begin yoga practice and find that they are not ready for the changes that start to occur, precisely because of the increased responsibility that the whole process demands from the individual. Depending upon the circumstances, such an awakening may call for a total change in lifestyle, causing one to grow away from one’s friends, family, or current occupation. Unable to make such a radical change, some people leave the path, perhaps to come back to it years later. Only then do they realize that the inner voice had not really gone anywhere. Once awakened, consciousness can be ignored only temporarily; it can never be put to sleep again. It will wait patiently, for whole lifetimes if necessary, for you to come around again and heed its calling. However, in most cases there is no need for drastic transformations. You can pace your degree of involvement in yoga in order to gain its maximum benefits on whatever level you are functioning. It is possible to practice yoga merely for its physical benefits, but if you continue, it will no doubt eventually lead you deeper into the unexplored territory of the Self.

Dance is very much like yoga. It may be argued that this is true of any kind of dance, but in the case of Indian classical dance, this is straightforwardly so. Like yoga, it involves work on the physical, psychic, and spiritual levels, and in fact requires a balancing between these three if it is to succeed in its higher purpose.

In the following chapters I will expand upon the nature and significance of this relationship between yoga and Indian classical dance. I start at the beginning, with my own story. In the first two chapters, “Discipline and Desire” and “Dance of the Gurus,” I narrate how I was initiated into the disciplines of dance and yoga, and the manner in which they eventually converged in my life. In chapter 3, “Stillness at the Center,” I discuss the relationship between Indian classical dance and yoga both within Indian culture and as subjectively experienced on three levels of being: physical, psychic, and spiritual. Chapter 4, “The Dance of Yoga,” introduces the actual physical hatha yoga asanas that I have developed over the past twenty-five years out of my dual practice of dance and yoga.

Chapter 5, “Yoga of the Emotions,” discusses the spiritual dimensions of Indian dramatic theory, offering techniques that may be applied to one’s daily yoga practice. In chapter 6, “The Dance of the Yogini,” I delve further into the tantric dimensions of Indian classical dance, focusing on the relationship between the temple dancer and the yogini in historical and religious terms. Finally, in the last chapter, “Yoga of the Elements,” I offer a meditation on the relationship between culture and nature, between body, psyche, and spirit in the natural world, which I hope will lead to an expanded understanding of both yoga and dance.

In Indian goddess-worship rituals, one of the important objects offered to the goddess is a mirror. In this, my personal synthesis of ancient Indian traditions, I make my own offering. I hold up a yoga of Indian classical dance as a mirror to India and to the world, so that we might all come to catch a glimpse of our own divine nature.


ONE

Discipline and Desire

My Initiation into Indian Spirituality

From the beginning India has known the secret of desire: that desire itself lies at the heart of life, of creation, of creativity and manifestation. Without desire the world would cease to exist. But then the Buddha was born in India, and taught that all life is suffering, and that desire lay at the root of all suffering. For without suffering there could be no pleasure, no beauty, no nature. Hindu India, with all her wisdom, could never deny this truth, but neither did she as a civilization ever choose to look it straight in the face. For all her love of the infinite beyond, India’s attachment to creation—here and now—has held her in thrall. Out of her great and fertile desire she has given birth to one of the richest cultures this world has ever known. Christopher Columbus discovered America while looking for India. I discovered India while looking for my self.

This is the story of how my desire led me to discipline, how I found what I was searching for in and through my gurus, the teachers who established my practice and shaped the way I see the world. Looking back at my life now, it seems nothing happened by accident, as if everything had been carefully planned in advance.

I can’t remember exactly when India first dawned on me. We lived in a small rural community in upstate New York in the days when there was no global studies curriculum, and where no one I ever knew had given a second thought to such a place. Yet I have memories from high school—seeing the Beatles and Mia Farrow on some television talk show with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, a giggling man with a long white beard, and me fascinated and doubtful, wondering what that was all about. Me, the spring of my senior year, falling half-asleep in a film in sociology class and suddenly jolting awake as I inexplicably recognized the image on the screen: a half-naked old man sitting by the side of a river, back straight, eyes closed. I knew this place as if I had been there—not long, long ago but yesterday. I knew that this place was holy, and I could not for the life of me understand why I knew that. These were the sparks, the earliest flickerings of deep memory, the beginnings of desire, and they were soon forgotten until the following year when I was a student at Syracuse University.

I had originally gone to the university to study journalism. It was the early 1970s and, like many of my generation, overnight I found myself critical of everything around me. Suddenly the media seemed little more than a hypocritical game, and my desire to be a journalist waned. Nothing seemed more important than searching for answers to life’s ultimate questions. It only took one course in eastern religions during my freshman year for me to decide to major in comparative religious studies. During my sophomore year I studied Hindi and started reading the Bhagavad Gita in my spare time. One day I spotted a poster advertising Indian classical dance; a few nights later, on a snowy evening in January, I attended the recital. The dance was held in Crouse College, performed to some very scratchy recordings of M. S. Subbulakshmi, the most famous of all South Indian carnatic vocalists. What is amazing in retrospect is that the first Indian dance I ever witnessed turned out to be Kuchipudi, the style I would eventually study. The odds were against this coincidence, for in those days Kuchipudi was much less well known than the other major classical styles such as Bharata Natyam, Kathak, or Kathakali.

The music notwithstanding, as soon as the dance began I was transfixed, totally spellbound, entranced. However, as the evening progressed I began to experience a strange anxiety—it dawned on me that I could never be content to simply watch this dance. I wanted very much to try it myself, an idea that to my rational mind seemed preposterous and totally impossible. Here I was, the daughter of working-class parents who, thanks to a scholarship, had been fortunate enough to escape her small town in upstate New York to attend a major university. The pressure of choosing some practical vocation for my life constantly nagged at the back of my mind. And yet suddenly I was filling with this intense desire to—to what? Become an Indian dancer?!

Since in those days I considered myself a devotee of Lord Krishna, halfway through the concert I found myself playing Let’s Make a Deal with God. With all sincerity, a prayer formed inside me: “O Krishna, if I could somehow learn this art I would dedicate my dance to your praises forever!”

Walking home that night I could never have dreamed how my life would unfold. For after the initial bright flame of longing burst within my consciousness, perhaps owing to my doubts regarding any possibility of my wish’s ever coming true I let go of the idea almost as suddenly as it had arisen.

I now recognize in that moment of desire not only the beginnings of my career in dance but a foreshadowing of my involvement in yoga as well. As an idealistic and intensely searching eighteen-year-old, my spontaneous and completely unselfconscious wish to immerse myself in the dance and to undertake it in a spirit of dedication to deity were some of my earliest steps on a spiritual path. Another essential ingredient was also present. Without knowing it my rational mind had served me well in creating the necessary state of detachment so that the universe could take it from there.

And that seems to be what happened. Events transpired to make my dreams a reality. That spring I discovered an academic program offered through the University of Wisconsin that would enable me to spend my junior year studying in India. Since I had already studied Hindi for a year at the university, I applied to go to Banaras (Varanasi), the holy city located in North India. I was admitted to the program, but only on the condition that I instead go to South India, to Vishakapatnam, a city on the east coast in Andhra Pradesh. I accepted, albeit with reservations, since this would mean studying a different language. I did not know at the time that that language, Telugu, was the language of Kuchipudi, the dance I so wanted to learn.

I spent the summer in the intensive study of Telugu. Then, a few weeks before we were to leave, we were informed that the program was canceled owing to visa problems. I was crushed. It was at that point that my professor, Velcheru Narayanrao, a native of Andhra, encouraged me to go to India on my own. With his encouragement and the permission of my professors at Syracuse—but much to the chagrin of my parents—I made up my mind to travel alone to Hyderabad to study with Dr. Natraj Ramakrishna, a well-known master who specialized in temple dances of Andhra.

The trip to India was a huge step in my life. I was only nineteen years old and had never traveled outside of America. Wearing a plaid dress and Buster Brown shoes, I boarded the plane in New York; in those days the flight took close to twenty-four hours, with a stop in Beirut. I was already in a state of disbelief; now it seemed as if Air India’s 747 was a giant womb delivering me to another world. With only the name and address of a family in Hyderabad, I arrived in Delhi to heat, noise, and confusion in September of 1972.

My plan was to undertake an independent academic study of Indian classical dance in order to write about its cultural and symbolic significance, and only secondarily to undertake practical training. Despite my dream of learning to dance I didn’t dare set my sights too high. Although I loved to dance I had no formal training, apart from a year or two of lessons when I was a child. And despite having been a cheerleader in high school, I did not consider myself to be either athletic or particularly coordinated; I had always identified more with my mind than with my body. I went to India thinking I would be satisfied if I could learn some basic movements and a simple dance or two. If not, I thought at least I could develop a little of the grace that seemed to come so naturally to Indian women.

Being a straightforward American, as soon as I arrived in Hyderabad I was anxious to contact the guru, find out how much the fees were going to be, and join the class. But my Indian hosts informed me that this would never do, that I would need to go through certain channels, beginning with a proper introduction. First they would have to send word to request an appointment.

When the appointment was granted, my host “father,” Muktevi Lakshminrao, went to speak to the guru and state my purpose, but the guru refused the request to meet me. He said he was not interested in teaching women anymore because every time his female disciples reached a certain age they would get married and discontinue the dance. Later Lakshminrao went again to plead with him, but the guru would not relent. Finally, a few weeks into my stay, just when I was beginning to lose hope, the guru sent word to bring me to the dance school. It seems that while traveling in a car one day he had seen me walking on the road, wiping the sweat from my brow, and had felt sorry for me. Rightly so. Despite all the ways in which I had tried to prepare myself, I was suffering greatly from culture shock and stomachaches. I was sick from the heat, frightened of the cockroaches in the bathroom, and tired of being stared at like some kind of freak. I was homesick and lonely. Still, the idea of going back to America never entered my mind.

When I finally got to meet the dance guru it was an utterly frustrating experience. The entire time we were there the guru spoke only to my Indian “father” and hardly looked at me. I was told that I would attend class every day, morning and evening. I quickly realized there was no question of learning a “little” dance: it was all or nothing. This was my first lesson in understanding the cultural framework of the art—the significance of the guru and the inequality inherent in the guru-student relationship. If one wants to study a traditional Indian art, science, or religion, one has to accept the principle of the guru’s superiority. The guru holds the power that comes from possessing the desired knowledge. Submitting oneself to the discipline necessary to obtain that knowledge is the true meaning of the word disciple, and is a process that is often hard on the ego.

The traditional nature of Indian culture dictates that the techniques, rules, and guidelines for any discipline are to be maintained as strictly as possible from one generation to the next. Despite the presence of Sanskrit texts and other treatises in regional languages governing various disciplines, Indian traditions were largely transmitted orally because the texts themselves were in the hands of the guru. It was his job to interpret the texts for the student until the student had established his own mastery. The guru is seen as the repository of both theoretical and practical information, as well as transcendent insight. It is for this reason that he is given so much respect. We were instructed to refer to our teacher as “Master Garu,” or simply “Master” (garu being a Telugu honorific term).

I soon began attending dance class for three hours every morning and another three hours each evening, except on Sunday. The degree to which I saw beauty when watching the dance was the degree to which I felt pain when I first started actually practicing it. How could something that looks so graceful feel so completely awkward and physically unnatural? I was amazed that there were no warm-up exercises; we went into the steps straight off. We danced on sealed concrete floors, stomping our legs with force but attempting to keep the feet relaxed enough to make a slapping sound. The hardest part was getting used to the basic position, which involves turning one’s knees fully out to the side and bending the legs. (This was a real killer.)

It seemed that no matter how hard I tried I wasn’t getting it. When I concentrated on my leg positions, my hands would relax. Counting the beats, I would forget to smile. I didn’t think I would ever be able to move my head from side to side as Master could! Within a few weeks I was completely discouraged, absolutely convinced that I was doing terribly, that I couldn’t possibly learn the dance properly. Every day after class I would return to my tiny room, shut the door, and cry miserably.

One day soon after I began my studies, Master called me into his room. I was fully expecting him to tell me that I was wasting my time as well as his and that I should give up my ridiculous attempts. Instead, much to my surprise he demanded to know why I had lied to him, telling him that I had never studied Indian dance before. Stunned, I replied that I never had studied the dance. He said he found this very hard to believe, given the ease with which I was learning. Was I sure I hadn’t studied somewhere before? Shocked, I insisted that I had not. Then it struck me, and I began to laugh out loud. It was the cheerleading! In fact, the more I thought about it the more the similarity of some of the movements seemed uncanny. “Cheer-leading?” he asked. “What is that?” I had to think about how to explain it. Finally I replied that it is like a kind of dance performed by young girls to a chorus of shouts while boys are playing sports. I even demonstrated a cheer for him. He then asked, “Why do they do this?” I again had to search my mind for an explanation: “To unify the crowd in order to send energy to the team.” Later as I thought about our exchange I realized that cheerleading is not all that different from classical Indian dance even in this regard. Indian temple and court dancers also “sent energy” to the “team,” namely the deity, the king, and the ruling elite, as a part of temple or court ritual, and were thereby believed to maintain the order of the kingdom. In each case, decorated women not only performed a function but also became symbols of the kingdom they served.

In high school I had been a cheerleader for three years, making the varsity team when I was a sophomore, but I was so small that I felt more like the mascot. When most of my friends on the squad graduated and I was elected student council president my senior year, I quit cheerleading for politics. However, even in later years when fashion dictated that any self-respecting feminist confess and repent her cheerleading past, I never complied. I wasn’t built for competitive sports, so I had much preferred shouting and dancing on the sidelines. Ours was a small school, and so cheerleading did not carry the same kind of social weight that it seemed to in other places. I still have no regrets. The exercise and emotional outlet that cheerleading provided not only kept me sane during a turbulent adolescence but also prepared me to study dance halfway around the world.

But for my Indian friends there was another explanation of why I took so easily to Indian dance. Hearing my story they immediately related to it in terms of samskaras, the tendencies inherited from a past life. They said that I must have been a devadasi in a previous birth. Otherwise I would never have had such an immediate reaction to the dance performance I saw, nor an opportunity to fulfill my desire to learn it myself. Since I have no way of either proving or disproving their theory I accept it as a kind of personal myth, indicative of my deep connection to Indian culture, for undoubtedly my going to India to study dance was the beginning of a new life for me.
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