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Abstract

Bharatanatyam is a traditional Indian dance form that involves the use of facial expres-
sions and body movements to tell stories. A key aspect of Bharatanatyam is the use of hand
gestures, also known as hastas, which are used to communicate with specificity and preci-
sion. Hastas are symbols, and along with facial expressions and body movements that are
contextually relevant, they help to communicate narratives. I am a neuroscientist and have
been immersed in Bharatanatyam for 25 years; true to the tradition of the form that empha-
sizes lifelong scholarship and immersion, I continue to learn from my gurus and supple-
ment my dance training with the study of Carnatic music and Sanskrit. My journey in crea-
tive aging started after losing my mother and witnessing the lack of access to expressive
movement that was available to her; for fear of falls, my previously-dynamic mother spent
the last three months of her life without leaving the bed or feeling the sunshine on her skin.
By using hastas in the context of creative aging, I describe how we can promote the acqui-
sition of new skills, the physical benefits even in the face of arthritis and limited mobility,
the ability to ascribe meaning to the gestures, and the capability to form new meanings and
new gestures that are contemporary and relevant to the lives of older adults. Above all, we
can engage older adults actively in the creation and appreciation of art.
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Bharatanatyam

Bharatanatyam is a 2000-year-old Indian dance form that blends expression, emotion,
music, and rhythm, and supports a systematic narrative structure. The form allows for
tremendous scope, with pieces that can be performed by a solo artist, as duets, or even
as musical-style theatrical performances. Pieces are often derived from traditional texts
from the Indian subcontinent, although practitioners also choreograph pieces to Western
instrumental music, or music from other genres. The study of Bharatanatyam includes the
study of languages and literature, stage arts, history, philosophy, iconography, architecture,
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symbolism, and semiotics. The texts of dramaturgy from the fifth century, the Abhinaya
Darpana (The Mirror of Gestures) (Nandikesvara) and the Natya Shastra Bharata-muni
(2nd century BCE), continue to guide students of this art form. In its original context,
Bharatanatyam is a devotional practice; gurus emphasize bhakti (intense participation or
worship) to a higher power. Bharatanatyam can also be thought of as a language, with the
intent to communicate using song, rthythm, facial expressions, and gestures. Bharatanatyam
in the recent past has been used in many contexts, to express a multitude of themes includ-
ing religious, social, medical, mythological, and historical. As a student in India, I have
worked on productions that show the birth of Jesus, and my teachers have used Bharatan-
atyam to talk about water purification, gender-based violence, the caste system, and envi-
ronmental conservation. While the current paper takes as its point of departure Bharatan-
atyam as it is practiced in modern India, the historical development of Bharatanatyam, and
particularly its interaction with colonialism, remains a topic of rich discussion.

This essay introduces the field of creative aging and proposes a place for Bharatanatyam
in creative aging. The vocabulary of hastas (hand gestures) in Bharatanatyam and how they
are practiced in the tradition are introduced, and the way that hastas provide an intuitive
entry into Bharatanatyam is discussed. The essay ends with future directions for a practi-
tioner wishing to engage with hastas with their (older adult) populations.

Creative aging

For older adults, creative aging can lead to discoveries that impact society (called “Big C”
creativity) or everyday tasks of functioning that rely on creativity such as learning how
to use a walker (“little ¢” creativity) (Hanna 2013). Creative aging is the idea of engag-
ing older adults in pursuits such as singing, dancing, and crafts (Ager et al. 1981) to pro-
mote independence and functional living whether they are at home or in an assisted living
facility (Watson et al. 2023). Entry into creative aging endeavors can be by individuals
who are beginning their artistic journeys (often called “folk” or “outsider” art), returning
participants who used to engage in the arts and had to discontinue, and participants who
have been involved in art for their entire lives (Hanna 2013). These activities have tangible
benefits for participants, such as decreased isolation and loneliness, and the development
of skills such as jewelry-making, crochet, poetry writing, and screenplay writing. Among
such pursuits, dance has many benefits for the physical and mental health of older adults.
Dance forms such as pop, jazz, and contemporary dance have been used with older adults;
results have shown that regardless of style, dance can promote general functional fitness,
and help improve muscular strength, endurance, and balance (Hwang and Braun 2015). A
systematic review and meta-analysis also revealed the many benefits of dance as a potential
way to prevent dementia (Podolski et al. 2023).

It is too often true that the opportunity of engaging in “art for art’s sake,” for the joy of
learning, trying and sometimes failing, and ultimately self-expression, is often restricted
to the younger or more “able-bodied,” and that such avenues for older adults are lim-
ited. Modalities of creative aging are beneficial, but many fail to challenge participants
safely, do not engage them in an exchange of pedagogy, and unwittingly perpetuate the
lack of inclusion of older adults in the creative process. All too often, dance is reduced
to calisthenics, and music is chosen without sensitivity to either program participants or
the originating culture. Hence, it has been suggested that the scope of creative aging prac-
tices should be broadened (Chacur, Serrat, and Villar 2022). Given that Bharatanatyam
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is distinguished by the way it requires participant involvement and adaptively employs a
range of specific movements and emotions to tell a story, the use of this safe, accessible art
form has untapped potential for creative aging.

Bharatanatyam in creative aging

Bharatanatyam has the depth and richness to engage people of all abilities, either as a
culturally sensitive art form for persons with an interest or background in South Indian
culture, or more generally as a universal art form. The language of emotions (rasas) pro-
vides a way to highlight the universality of emotions. In my work, I provide descriptions
of the local environment and cross-cultural functional equivalents for those unfamiliar with
India and its iconography (e.g., lilac instead of jasmine, a bass guitar instead of the stringed
instrument veena) and the derived, symbolic meanings in addition to the literal meanings
of words. Some aspects of Bharatanatyam that I find to be particularly relevant for older
adults are the use of rhythm (fala), the systematized set of emotions (rasas), and patterns of
movements that can be adapted to be done seated, with individuals using walkers, wheel-
chairs, or any kind of assistive mobility device (S 2023). The depth of the art form means
that various aspects can be adapted specifically for any participant, from a 99-year-old at
a local senior center to an immunocompromised individual, to an individual with chronic
back pain who participates virtually while lying on the couch. This essay consists of obser-
vations of sessions done in person (in New York City), virtually, and in hybrid settings at
senior centers, arts organizations, and organizations for individuals with early dementia.
Individuals present a range of functionality from those that live independently to those that
live with aides.

Hastas in Bharatanatyam pedagogy

The use of hand gestures (hastas) in Bharatanatyam is especially well-suited to creative
aging. Hastas are in essence symbols. A symbol is something that represents or points to
something else, and representation over time becomes convention. Familiar examples of
symbols include the use of notes to represent music, and the use of writing or hand signs
to represent language. Symbols are an integral part of the Bharatanatyam vocabulary, and
students are taught hastas that act as symbols to help us tell stories. Hastas are used in
Bharatanatyam for aesthetics and communication. In Bharatanatyam, the “Mayura” hasta
(the thumb and ring finger are connected) is used to show a peacock, and by extension,
Lord Kartikeya who rides on a peacock. By showing a “Damaru” (a small, two-headed
drum) by shaping the palm and thumb, we can show the actual musical instrument as well
as Lord Siva, who is often depicted with a damaru to show his mastery over time (Fig. 1).
The Abhinaya Darpana (Nandikesvara) describes and systematizes a large number of
gestures and symbols for the Devas (Gods), the planets, famous emperors, seven oceans,
famous rivers, trees, animals, flying creatures, and water creatures. These hastas also give
us an insight into the geography of South India at the time of writing the texts, as there are
references to local vegetation and animals; in this way, the study of the hastas is also an in-
depth study of history and geography. While students of Bharatanatyam are taught existing
hastas, Bharatanatyam gives us the freedom to create new hastas. For example, I have cre-
ated two hastas to show bats as they perch upside down in a cave (Figure 2A, B), a hasta
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Fig. 1 Damaru (a small two-
headed drum)

A: Bat perched upside down in a cave. B: Bat perched upside down in a cave.

Fig.2 A Bat perched upside down in a cave. B Bat perched upside down in a cave

to show a male peacock with its wings and feathers at rest (Figure 3A), and one to show a
mother bird feeding her babies (Figure 3B).

In Bharatanatyam pedagogy, hastas are divided into those that are done using one hand
(asymyuta hasta) and those that are done using both hands (samyuta hasta). While different
texts vary in the actual hastas used and their number, there are considerable overlaps, with
most current students of Bharatanatyam learning 28 total single-hand gestures and 24 dou-
ble-hand gestures. Students are also taught the multiplicity of usages of each hasta (these are
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A: A male peacock. B: A mother bird feeding her young ones.

Fig.3 A A male peacock. B A mother bird feeding her young ones

called vinayogas). Each hasta has its sloka or verse that explains the symbol, the physical
actions to create the symbol, and its intent; in addition, there are detailed verses on the various
usages as well. Students of Bharatanatyam learn the hastas and their usages, in both theory
and practice.

The first single-hand gesture Pataka (all fingers outstretched with the thumb bent) can be
used to show a variety of things: me, you, them, door, gentle water, dark clouds, horse, fear,
surprise, etc. While it is not fully known how each of these hastas evolved, we know from
looking at different texts that the evolution of hastas took inspiration from surroundings. In
Bharatanatyam, hastas are precise to enable clarity in meaning and communication. The
symbol of three vertical lines on the forehead represents worshippers of Vishnu, and three
horizontal lines represent worshippers of Siva; these deities are completely distinct from one
another from cultural, historical, and mythological viewpoints. Gestures used depend on song,
story, context, and the philosophy of the piece. Importantly, while the Natya Shastra has pre-
scribed several hundred hastas, it does not limit practitioners from creating their interpreta-
tions of these hastas.

Hastas also connect to the entire body. A slokam that signifies this goes as such: “Where
the hand goes, the eyes go; where the eyes go, the mind goes; where the mind goes, there is
feeling or emotion (bhava); and where there is feeling, there is enjoyment (rasa).” This is the
essence of Bharatanatyam, where there is a simple, clear, defined way in which the hastas
connect to our bodies through our eyes, and by extension, to our enjoyment and the enjoyment
of the audience. Hastas are also contextual just like written language or sign language where
every word or symbol depends on context for meaning. For example, pataka can be used to
show fear by placing the hands near the chest, the body moving backward as if turning away
from what is feared, and eyes narrow but reflecting terror; or surprise by placing the hands
next to the mouth, eyes wide but expectant, and the body moving towards the object eliciting
surprise.
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Hastas in creative aging

In my creative aging work, hastas prove an intuitive entryway into Bharatanatyam because
of the relatively low levels of physical exertion and the exciting possibility of creating
meaning with one’s hands. The learning of hastas as prescribed in the texts provides an
opportunity for participants to learn a new skill, relate to their bodies and hands in a new
way, and promote dexterity which is especially crucial for a population that may have
arthritis. Learning a new skill requires and builds focus and concentration. Once partici-
pants have mastered the physical action of creating hastas, they move on to add meaning,
emotion, and contextual facial expressions. The addition of meaning and facial expression
has physiological effects as well, e.g., shikhara hasta (where all the fingers except for the
thumb are bent and pressed against the palm) which can be used to show heroism causes
the back to become erect, the eyes to focus, the breathing to regulate, and the mind to
concentrate. Hence, Bharatanatyam, by intentional usage of imagery and visualization, can
help de-pathologize older adults—instead of telling people to sit straight, we can invite
them to create the image of a warrior who sits straight.

In addition to learning the hastas as prescribed, there is the capability to add mean-
ing, extend meaning, etc., using the hastas shown. While showing a song where a bee is a
messenger, I asked participants how they may want to show their appreciation for this bee
who is taking our message to a faraway place. Participants used the bee hasta and created
a new one where they rocked it to sleep and created a “bee lullaby.” The hasta of kataka-
mukha which shows a bird was adapted into a bird unfurling its feathers by a participant.
Lastly, participants have the option of creating new hastas of their choosing, e.g., hastas
for giraffes and selfie sticks. In addition to the many choices of hastas, there are infinite
adaptations as well. Gestures can be done by individuals in wheelchairs, basically any way
participants present themselves. There are modifications for arthritis also; in thinking of
the connection of hastas with eyes, we can use the eyes and face instead of hands.

Hastas and the meanings they convey manifest in our bodies as well. For example, the
hasta used to show “love” leads to a softening of the face and the eyes and makes for a
general soft posture. The hasta showing a king is associated with an upright body, stern,
confident face, and focused eyes.

Participants when they work with hastas for a while typically talk about the physical
benefits, such as improved dexterity. There is also a sense of reimagining the body and
what it can do. In the words of one participant, “I didn’t know my hands could do this.” In
the words of another participant, “I had no idea I could use my hands to show a mouse.”
Hence, through the use of hastas, we can empower older adults to create, express, and
dance no matter their physical or mental abilities. Using hastas is a way of making mean-
ing and making something beautiful.

Specific applications, future directions, and best practices

Older adults of Southeast Asian origin exhibit significant physical and cognitive impair-
ments and depressive symptoms (Wu and Qi 2022), and culturally relevant and sensitive
ways to engage and empower them are much needed (Kim et al. 2020). In this context,
the use of Bharatanatyam for physical and mental well-being could be especially benefi-
cial, and a singularly advantageous way to engage with their tradition and cultural heritage.
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Given the universality of Bharatanatyam and its especially humanizing characteristics, has-
tas specifically and Bharatanatyam, in general, may be an excellent way to foster cross-
cultural connections.

The two conditions that disproportionally impact older adults are arthritis (CDC 2023)
and dementia (Bureau 2021), and hastas could prove to be especially beneficial in these
two conditions. For participants with pain and stiffness, adaptations are provided, and the
gaze even in the absence of the physical gesture provides a way to engage. Anecdotally, in
a session for individuals and caregivers with Lewy body dementia, the use of hastas as a
way for those with dementia to communicate with their care partner was brought up. Given
that Bharatanatyam at its core is a communicative dance form, hastas can form the basis of
communication through words, color, and fabric. The specific use of hastas in arthritis and
dementias forms the basis of further inquiry.

For an instructor wishing to use Bharatanatyam, and for the student, true engagement
with cultural humility, and openness and engagement with Indian culture and tradition
are key. These attributes will ensure that participants can identify points of contact with
their own culture and traditions and apply the essence of Bharatanatyam to their own life
experiences. But this process is not easy. While some practitioners in the West understand
the value of Eastern traditions such as yoga, unfortunately sometimes Western engage-
ment with Eastern traditions can be extractive, appropriative, and exhibitionistic, with
the intended devotional aspect stripped off. In the context of creative aging, care and cau-
tion need to be taken to ensure authenticity to the tradition. For audiences unfamiliar with
Indian dance, hastas can be compared to sign language, and practitioners can go slow and
build on the repository of hastas. Emphasizing that the way shown by the instructor is not
the only way to create hastas (which relies on the instructor having considerable, in-depth
knowledge of the form, and an openness to additional applications of Bharatanatyam),
stressing the meaning of the hastas, and engaging participants in a dialog as opposed to a
didactic practice can foster inclusivity. This kind of in-depth analysis and thought is best
done with a close relation to one’s guru or instructor and an attitude of humility.

Future directions include understanding the quantifiable impact of the hastas on the
physiology and psyche of older adults. Creation of an instructive module, or a template by
which individuals can incorporate prescribed hastas into their practice, would also be of
use.

Conclusions

The hastas of the Bharatanatyam dance tradition can be used for storytelling, personal ful-
fillment, and confidence-building in older adults. Learning the existing hastas of Bharatan-
atyam gives older adults a challenge to overcome, and the possibility of creating new has-
tas fosters skills of imagination, visualization, and creativity. Bharatanatyam has the power
of enabling actual artistic capabilities in older adults, with the aim of older adults not being
passive recipients, but active contributors to this age-old art form.
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