Dancing through ‘Soul’ (and) ‘Body’: Organic fusion of spirituality and material existence, religion and gendered dance, traditional and modern identity in a contemporary-classical dance culture of India.                                                        

This paper-presentation is an interdisciplinary study of contemporaneity of 550 years old 

dance culture called Sattriya dance of Assam in northeast India, through transcultural metaphorical association with ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’. Here, ‘heaven’ refers to the ‘soul’ (non-definable spirit) and ‘sublime’ while ‘earth’ refers to the ‘body’ (physical location and condition) and the ‘prosaic’.  It examines the role of Sattriya dance in promoting multi-dimensional cultural identities for ritualistic monks, male and female dance practitioners and contemporary audiences in India and overseas. 

Evolved in a liberal Hindu religious culture in fifteenth century Assam, Sattriya dance has been developed as a contemporary classical dance tradition through research and development work from 1950s onwards by traditional gurus, scholars and artistes. It has embraced three layers of cultural identities: From a ritualistic art form to that of a contemporary art form, from a male oriented dance form to that of a female oriented dance form, and from a ‘soul preservation’ dance form to that of an ‘physical occupational’ dance form. It is argued that Sattriya dance culture today represents ‘neo-traditionality’, where inventions of new cultural and artistic traditions interact with existing old traditions, and carries implicit ideological positions from within and outside organizational categories of liberal religion, identity, gender and territorial borders. The methodology involves qualitative research methods in terms of textual analysis, interviews, practical research and performance-based projects. Drawing on from Gandhian philosophy of Ahimsa or non-violence and world terrorism, I will be performing a choreographic piece called Dashavatar (ten incarnations of Lord Krishna) in contemporary Sattriya style. This piece will explore the melting points of cultural and artistic identities of ‘heavenly’ and ‘earthy’ concepts through an organic interplay of physical dance and spiritual culture.

