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Abstract 

Padavarnam represents the central and most elaborate component of the Bharatanatyam repertoire, 

embodying the synthesis of rhythm, melody, expression, and narrative that defines the classical Indian 

dance tradition. Historically rooted in temple rituals of South India, Padavarnam evolved through 

complex social, cultural, and political transformations that shifted dance performance from sacred 

spaces to public stages. The Devadasi tradition played a pivotal role in preserving and transmitting the 

knowledge of dance, music, and expressive storytelling, ensuring the continuity of Bharatanatyam 

across centuries. As the social status of temple dancers changed during the colonial period, the art form 

underwent significant restructuring, leading to the emergence of the modern Bharatanatyam 

performance format known as the margam. 

The transition from temple to stage marked a critical phase in the development of Padavarnam, 

influencing its choreography, thematic content, musical composition, and performance context. The 

contributions of composers, gurus, and revivalists in the twentieth century ensured the survival of this 

traditional dance form while adapting it to contemporary audiences. Padavarnam continues to serve as 

the centerpiece of Bharatanatyam performances, demanding technical excellence and emotional depth 

from dancers. This journal examines the historical journey of Padavarnam from its origins in temple 

worship to its present-day role in theatrical and global contexts, highlighting the cultural significance 

and artistic resilience of Bharatanatyam as a living tradition. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Bharatanatyam is one of the oldest classical dance traditions of India, with origins deeply embedded in 

the temple culture of South India. For centuries, dance was performed as a form of worship dedicated 

to Hindu deities, particularly in temples of Tamil Nadu such as Chidambaram, Thanjavur, and Madurai. 

The dance tradition, historically known as Sadir or Dasiattam, was performed by Devadasis who were 
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trained in music, dance, poetry, and ritual practice. Their performances were not merely artistic displays 

but sacred offerings intended to honour the divine and express devotion. Within this sacred framework, 

Padavarnam developed as a sophisticated dance composition combining rhythmic precision and 

emotional storytelling. 

Padavarnam occupies a unique position in the Bharatanatyam repertoire because it represents the peak 

of artistic expression within the traditional performance sequence known as the margam. The margam 

structure, formalized during the nineteenth century, includes items such as Alarippu, Jatiswaram, 

Shabdam, Varnam, Padam, and Tillana. Among these components, Padavarnam is considered the 

central and most demanding item, requiring the dancer to demonstrate mastery of technique, stamina, 

and expressive communication. The performance of Padavarnam often lasts between thirty and forty 

minutes, making it the longest and most complex composition in a Bharatanatyam recital. 

The evolution of Padavarnam reflects broader social and cultural changes in Indian society. The shift 

from temple-based performances to stage presentations was influenced by colonial policies, social 

reform movements, and changing patterns of patronage. During the twentieth century, Bharatanatyam 

experienced a revival that transformed the dance from a ritual practice into a recognized classical art 

form. This transformation preserved the essential structure of Padavarnam while adapting it to new 

performance environments. Understanding the journey of Padavarnam from temple to stage provides 

valuable insight into the resilience and adaptability of Bharatanatyam as a cultural tradition. 

TEMPLE ORIGINS OF PADAVARNAM 

The earliest forms of Padavarnam emerged within the sacred environment of temples, where dance 

functioned as an integral part of religious rituals and festivals. Devadasis performed dance in temple 

courtyards and sanctuaries as part of daily worship ceremonies, seasonal celebrations, and special 

events dedicated to the deity. The movements, gestures, and expressions used in these performances 

were deeply symbolic, conveying stories from Hindu mythology and expressing devotion to divine 

figures such as Shiva, Vishnu, and Krishna. 

In temple settings, Padavarnam was closely associated with bhakti, or devotional expression. The lyrics 

of early Padavarnams often described the longing of a devotee for union with the divine, using poetic 

imagery and emotional language to communicate spiritual themes. The performance of Padavarnam 

involved a combination of rhythmic sequences and expressive passages, allowing dancers to 

demonstrate both technical skill and emotional depth. The use of live music, including vocalists, 

mridangam players, and violinists, created a rich and immersive atmosphere that enhanced the spiritual 

experience of the audience. 

An example of a traditional temple-based Padavarnam is the composition “Mohamana” in the raga 

Bhairavi, attributed to the Tanjore Quartet. This Varnam describes the devotion of a heroine who 

expresses her love and longing. The choreography emphasizes expressive storytelling through gestures 

and facial expressions, illustrating the emotional connection between the devotee and the deity. Such 

compositions reflect the spiritual and cultural significance of Padavarnam within temple traditions. 

THE DEVADASI TRADITION AND PRESERVATION OF PADAVARNAM 

The Devadasi system played a crucial role in preserving and transmitting the knowledge of 

Bharatanatyam and its repertoire. Devadasis were highly respected artists who dedicated their lives to 

temple service and artistic practice. They received rigorous training in dance techniques, music theory, 

and literary composition, enabling them to perform complex works such as Padavarnam with precision 

and artistry. The training process often began at a young age and continued throughout the dancer’s 

lifetime, emphasizing discipline, dedication, and spiritual devotion. 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                               © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 3 March 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2603898 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org h501 
 

Devadasis were also custodians of cultural knowledge, passing down dance traditions through oral 

instruction and performance practice. Their role extended beyond performance to include teaching 

students, composing new works, and maintaining the continuity of artistic traditions. The preservation 

of Padavarnam during periods of social change can be attributed largely to the dedication of Devadasis 

and their teachers. 

One notable example of a Padavarnam preserved through the Devadasi tradition is “Sakhiye Inda 

Velayil” composed by Ponniah Pillai. This Varnam explores the emotional journey of a heroine who 

seeks the assistance of her friend in conveying her love to the beloved. The composition demonstrates 

the intricate relationship between music, poetry, and movement that characterizes classical 

Bharatanatyam. 

COURT PATRONAGE AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF PADAVARNAM 

During the medieval period, royal courts played a significant role in supporting the development of 

Bharatanatyam and the refinement of Padavarnam. Kings and nobles provided financial support to 

dancers and musicians, encouraging the creation of new compositions and performance styles. Court 

performances were often more elaborate than temple rituals, featuring sophisticated costumes, 

jewellery, and stage settings that enhanced the visual appeal of the dance. 

The interaction between temple and court traditions led to the standardization of dance compositions 

and performance practices. The Tanjore Quartet, who served in the court of the Maratha rulers of 

Thanjavur, made significant contributions to the structure of the Bharatanatyam repertoire. Their 

compositions established the framework for the modern margam and introduced new choreographic 

techniques that enriched the expressive potential of Padavarnam. 

A well-known example of a court-influenced Padavarnam is “Danike Tagu Janara” composed by 

Ponniah Pillai in the raga Todi. This Varnam reflects the elegance and sophistication associated with 

court performances, combining intricate rhythmic patterns with expressive storytelling. The 

composition continues to be performed by Bharatanatyam dancers around the world. 

COLONIAL PERIOD AND TRANSFORMATION OF BHARATANATYAM 

The colonial period brought significant challenges to the practice of Bharatanatyam and the 

performance of Padavarnam. British colonial policies and social reform movements criticized the 

Devadasi system, leading to the decline of temple dancing and the loss of traditional patronage. The 

anti-nautch movement of the late nineteenth century sought to abolish dance performances associated 

with temples, resulting in the marginalization of dancers and musicians. 

Despite these challenges, the art form survived through the efforts of dedicated teachers and performers 

who continued to practice and teach Bharatanatyam in private settings. The resilience of these artists 

ensured the preservation of traditional compositions, including Padavarnams, during a period of social 

and cultural upheaval. The transition from temple to stage began during this time, as dancers sought 

new venues for performance and new audiences for their art. 

REVIVAL AND TRANSITION FROM TEMPLE TO STAGE 

The early twentieth century marked a turning point in the history of Bharatanatyam, as cultural 

reformers and artists initiated a revival movement that restored the status of classical dance. This revival 

transformed Bharatanatyam from a temple-based ritual into a stage performance presented in theatres 

and cultural institutions. The introduction of proscenium stages, lighting techniques, and standardized 

costumes enhanced the presentation of dance and made it accessible to wider audiences. 

Padavarnam became the centerpiece of stage performances, showcasing the dancer’s technical skill and 

expressive ability. The choreography of Padavarnam was adapted to suit theatrical settings, 
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emphasizing clarity of movement and dramatic storytelling. The revival movement also encouraged the 

documentation and publication of dance compositions, ensuring their preservation for future 

generations. 

An example of a Padavarnam frequently performed on modern stages is “Swami Naan Undan Adimai” 

in the raga Nattakurinji. This composition portrays the devotion of a heroine to Lord Shiva and 

highlights the expressive capabilities of Bharatanatyam dancers. Its popularity in contemporary 

performances demonstrates the enduring relevance of traditional Padavarnam compositions. 

MODERN PRACTICE AND GLOBAL RECOGNITION 

In the contemporary era, Bharatanatyam has gained international recognition as a classical dance form, 

and Padavarnam continues to play a central role in dance education and performance. Dance institutions 

and academies around the world teach Padavarnam as an essential component of Bharatanatyam 

training, emphasizing the importance of technique, expression, and cultural understanding. The 

globalization of Bharatanatyam has introduced new themes and interpretations while preserving the 

traditional structure of the dance. 

Modern choreographers have experimented with innovative storytelling methods, incorporating 

contemporary issues and social themes into Padavarnam performances. These innovations reflect the 

dynamic nature of Bharatanatyam as a living tradition that evolves in response to changing cultural 

contexts. Despite these changes, the fundamental principles of rhythm, expression, and storytelling 

remain central to the performance of Padavarnam. 

STRUCTURAL AND CHOREOGRAPHIC EVOLUTION OF PADAVARNAM 

The structural composition of Padavarnam represents one of the most sophisticated choreographic 

frameworks within the Bharatanatyam repertoire. Its evolution reflects the gradual transformation of 

dance practice from ritualistic performance to staged presentation, while preserving the core principles 

of rhythm, melody, and expressive communication. Traditionally, Padavarnam is characterized by a 

carefully balanced sequence of musical and choreographic elements, including pallavi, anupallavi, 

muktayi swaram, charanam, and chittaswaram passages. Each segment contributes to the overall 

narrative progression and rhythmic development of the composition, enabling the dancer to 

demonstrate both technical mastery and interpretative depth. 

In temple contexts, the structure of Padavarnam was closely aligned with devotional themes and ritual 

functions. Movements were designed to emphasize symbolic gestures and spiritual expression, often 

performed within the spatial constraints of temple courtyards. The choreography prioritized devotional 

sincerity over theatrical spectacle, reflecting the sacred purpose of the performance. However, as dance 

transitioned to proscenium stages during the twentieth century, the choreographic design of 

Padavarnam underwent significant refinement. Stage presentations required greater clarity of 

movement, spatial awareness, and visual symmetry to accommodate larger audiences and theatrical 

settings. 

One notable aspect of this transformation is the increased emphasis on rhythmic complexity and 

technical virtuosity. Modern Padavarnam choreography incorporates elaborate jati sequences, dynamic 

transitions, and extended rhythmic patterns that showcase the dancer’s stamina and precision. These 

innovations were influenced by the contributions of hereditary dance masters and composers who 

sought to adapt traditional compositions to contemporary performance environments without 

compromising their artistic integrity. The integration of geometric floor patterns, varied tempos, and 

expressive transitions has enhanced the visual and dramatic impact of Padavarnam on stage. 

Furthermore, the relationship between music and movement in Padavarnam has evolved in response to 

changing aesthetic preferences. While early temple performances relied heavily on improvisation and 
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spontaneous interaction between dancers and musicians, modern presentations often follow 

standardized choreographic structures to ensure consistency and pedagogical clarity. This 

standardization has facilitated the transmission of Padavarnam across institutional settings, enabling 

students from diverse cultural backgrounds to learn and perform the repertoire with accuracy and 

confidence. 

Despite these adaptations, the essential structure of Padavarnam remains rooted in classical principles 

of Indian aesthetics. The interplay between nritta and abhinaya continues to define the composition, 

creating a dynamic balance between technical precision and emotional expression. The structural 

evolution of Padavarnam therefore reflects a process of continuity rather than rupture, demonstrating 

the capacity of Bharatanatyam to adapt to new performance contexts while preserving its traditional 

foundations. 

CULTURAL IDENTITY, CONTINUITY, AND GLOBAL RELEVANCE OF PADAVARNAM 

Padavarnam occupies a significant position within the cultural identity of Bharatanatyam, serving as a 

symbol of artistic continuity and heritage. Its performance embodies the collective memory of 

generations of dancers, musicians, and teachers who have preserved the tradition through sustained 

practice and transmission. The journey of Padavarnam from temple ritual to global stage illustrates the 

resilience of classical dance in the face of social transformation and cultural change. 

In contemporary society, Padavarnam functions not only as a performance item but also as a cultural 

marker that connects dancers to their historical roots. The themes explored in Padavarnam—devotion, 

love, separation, and spiritual longing—resonate across cultural boundaries, enabling audiences from 

diverse backgrounds to engage with the emotional and philosophical dimensions of Bharatanatyam. 

This universality has contributed to the growing popularity of Bharatanatyam in international contexts, 

where dancers perform Padavarnam in cultural festivals, academic institutions, and global dance 

platforms. 

The globalization of Bharatanatyam has introduced new perspectives on the interpretation and 

presentation of Padavarnam. Contemporary choreographers have experimented with innovative staging 

techniques, thematic adaptations, and interdisciplinary collaborations that reflect modern social 

concerns. While these innovations expand the expressive possibilities of the dance form, they also raise 

important questions about authenticity, tradition, and cultural preservation. Scholars and practitioners 

continue to debate the extent to which traditional compositions should be modified to accommodate 

contemporary audiences. 

At the same time, the continued performance of classical Padavarnams in traditional formats 

demonstrates the enduring relevance of inherited artistic practices. Dance academies and cultural 

institutions play a crucial role in maintaining the integrity of the repertoire by emphasizing rigorous 

training and historical awareness. The transmission of Padavarnam through formal education ensures 

that future generations of dancers remain connected to the philosophical and aesthetic principles that 

define Bharatanatyam. 

Ultimately, the cultural significance of Padavarnam lies in its capacity to bridge the past and the present, 

linking sacred traditions with modern artistic expression. Its evolution from temple to stage represents 

not merely a change in performance venue but a broader transformation in the social and cultural 

meaning of dance. As Bharatanatyam continues to evolve within a globalized world, Padavarnam 

remains a central expression of cultural identity, artistic discipline, and creative resilience. 

CONCLUSION 

The evolution of Padavarnam from temple to stage represents a remarkable journey of cultural 

adaptation and artistic resilience. From its origins in sacred temple rituals to its present-day role in 
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global performance contexts, Padavarnam has undergone significant transformations while preserving 

its traditional essence. The contributions of Devadasis, composers, and dance teachers have ensured 

the continuity of Bharatanatyam across generations, enabling the art form to thrive in diverse cultural 

environments. 

Understanding the historical development of Padavarnam provides valuable insight into the cultural 

heritage and artistic philosophy of Bharatanatyam. The transition from temple to stage reflects broader 

social and cultural changes that have shaped the practice of dance in India. Today, Padavarnam 

continues to inspire dancers and audiences alike, serving as a symbol of artistic excellence and cultural 

identity within the Bharatanatyam tradition. 
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