
Dancing Divinities: An Exploration of the
Dance Dramas of Tanjore, 16th-19th Century
In the heart of South India, the city of Tanjore has been a renowned center
for art and culture for centuries. It is particularly celebrated for its rich
tradition of dance dramas, which have left an indelible mark on the cultural
tapestry of the region. Spanning a period from the 16th to the 19th century,
these captivating performances have showcased the exquisite artistry,
spiritual fervor, and storytelling prowess of Tanjore's creative elite.

Historical Context

The emergence of dance dramas in Tanjore can be traced back to the
Vijaynagar Empire, which ruled over much of South India from the 14th to
the 16th century. During this period, temples served as vibrant hubs of
cultural and artistic activity, and dance became an integral part of religious
rituals and festivals. As Tanjore rose to prominence as a Nayaka kingdom
in the 16th century, the royal court became a major patron of dance and
drama.
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The Nayakas were great patrons of the arts, and they actively
commissioned dance dramas to enhance the splendor of their courtly
events and religious ceremonies. This royal patronage played a crucial role
in nurturing and refining the art form.

Themes and Choreography

Tanjore's dance dramas explored a wide range of themes, primarily
centered around mythology and historical narratives. The repertoire
included stories from the epics of the Mahabharata and Ramayana, as well
as local legends and historical events.

The choreography of these dance dramas was highly sophisticated,
blending elements of Bharatanatyam, Carnatic music, and martial arts.
Bharatanatyam, a classical Indian dance form known for its intricate
footwork and expressive gestures, formed the core of the performances.
The musicians provided live accompaniment, creating a mesmerizing
soundscape that complemented the dancers' movements.

The dance dramas were often elaborate productions, involving large casts
of dancers, musicians, and technicians. The costumes and sets were
meticulously crafted, adding to the overall spectacle.

Maratha Patronage and Aesthetic Refinement

In the 18th century, Tanjore came under the rule of the Maratha Empire.
The Marathas were equally passionate patrons of the arts, and their
influence led to a further refinement of the dance dramas.
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The Maratha kings commissioned the creation of new dance dramas and
encouraged innovations in choreography and music. They also established
dance schools and training centers, ensuring that the tradition of dance
dramas would continue to flourish.

Enduring Legacy

The dance dramas of Tanjore have had a profound impact on the cultural
landscape of South India. They have not only entertained and captivated
audiences but also served as a medium for transmitting cultural values,
religious beliefs, and historical narratives.

The legacy of these dance dramas continues to inspire contemporary
artists and performers. They have been adapted and reinterpreted in
various forms, ensuring that the art form remains relevant and vibrant in the
21st century.

The dance dramas of Tanjore, 16th-19th century, stand as a testament to
the artistic and cultural brilliance of this ancient city. Through their intricate
choreography, captivating themes, and royal patronage, these
performances have played a vital role in shaping the cultural identity of
South India and continue to be a source of inspiration for artists and
audiences alike.



A scene from a Tanjore dance drama showcasing the exquisite artistry and
expressive gestures of the performers.
Additional Information

The Tanjore dance dramas were often performed in temples during
festivals and religious ceremonies.

The dancers who performed in these dramas were highly trained and
respected members of society.

The dance dramas of Tanjore have been recognized as part of India's
intangible cultural heritage by UNESCO.
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