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Abstract 

Bharatanatyam is one of India’s oldest and most distinguished classical dance traditions, renowned for 

its harmonious integration of music, rhythm, literature and expressive movement. Within this artistic 

framework, the accompanying orchestra plays an indispensable role, with each musician contributing to 

the seamless presentation of melody, rhythm and emotion. Among these accompanying instruments, the 

violin occupies a unique position because of its ability to reproduce the nuances of Carnatic music and 

respond to the expressive demands of dance. More than a melodic accompaniment, the violin functions 

as an expressive medium that enhances the dancer’s interpretation and contributes significantly to the 

overall aesthetic experience of Bharatanatyam. 

This study examines the role of the violin from historical, musical and performance perspectives. It 

traces the evolution of the violin in Bharatanatyam, analyses its position within the accompanying 

orchestra and explores its contribution to musical expression throughout the Margam. Particular 

emphasis is placed on the violinist’s understanding of abhinaya and sanchari, highlighting the 

importance of artistic sensitivity, communication and performance practice. The study concludes that the 

violin is not merely an accompanying instrument but an essential artistic collaborator that bridges music, 

movement and emotion in Bharatanatyam. 
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1. Introduction 

Bharatanatyam is one of India’s oldest and most refined classical dance traditions, integrating rhythm, 

melody, literature and expressive movement into a unified artistic form. Music forms the foundation of 

every Bharatanatyam performance, supporting both rhythmic precision and emotional expression. The 

accompanying orchestra, consisting of the vocalist, nattuvanar, violinist, mridangist and other supporting 

instrumentalists, works together to create an aesthetically complete performance. 

Among these accompanying artists, the violin occupies a distinctive position because of its ability to 

closely follow the vocalist while simultaneously responding to the expressive requirements of the 

dancer. Its flexibility, tonal richness and capacity to reproduce the nuances of Carnatic music have 
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established it as the principal melodic instrument in Bharatanatyam. Although considerable research has 

been undertaken on Bharatanatyam and Carnatic music individually, relatively little scholarly attention 

has been devoted to the specialised role of the violin in Bharatanatyam accompaniment. This study 

therefore examines the violin as an expressive medium that bridges music, movement and emotion while 

analysing its artistic contribution to Bharatanatyam performance practice. 

 

2. Evolution of the Violin in Bharatanatyam 

The violin was introduced into South Indian classical music during the late eighteenth century through 

the efforts of Baluswamy Dikshitar, who successfully adapted the European instrument to suit the 

requirements of Carnatic music. By modifying its playing posture and tuning system, he enabled the 

violin to reproduce the intricate gamakas and microtonal nuances characteristic of Indian classical 

music. 

As Bharatanatyam evolved from the traditional Sadir repertoire into the modern concert format, the 

accompanying orchestra also underwent significant development. The violin gradually became the 

preferred melodic instrument because of its ability to imitate the human voice, sustain melodic 

continuity and respond effectively to the expressive demands of dance. 

Today, the violin occupies a permanent position within the Bharatanatyam orchestra, serving not only as 

a melodic accompaniment but also as an expressive instrument that enhances the artistic presentation of 

the recital. 

 

3. The Violin in the Bharatanatyam Orchestra 

The Bharatanatyam orchestra represents a collaborative ensemble in which every musician contributes 

to the successful presentation of the recital. The vocalist renders the composition, the nattuvanar directs 

the rhythmic framework, the mridangist reinforces the tāla, while the violinist strengthens the melodic 

structure of the performance. 

The violinist performs a unique role by maintaining constant interaction with the vocalist, nattuvanar 

and dancer. Through attentive listening and continuous observation, the accompanist responds to 

changes in tempo, choreography and emotional expression while preserving the continuity of the 

musical presentation. 

Successful Bharatanatyam accompaniment therefore depends upon rehearsal, mutual understanding and 

effective communication among all members of the accompanying ensemble. 

 

4. Musical Expression Through the Violin 

The violin contributes significantly to the musical identity of a Bharatanatyam recital through its ability 

to preserve the raga, reproduce sangatis and maintain melodic continuity. Variations in bowing, tone 

production, dynamics and gamakas enable the violinist to reinforce the emotional atmosphere created by 

the dancer and vocalist. 

Rather than functioning as a passive accompanying instrument, the violin responds actively to changing 

moods, supporting moments of devotion, joy, sorrow, compassion and dramatic intensity. Through 

sensitive musical interpretation, the instrument strengthens the relationship between melody and 

movement, allowing the audience to experience Bharatanatyam as a unified artistic expression. 
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5. The Violin Across the Bharatanatyam Margam 

The Bharatanatyam Margam demands different approaches to accompaniment according to the artistic  

requirements of each composition. During Alarippu and Jatiswaram, rhythmic precision and melodic 

clarity receive primary importance. With the introduction of Shabdam and Varnam, expressive 

interpretation becomes increasingly significant as the violin supports both nritta and abhinaya. 

The emotional depth of Padams and Javalis requires delicate phrasing, controlled bowing and subtle 

gamakas, enabling the violin to enhance the dancer’s expressive interpretation. The recital concludes 

with the Tillana, where energetic bowing, rhythmic brilliance and tonal clarity contribute to a vibrant 

conclusion. 

The diversity of the Margam demonstrates the versatility required of a Bharatanatyam violinist, who 

must continually adapt musical expression according to the artistic demands of each item. 

 

6. Interpreting Abhinaya and Sanchari Through the Violin 

The artistic success of Bharatanatyam accompaniment depends largely upon the violinist’s 

understanding of abhinaya and sanchari. The principles of expression described in the Nāṭyaśāstra and 

Abhinaya Darpana provide the theoretical foundation for understanding emotional communication in 

dance. The violin complements these expressive elements through tone, phrasing, dynamics and 

gamakas, thereby reinforcing the emotional content of the performance. 

During sanchari, the dancer expands the meaning of the sahitya through imaginative interpretation. 

Since the duration and presentation of these passages vary according to the dancer’s artistic vision, the 

violinist must continuously observe facial expressions, gestures and body language while remaining 

attentive to the vocalist and nattuvanar. Such observation enables the accompanist to anticipate musical 

transitions and respond naturally to changing dramatic situations. 

Knowledge of sahitya, choreography and rehearsal practices further strengthens the violinist’s ability to 

accompany expressive passages effectively. At times, sustained notes, repeated phrases or even carefully 

chosen moments of silence contribute more to the emotional atmosphere than elaborate musical 

ornamentation. These artistic decisions reflect the maturity and sensitivity required of a Bharatanatyam 

accompanist. 

 

7. Technical and Practical Challenges of Bharatanatyam Violin Accompaniment 

Bharatanatyam accompaniment demands technical proficiency together with artistic sensitivity. Bow 

control, tone production, accurate intonation, gamaka execution, rhythmic precision and ensemble 

balance form the technical foundation of accompaniment. Equally important are listening skills, 

concentration, adaptability and stage awareness. 

The accompanist must also overcome practical challenges such as adapting to different banis, 

responding to spontaneous improvisation, maintaining synchronisation with the orchestra and sustaining 

consistency throughout lengthy performances. Successfully balancing artistic creativity with the 

responsibility of supporting the dancer represents one of the defining characteristics of Bharatanatyam 

violin accompaniment. 

 

8. Conclusion 

The violin has evolved beyond its conventional role as a melodic accompanying instrument to become 
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an expressive medium within Bharatanatyam. Through its ability to communicate musical emotion, 

reinforce dramatic interpretation and maintain melodic continuity, it establishes a meaningful connection 

between music, movement and emotion. 

The study demonstrates that effective Bharatanatyam accompaniment requires technical mastery, artistic 

sensitivity and a comprehensive understanding of dance, literature and collaborative performance 

practice. Recognising the violinist as an equal artistic partner contributes to a deeper appreciation of the 

role of accompanying musicians in preserving and enriching the tradition of Bharatanatyam. 
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