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“The Therapeutic Value of Pilates in Indian Classical Dance - Bharatanatyam” 

Summary 

India has 28 states and 8 union territories, each with its own culture, and it is the world's second 

most populous country. India is a country who welcomes all the religion and cultures, accepts 

it and practice it. This research is a result of an amalgamation of an exercise system (Pilates) 

and an Indian classical dance (Bharatanatyam). Bharatanatyam, which originated in Tamil 

Nadu, is one of India's eight classical dance forms. According to studies, Bharatanatyam 

dancers should engage in supplementary training/exercise for their bodies, which is accepted 

by dance experts, teachers, and gurus. Pilates is a growing workout regimen developed by 

Joseph Pilates, who lived in Germany. Following the development of this system, it was dubbed 

"Contrology" and later named after Joseph Pilates. 

During World War I, he treated soldiers using Pilates as a rehabilitation therapy and had 

extraordinary results. After that, he practised it, perfected his form, and relocated to New York. 

Famous dancers such as George Balanchine and Martha Graham studied Pilates' method and 

sent their students to his classes. After reading the history of Joseph Pilates and evolution of 

Pilates exercise, the researcher realised that Joseph Pilates gave his entire life to physical 

training and developed this technique. The researcher also benefited from the exercise system 

and decided to educate Bharatanatyam dancers about supplementary exercises such as Pilates. 

Being a certified Pilates exercise trainer, researcher has developed a special combination of 

Pilates exercises for Bharatanatyam Adavus and Nritta kritis of Margam. 

The research explores the intricate movements of Bharatanatyam, emphasizing the challenges 

students face in mastering adavus and coordinating both body and mind. Modern 

Bharatanatyam classes often lack proper warm-up exercises and healthy nutrition, prompting 

the need for additional body training, as acknowledged by senior practitioners. 

The introduction delves into the historical evolution of Pilates exercises, highlighting their 

therapeutic origins during World War I. The researcher, having achieved outstanding results 

with Pilates during their Master's in dance, embarked on further investigation, earning 

certification as a Pilates trainer. Recognizing a gap in exploring the benefits of Pilates for 

Bharatanatyam dancers, the researcher conducted in-depth studies and interviews with Pilates 

trainers, dancers and physiotherapists. 

The five-chapter research covers fundamental principles of Bharatanatyam and Pilates, the 

history of Pilates, integration of Pilates in Bharatanatyam Nritta, and therapeutic applications. 

The focus is on creating awareness among Bharatanatyam dancers about 34 preventative and 
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rehabilitation exercises derived from Joseph Pilates' "Contrology." This research aims to 

establish awareness about Pilates as a valuable tool for Bharatanatyam dancers. 

 

 Brief Research methodology 

This study employs an art exercise framework, physical analysis, Verbal Interviews, being a 

Pilates trainer-researcher’s own Experience and an information-based method with an 

invention perspective. Before projecting their usage, a conscious effort will be made to analyze 

all of the sources. The planned study will use qualitative research methodologies and 

procedures, using Joseph Pilates's workouts, and interpretative analysis. This is a three-part 

study using Indian texts and Pilates exercises as a foundation, including literary analysis, 

interpretation, reconstruction, and the combination of exercises for Bharatanatyam dancers. 

1. Textual study - Pilates books and journals, Bharata’s Natya Shastra- English translation by 

Manmohan Ghosh, English translation of Nandikeshvara’s Abhinaya Darpanam by 

Manmohan Ghosh 

2. Relative study of Bharatanatyam and Pilates-and Rehabilitation techniques given by 

physiotherapists- 

3. Exercise combinations of Pilates, for Adavus and Kritis of Margam are included in the 

thesis. 

 

Field and Primary resources: 

The researcher was encouraged to undertake Pilates exercises and tried different combinations 

of exercises to attain a better result. This was the researcher's own invention that doing Pilates 

exercises in different combinations rather than doing them as prescribed in the book for specific 

parts of the body would be more beneficial for dancers, and the researcher herself has created 

some combinations for different adavus and kritis of margam to make it easier for dancers and 

dance teachers to perform. 

Books by physiotherapists who use Pilates as a rehabilitation. Scholarly books that give a 

critical analysis: These books, written by scholars and subject experts, are based on primary 

source data and they analyze, critique, report, summaries, interpret and restructure the data 

from primary sources. Natya Shastra by Bharat Muni-English translation by Manmohan 

Ghosh, Abhinaya Darpanam of Nandikeshwara- English translation by Manmohan Ghosh, 

Nrutya Saurabh by Dr. Manjiri Shriramdev, Nrityatmika by Dr. Sucheta Chapekar.  

The Pilates Handbook a Young Woman’s Guide to Health and Well-Being- Roger Brignel, 

Pilates and Dance: A Reformer for the Art by Gabriella Berkow, Pilates – A Teachers’ Manual 
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-by Geweniger and Bohlander are some of the subject experts and researchers whose books 

have been referred for this research. 

● Interviews of Bharatanatyam dancers 

● Interviews of Pilates experts 

● Interviews of physiotherapists 

● Researcher’s own experience 

Secondary sources: 

Published thesis available on UGC website Inflibnet and various other universities have been 

referred. Some of the online sources are also consulted for this research. 

Magazines and journals: Research journals, both print and online, such as South Asian Dance, 

Dance research, Journal of Sangeet Natak Academy, Music Academy 28 Journal, Attendance, 

Narthanam, Narthaki, Sangeet galaxy, Sangitikarasikpriya etc. which publish research papers 

on dance. These papers give inputs regarding the issues faced by a dance researcher and the 

tools and methods they used to deal with such issues. These papers were downloaded from 

different websites and the details of the same are given as and when required in the body of the 

thesis. 

The necessary data gathered from the above mentioned primary and secondary sources are 

analyzed systematically and accurately. 

 

 The Key Findings 

Bharata Muni explains in Natyashastra that exercise is important for dancers but not 

mentioning any name of the exercise. Supplementary exercise is important. And according to 

textual evidence, Joseph Pilates who was a very sick child, learnt different types of physical 

exercises like yoga, Zen yoga, boxing, he was a gymnast, after learning all these types of 

exercise he invented his own rehabilitation method called “Contrology”. Few cross-training 

exercise/supplementary exercises are explained. If Bharatanatyam dancers use Pilates as a 

supplementary exercise in their routine they can achieve incredible fitness, avoid injuries, and 

recover rapidly if they are already injured. It is important for classical dancers to get exposed 

to such a therapy which will motivate their confidence and career length. 

Bharatanatyam is an elaborate and comprehensive art. Its origin can be traced back to the Vedic 

period. The three major categories- Nritta, Nritya, and Natya can be used to discuss the 

Bharatanatyam technique. In this chapter, the researcher's focus is on the nritta part. We all 

understand what adavu is and how to perform it. We are all familiar with nritta kritis. 
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Through this chapter, the researcher explains the major muscles usage while performing adavus 

so that in the fourth chapter, application of Pilates exercise for an adavu can be easily 

understood. Bharatanatyam dancers mostly follows Abhinaya Darpanam. Second chapter brief 

about Adavus, different hand and leg gestures, Jati, Korvai, Tirmanam, Alaripu, Jathiswaram, 

and Thillana. We will be incorporating Pilates exercises, which are explained in detail in the 

fourth chapter, into the Nritta element of Bharatanatyam, which is mentioned in second chapter. 

In third chapter Pilates exercise is explained. Joseph Pilates first developed 

The "Contrology" technique that later became “Pilates” technique. Pilates is a fun and 

Energizing, functional exercise routine that can help in improving overall fitness, core strength, 

and performance. It teaches how to maintain body and mind in sync while improving physical 

stability, strength, and flexibility. Before starting Pilates routine, knowing about the method, 

its origin and basics is necessary. As Bharatanatyam dancers learns more about the Pilates 

method, they may realize that it's a fantastic workout program that allows you to sculpt the 

body without adding bulk and build your muscles without risking injury. Ballet dancers Martha 

Graham and George Balanchine first realised the Pilates for dancers' advantages. They were 

the first in the dance community to recognise the deliberate and deliberate movements of 

Pilates exercise. In this chapter, 

1. Definition of Pilates 

2. History of Joseph Pilates 

3. Types of Pilates exercise 

4. Props used in Pilates exercise 

5. Benefits of Pilates exercise 

6. Principles of Pilates exercise 

7. The classics (exercises invented by Joseph Pilates) 

Is explained. 

Integration of mentioned exercises in Nritta part of Bharatanatyam is given in the fourth 

chapter. Integration involves applying one technique to enhance another. Bharatanatyam 

dancers, focusing on rigorous practice, often neglect physical fitness. Supplemental exercises, 

particularly for stress-inducing movements on muscles, like Tatta adavu, are crucial for lower 

back, ankle, and knee readiness. Unfortunately, many dancers overlook body strengthening, 

impacting stage confidence and aesthetics. In this chapter the researcher has explained, 

1. Relative study of principles of Pilates exercise and Bharatanatyam dancers 

2. Exercises suggestion for adavu 

3. Exercise suggestion for particular part of the body 
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4. Stretching exercises 

Pilates, known for enhancing muscle awareness, aids dancers in delivering their best 

Bharatanatyam performance by reinforcing core muscles. This chapter explores integrating 

Pilates exercises into the Nritta segment explained earlier in second chapter, emphasizing their 

role in achieving strength and agility essential for Bharatanatyam dancers. In this chapter 

Researcher applied Pilates workouts for multiple basic stances, Bharatanatyam adavus, and 

diverse body areas to prevent injury. Pilates training can help Bharatanatyam dancers, 

professionals, and teachers improve their physical strength and flexibility by emphasising 

balance, breathing, flexibility, and postural alignment. Pilates is recommended because it 

develops the necessary capacities for performance while keeping the artistic component in 

mind, and teachers should be aware of the importance of conditioning outside of dance 

sessions, not only to improve performance but also to protect dancers from injury. By stressing 

breathing, alignment, position, and abdominal exercises, Pilates exercise can help the dancers 

enhance ideal dance technique, explore and increase one's physical potential, and avoid and 

rehabilitate injuries. In fifth chapter common dance injuries, Pilates as a preventative exercise 

and rehabilitation technique of Pilates for Bharatanatyam dancers is explained in detail. Points 

like, 

1. Why Pilates is a Rehabilitative and preventative exercise? 

2. Therapeutic Pilates and its application to Bharatanatyam 

3. Injuries and its rehabilitation through Pilates exercise- body part wise for 

Bharatanatyam dancers 

4. Examples of rehabilitation through Pilates exercise 

is discussed. 

Different case studies done by the doctors are also included in this chapter for evidence. This 

chapter will help readers know, how Pilates exercise can be used as rehabilitative and 

preventative exercise for Bharatanatyam dancers. After reading mentioned things, 

Bharatanatyam dancers will know the therapeutic value of Pilates in Indian classical dance-

Bharatanatyam. 

The thesis' main findings are that, although warm-up exercises are performed in dance 

classes, dancers should also follow a proper fitness regimen, as recommended by 

natyashastra. Pilates, a therapeutic and dancer's workout, gives dancers the right level of 

fitness, body structure, balance, and flexibility—all in much less time than any other 

additional exercise. It contributes to physical strength and increased endurance. It can also be 

highly beneficial for Bharata Natyam dancers, as there have been cases when Pilates 
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exercises have been used to regain paralysis. Relative study of principle of Pilates and 

Bharatanatyam is given by the researcher, and combination of Pilates exercises are also 

explained in the thesis. With the help of case studies done by the physiotherapists, usage of 

Pilates for rehabilitation of injury is given in the thesis to aware Bharatanatyam dancers. 

 

 Conclusion: 

We can conclude that this thesis aims to emphasis on the importance of supplementary exercise 

for Bharatanatyam dancers, focusing on introducing and detailing the benefits, methods, and 

therapeutic aspects of Pilates. The conclusion emphasizes the need for additional exercise to 

enhance performance, prevent injuries, and prolong careers. The researcher explores various 

supplemental exercises, particularly emphasizing Pilates, and presents a systematic integration 

into Bharatanatyam, including recommendations for each adavu. 

The historical evolution of Pilates, along with Joseph Pilates' principles and 34 exercises, is 

discussed. The researcher recommends Pilates for Bharatanatyam dancers based on case 

studies, interviews, and personal experiences, highlighting its role in strengthening core and 

hip muscles. 

The study concludes that Pilates, offering functional training, enhances physical fitness and 

boosts confidence for Bharatanatyam dancers.  

In conclusion, the research contributes for the awareness and application of Pilates exercise 

among Bharatanatyam dancers, emphasizing its potential to enhance skills, prevent injuries, 

and contribute to a dancer's long and successful career. 

 

 Recommendation/Suggestion: 

This study suggests Pilates as a systematic methodology for physical therapy, filling a gap in 

Bharatanatyam-related texts. Pilates, aligned with dance principles, promotes ideal technique, 

physical potential, injury prevention, and healing. 

The thesis underlines the synergy between Bharatanatyam and Pilates, focusing on core muscle 

engagement for posture and performance improvement. Therapeutic Pilates is proposed as 

beneficial, with recommendations for incorporating Pilates principles in various dance styles. 

The provided Pilates method emphasizes conscious breathing, balanced muscle development, 

mental focus, precise movements, and an effective start from a center. 

With the help of further and specific study we can do relative study of any other Indian/Asian- 

classical, folk or tribal dance form which can be very beneficial for dancers across the globe 
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