
Theoryof'Rasa'*

NatyashastraisanancientIndiandiscourseontheatrewithdetailsaboutperformingarts,theatrical

techniques,danceandmusic.Itisbelievedtohavebeenwrittenduringtheperiodbetween200BC

and200ADinclassicalIndiaandisattributedtotheSageBharata.Theworkisanelaboratetreatise

ondramaticcriticism andactingeverwritteninanylanguageandisregardedastheoldestsurviving

textonstagecraftintheworld.BharatainhisNatyashastradiscussescomponentsorconstituent

elementsofeveryaspectofstagecraftandtheireffectsonhumanmindwhilstcoveringareaslike

music,stage-design,makeup,danceandvirtuallyeveryaspectofdrama.Withitstheoretical

approachandwiderscope,theNatyashastrahasaddedaremarkabledimensiontothegrowthand

developmentofIndianclassicalmusic,classicaldance,dramaandart.Asregardsdramaor‘Natya’,

Bharataprovidesextensivedescriptionaboutthegenresofdrama,plotstructure,Charactersand

theirtypesanddoctrineofbhavaandrasa.

Thesignificantcontributionofthishistoricworkisthetheoryof‘Rasa’whichcanbe

understoodasadynamicexperiencebetweentheartist(thecreator),theartisticexpression(the

workofart),andthosewhoreceiveit(theaudience).Theartistexperiencesanemotionandisso

overwhelmedbyitthatheseeksamedium withwhichtoexpressthosefeelings.Thespectatoror

theaudienceviewingtheartists’workreceivesthisemotionthroughtheartist’smedium andthus

experiencethesameemotionfeltbythecreator.Theextenttowhichtheviewerexperiencesthe

emotionfeltbythecreator,dependsonboththecreator’ssensibilityinpresentingtheworkandthe

viewers’culturaltrainingtoreceiveit.AccordingtoBharata,“Rasaissocalledbecauseitiscapable

ofbeingtasted(asvadvate).”A particularstateofmindgivesrisetoanaestheticrelishwhich

emergesfrom thecombinationofvariousemotionalfactors.Accordingtohim,“Justaswell-

disposedpersonswhileeatingfood,cookedwithmanykindsofspices,enjoy(asvadayanti)the

tastes,andattainpleasureandsatisfaction,sotheculturedpeopletastethedominantstates

(Sthayibhavas)astheyobservethem beingrepresentedbyanexpressionofthevariousstateswith

words,gesturesandtemperamentandderivepleasureandsatisfaction.”

Rasasignifiesaestheticpleasureorthethrillofjoyinvariablyaccompanyingaskilfulenactmentofa

play,renderedhighlyappealingthroughexcellentpoetry,musicandaction.”Finally,intheworkof

BharatMuni,theword‘rasa’cametoconnotehighesttasteordivineexperienceaccompaniedwitha

senseofsupremedelight.Itwasintendedtoequatethepleasureofpoetryorotherformsofartwith

divinebliss.

AstothenumberofRasa,Bharataacknowledgesonlyeightkinds-“astaunatyarasahsmrtah.”

Accordingtohim,thereareeightfundamentalfeelingsormentalstatesreferredtoasSthayibhavas

whichcanbeexperiencedbyhumanbeings.Theseare:Delight(Rati),Laughter(Hasya),sorrow

(Soka),Anger(Krodha),Heroism (Utsaha),Fear(Bhaya),Disgust(Jugupsa),andwonder(Vismaya).

CorrespondingtothesementalstatesareeightRasas:theErotic(srngara),theComic(Hasya)the

Pathetic(Karuna),theFurious(Raudra),theHeroic(Vira),theTerrible(Bhayanaka),theOdious

(Bibhatasa),andtheMarvelous(Adbhuta).TheseRasasariseoutoffourbasicororiginalones.Thus,

theComicarisesfrom theErotic,thePatheticfrom theTerrible,theSublimefrom theHeroicandthe

Horriblefrom theOdious.BharataalsoassignscoloursandpresidingdeitiestotheseRasas-the

eroticislightgreen,thecomicwhite,thepatheticash-coloured,theterriblered,theheroiclight-

orange,thehorribleblack,theodiousblueandfinally,thesublimeisyellow.VishnuistheGodofthe



‘Erotic’,Pramathas(theGanasoftheMahadeva)ofthe‘Comic’,Rudraofthe‘Terrible’,Yamaofthe

‘Pathetic’,Sivaofthe‘Odious’,Kaladevaofthe‘Horrible’,Indraofthe‘Heroic’,andthe‘Brahman’is

thepresidingdeityofthe‘Sublime’.

Aninthrasa-shantaorshantam (peace)suggestedbyperpetualwhitecolourwithVishnuasthe

presidingdeity-wasaddedbylaterauthors.Thisadditionresultedinagreatdealofdebates

amongsttheSanskritscholarsbetweenthesixthandthetenthcenturies.Itwasfirstacceptedbythe

Alankarikas,andtheexpressionNavarasa(theninerasas)cameintovogue.Inadditiontothenine

Rasas,twomorerasashavebeenaddedlaterwithnoclearspecificationaboutthepresidingdeities

andthecolours.

ThemostsignificantthingabouttheRasaisthatitsrealisationensuesfrom theunionofthree

interrelatedelements–Vibhava,AnubhavaandVyabhicharibhavaandalsothepermanentmood

calledSthayibhava.

Vibhava(determinants)isthemeansbywhichanemotionisevoked.TherearetwokindsofVibhava:

theAlambhanaVibhavaandtheUddipanaVibhava.Thefirstrelatestothepersonortheobjectin

respectofwhom theemotionisexperiencedandwhoseappearanceisdirectlyresponsibleforthe

evocationoftheemotion,whilethesecondreferstothesituationintheenvironmentinwhichthat

personorobjectisplacedandwhichisinstrumentalinintensifyingtheemotionalexperience.

Anubhavas(consequence)istheoutwardmanifestationsbroughtforthasaresultoftheVibhavas.

ThesearedivisibleintoVachika-thosewhichcanbeexpressedbywords(Vach-speech)andthe

Angikawhichareexpressedbybodilyexpressions.InIndiandrama,forexample,theAnubhavas

communicatetotheaudiencetheemotionsbeingfeltbythecharactersonthestage.

There are also “involuntary emotions”known as Sattvikabhavas:Stambha (paralysis),Sveta

(sweating),Romancha(hairstandingonend),Svarabheta(changesinone’stoneofvoice),Vepathu

(trembling),Vaivarnya(changesinthecolourofone’sface),Asru(becomingtearful)andPralaya

(fainting).

TheSthayibhava(permanentmood)isamajoremotionwhichisdevelopedbyanumberofminor

feelingsreferredtoasVyabicharibhavaswhicharethirtythreeinnumbers.

Bharata’sRasatheoryhasbeenseminalinthesenseitinfluencedBhattanayaka'sconceptof

Sadharanikaran,theconceptofSahridayataandtheDhvaniconcept.Itisalsotheunifyingprinciple

ofthebeginning,themiddleandtheendoftheentireIndianpoetics.Itprovidesa‘synaesthsis’ofart,

philosophyandpsychologyinformulatingapropercritical-cum-aestheticperspective.
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(*Theabove'write-up'isbasedon"Lesson"forM.A.English,NalandaOpenUniversityPatna,

preparedbyme).Avoidcopyingword-by-word)

Glossaryofcriticalterms

1.Aesthetics :thephilosophyoffineartswhichseemstomeanatheoryofthe‘beautiful’ingeneral,



whetherinartorinnature

2.Anubhavas :Gestures

3.Rasa :theaestheticexperience,whichconstitutesthequintessenceofeveryperformingart.

4.Rasika :Ascholarorconnoisseurofartissometimesreferredtoasarasika.

5.Sadharanikaran:Theprocessofgeneralizationortranscendence

6.Samajika :Spectators

7.Sthayibhava:Basicmentalstate

8.Vibhava :Dramaticsituations

9.Vyabhicharis:Transitoryemotions
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