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In the first treatise on dramatic art available to us, the Nāṭyaśāstra, Bharata argues that theatre is 
based on sattva, and that a dramatic representation can be judged excellent, provided that it is 
endowed with sattva. Far from being assimilated in the triad of qualities (guṇas) responsible for the 
multifariousness of reality, as is the case in classical sāṃkhya philosophy _ sattva, rajas, and tamas 
_ the term sattva is found in the domain of traditional Indian theatre as an independent element 
having aesthetic implications in accordance with Bharata’s understanding of drama. In particular, 
the concept of sattva is found to be at the very core of dramatic theory, being linked to the acting 
register called sāttvikābhinaya, ‘emotional’ representation. Much confusion  surrounds this category 
of representation which, unlike the other representative techniques (Body, Voice and Costume), is 
not the subject of a separate chapter in Bharata’s exposition of dramatic art. Some have erroneously 
identified it tout-court with the eight sāttvika states (sāttvikabhāvas), listed by Bharata as Paralysis, 
Perspiration, Horripilation, Stammering, Tremor, Change of Colour, Weeping and Fainting. These 
require,  in order to be displayed effectively through their outer signs such as tears etc., a 
concentrated mind from the actor. The general translation of sāttvikabhāvas as ‘involuntary states’, 
ignores the intentness of the mind and the role of the performer required in bringing these states 
about. In the Abhinavabhāratī, Abhinavagupta explains the sāttvika states by throwing some light 
on the actor’s experience. Notwithstanding the particular status of these bhāvas, this paper will be 
an attempt to reassess the concept of sattva in Indian theatre, through the scrutiny of some passages 
from the Abhinavabhāratī, where in a given emotive situation the presence of sattva requires from 
the performer an adherence to the represented emotion. This is the sāttvika representation, which 
appears as the link between the actor’s emotions and his mastery over technique, therefore 
encompassing wider areas of theatre in its performed dimension. Besides providing rare insights 
into the staging of Sanskrit plays in eleventh century Kaśmīr, the descriptions contained in the 
technical chapters of the Abhinavabhāratī cast light on some central though overlooked issues 
enduring throughout the history of dramatics, from the Nāṭyaśāstra up to contemporary forms of 
dance-theatre.  
 


