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he year 2007, the sixtieth year of _s&.ms
independence, will be remembered for its
resplendent showcasing of South Asian art through
exhibitions across world capitals. The Guimet in
Paris exhibited spectacular Greco-Indo-Bactrian treasures from the
Kabul Museum, while the ‘Tejas’ exhibition at Brussels’ Palais du
Beaux Arts presented a breathtaking panorama of Indian art. The
incandescent Gupta exhibition at Grand Palais in Paris, displayed
masterpieces from 17 Indian museums; and ‘Chola; Sqcred Bronzes
from Southern India’, at the Royal Academy of Arts in London,
enticed one into the intricate world of Chola bronzes (ninth to
thirteenth centuries AD) that fluidly captured in ?oﬁn‘ the sensuous
visions of Tamil poet-saints. _ .
Perhaps the most riveting image among all the 'exhibits was
the morbidly beautiful shadow captured from the rear of a Chola
Nataraja at the Brussels exhibition. It epitomized aspects which lie
beyond the artefact and its visual apprehension alone. The Ea.m of
an apprehension beyond vision was taken from a book of this title,

sy Sharada Srinivasan

written by the late astronomer-musicologist Jon Darius, who used this
metaphor to explain how scientific photography had revealed aspects,
which are beyond literal vision. The phrase ‘Beyond Vision’ resonated
through my own intellectual and personal odyssey into the study of
Chola bronzes and the Nataraja, which began with my attempts to
use science to reveal aspects that are beyond the art historian’s visual

“*ga#é: This included an exploration inte how: archaeometallurgical
study can help resolve issues of the stylistic attribution, dating and
provenance of these bronzes. Collaborating with the late astrophysicist
and Director, Nehru Planetarium, Dr. Nirupama Raghavan, I had also
been exploring whether the creators of the Nataraja icon (which is
often described as the Cosmic Dance of Siva) really had a perception
of the cosmos, in a more astronomical sense, a point that had not
really been explored in previous art historical literature.

At one level, Chola bronzes represent an intensely visual culture
of the activities of gods; of seeing and being seen as they were
carried out in procession, followed by concealment in the sanctum.
In fact, Tamil saint-poets have written passionately of their beauty.
However, I have been intrigued to explore how the bronze deities
were also at times apparently perceived by their devotees as being
literally and metaphorically ‘Beyond Vision'. This mystical longing
is best revealed in a verse to Nataraja by that most evocative ninth
century Tamil saint-poet, Manikkavachakar:

Ah, when will I get to gaze upon the unique

One to whom no other compares

Him who is fire, water, wind, earth and ether,

Him whom others cannot understand. ..
-Manikkavachakar, (Yocum 1983:20)

Equally extraordinary was the craftsmen’s ability to get beyond
the visual plane and transmit a sense of the transcendental. The
inspiration they drew from the rich poetic/liturgical tradition is
suggested, for example, by the correlation between an eight-armed
Chola image of Siva as Bhairava from Tiruvengadu and a Tamil verse
by saint Tirumular.

The only one is He; the second is His Sweet Grace (Sakti);
He stood in the three (i.e. creation, preservation and dissolution)
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Ummwﬂmﬁa at crafts emporia across Indian cities, the Nataraja bronze is
now a ubiquitous symbol of the tenacious survival of age-old Indian
craft traditions. In the '90s, Time magazine prophetically featured it
as a symbol of a changing India on its cover. Commentators have
used the metaphor of Siva’s matted locks capturing the Ganges to
convey the idea of the role of trees and forests in preventing floods.

With the threat of global warming and climate change looming over

the planet, the metaphor of the destructive cosmic dance seems
ever more apt. Yet, even as it makes for great kitsch in the form of
brightly coloured batik, the dancing Siva is a symbol of all that has
been lost as well as all that has not only endured but also kept up
with the times.

So if there is a chasm between the classicism of Chola bronzes and
present-day crafts, it is due to the disruption in the centuries-old
traditional milieu of the craftsmen wrought by the present age of
mechanized mass production. The lost creative synergy between the
craft of lost-wax casting and poetry come through in a fine poem by
the woman saint, Andal (c. 800):

O rain clouds

seeming like dark clay outside

liquid wax within

rain down upon Venkatam

where the handsome lord dwells. ..
(Dehejia, 2002:13)

Nevertheless, the distance travelled, post-Independence, in
nurturing traditional crafts in India can be gauged from E.B. Havell’s
comment in 1904 that ‘they (craftsmen) and artisans all over
India are constantly in want of work, for departmentalism has no
need of their services...". Jasleen Dhamija (1970:6) points out that
Gandhiji’s swadeshi movement focused attention on the plight of the
Indian craftsmen and lauds the dynamic guidance of Kamaladevi
Chattopadhyay, which helped to sustain the crafts as a vibrant part
of the economy by setting up a network of Crafts Councils after
Independence.

At the little hamlet of Swamimalai near Tanjavur, a few hereditary
sthapatis still cast images by the traditional lost-wax process. They
often still use palm fronds for marking out the traditional tala

: Sharada Srinivasan

proportions for icons. Although south Indian metal icons are often
called pancha-loha (five-metalled), my analyses showed that most
were of leaded bronze (an admixture of copper and tin) with a few
brasses (with copper and zinc). However, random trace additions
of gold and silver were also detected, which fitted the explanation
of Devasenasthapati that this prescription referred to the addition
for an interested client, of pinches of gold and silver to a casting,
more for the sake of ritual or shastra. The five metals connoted the
auspicious elements of earth, wind, water, fire and ether. To invest
the metal icon with divinity, temple priests performed ceremonies of
the ‘opening of eyes' known in Tamil as kannatharakaradu and the
‘awakening of the five senses’. Underlying this symbolic devolution of
the inner, aniconic lingam into the outer world of anthropomorphic
processional pancha-loha icons are Saiva Siddhantic concepts
of Siva emerging from the formless one to the manifest five-fold,
or Sadasiva. ,

Drawing from thirteenth century Tamil texts such as Unmaivilakam,
Ananda Coomaraswamy lyrically described the Nataraja bronze as
representing the ananda tandava, or the cosmic dance of creation and
destruction. This dance, represented by the drum and fire held apart
in opposition, is also the dance of bliss within the consciousness,
which destroys the ego. At the Nataraja temple at Chidambaram
(dating back at least to the twelfth century), there still exists a unique
dual form of anthropomorphic-aniconic worship. In the sanctum is
a Nataraja bronze, next to an empty curtained space, representing
him as the element, akasa or ether/space. Much more than in the
western or Judaeo-Christian world view, the philosophic concepts
that have only recently emanated out of modern physics, such as
the complementarity of matter and energy, seem to have been to an
extent intuitively appreciated centuries ago in India.

Indeed, the Nataraja bronze was catapulted into the global limelight
by the musings of quantum physicist Fritjof Capra in his best-selling
book The Tao of Physics (1974). He wrote imaginatively that,

For the modern physicists ... Shiva’s dance is the dance of
subatomic matter. As in Hindu mythology, it is a continual dance
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i .
crab supernova came into view with a morning crescent moon near
it and was visible for 23 days, being four times as bright as Venus.
Even American Indians are believed to have made cave paintings of
a supernova with a crescent moon. Could it be that the iconometric
design of this icon had indeed taken into account the observation of
the supernova explosion?

At any rate, the above studies suggest scope for further
investigation into the history of astronomy. No less than celebrated
astronomer Carl Sagan suggested that the Nataraja imagery conveyed
‘a premonition of modern astronomical ideas’. The star positions
superposed on the icons brought to my mind Arthur C. Clarke’s
science-fiction writings in 2001: A Space Odyssey, ‘My God! It’s full of
stars...’ Indeed, a ‘cosmic’ sensation of being filled with sky and stars
permeates a Tamil verse to Nataraja composed by a seventh century
saint, Appar:

The Lord of the Little Chamber,
filled with honey,

will fill me with sky (nilavu)

and make me be [5.1.5]
(Handelman and Shulman, 2004)

In a recent BBC World programme on Art and the Imagination,
Dr. Nigel Spivey revealingly discussed how different cultures
(such as the Aztecs, who made spectacular depictions of gruesome
ritual killings) dealt with death and mortality through-art. He
adds that whereas the image of Christ crucified on the Cross also
conveys an agonizing death, nevertheless, it transcends this to
become a symbol of solace and empathy. In a similar vein, the
imagery of Nataraja does have elements of a morbid death cult, as
seen in the eerily beautiful evocations of the sixth century Tamil
poetess Auvaiyar, who describes him as a ghoul dancing in the
cremation grounds. Nevertheless, the Nataraja can also be seen
as something of a reassuring and comforting Jungian archetype:
spurring the .emergence of creativity from loss and destruction as
a therapeutic process. ’

This is especially seen in the light of the great accomplishments
of the widowed tenth century Chola queen, Sembiyan Mahadevi,
whose dedications to her late husband also present a rare and
fascinating example of the ‘male muse’ in the history of art.
Gandaraditya (949-957 AD), Sembiyan’s husband, fasted to death
as an ardent devotee of Siva. In the aftermath of her all too early
widowhood, Sembiyan Mahadevi flung herself into a flurry of activity
commissioning temples and bronzes until 1006 AD, and went
aon to found a town in her name. Remarkably, she defies the ‘sati
stereotype’ of medieval Hindu womanhood. Whereas Pallava and
Chola inscriptions do suggest that sati (immolation/self-immolation
of widows) was rare with women being prominent in patronage and
public life, there is the odd reference to sati after battle. Sembiyan,
it seems, emphatically chose to channelize her loss into creative
energy and indeed, the late art Emmoawah. Harle ranked her as one
of the ‘all-time great patrons’. The finest monument to Sembiyan’s
devotion to her late husband is the Konerirajapuram temple erected
in 972 AD. It is at least something of an answer to that ultimate
monument to the female muse, the peerless Taj Mahal, dedicated
by Mughal emperor Shahjahan to his beloved wife. Sembiyan’s
story thus epitomizes the notion of ‘creation arising, phoenix-like,
from the ashes of destruction’ as the underlying philosophy and
psychology behind the Nataraja bronze. In a country which, post-
Independence, has still been dogged by ill-treatment of widows and
the odd horific instance of sati as at Deorala, Rajasthan, in 1987 it
is worth reminding ourselves that our own history also presents us
with empowered models of widowhood.

Some of the above ideas developed out of conversations with the
Jungian sculptor Caroline Mackenzie. Intriguingly, my own quest
and studies on the cosmic Nataraja have had some apparently surreal
and almost ‘Jungian’ coincidences. The Royal Academy’s Chola
exhibition concluded close to the day my colleague, Dr. Nirupama
Raghavan, finally succumbed to cancer. Similarly, the death
anniversary of the late Jon Darius, astronomer-musicologist, Curator,

Science Museum, London fell coincidentally close to 11 July, the date

of our postulated commencement of the supernova-related festival
at Chidambaram. Then, on 20 March 2007, Smt. Narmada, Bharata
Natyam guru, whose Nataraja varnam 1 partly presented at the Royal
Academy and who barely a few weeks, earlier received this year's
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