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A Team of Australian British Scientists say
they have discovered the most distant known
object in the universe, one enormously
powerful celestial bundle of light. The four
member team said on Tuesday the Quassar
18 estimated to be 18 Billion light years from
the earth and existed long before the solar
system was formed. To reach it, a person

should have to travel at the speed of light
299000 K.M. per second for 18 Billion years.
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Comprehensive consulting services for cement and mineral
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ficiation technology, plant operations and management
systems.

in Association with HOLDER BANK Switzerland

HOLTEC ENGINEERS
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Nataraja and the Art of Dance

LEELA VENKATRAMAN,
New Delhi.

Few motifs in art History have ena-
moured the mind of human beings as the
figure of Nataraja. While many see in it an
object of religious worship and revere it a8
such, many others seeit as one of the highest
attainments of artistic imagination, and
still others see it as beauty of abandoned joy
of movement, arrested at a point of time by
the sculptor’s hand. All will agree that thisis
a visual expression of an eternal force con-
ceived, idealised and imagined in the most
aesthetic form.

Art and Religion in India have always
existed as integrated streams sharing a
common purpose. Art concretises what Reli-
gion idealises. Said Projesh Banerjee, “Art
comes into religion first as an accessory and
stays there as an accomplice as well as an
interpreter.” Ideals of life always assume
certain forms and shapes in imaginative
minds and when a form is suggestive enough
to embody the quintessense of the racial
experience of a peopls, it becomes a motif.
Said Ananda Coomaraswamy, the great art
critic, “A great motif in religion or art, any
great symbol, becomes all things to all men;
age after age, it yields to men such treasure
as they find in their own hearts.”

How hag Nataraja filled thisrole of being
‘all things to all men’? To answer this ques-
tion, it is necessary to look into the minds of
philosophers, past and present. From time
immemorial, man has been exercised over
the riddle of his position versus Nature and
Cosmos. Was there a plan in the Cosmos or
was it a haphazard happenstance? Where

GwurtNGays aflpr wei

did one slot the human being in the expanse
of Creation? The Why and Wherefore of the
Universe and its moving force of energy
puzzled even the Vedic Man who put the
great question to gtart the debate for man-
kind, “Whence this Universe and Creation””
Was man only an observer or the
observed? As early as in the late 15th and
early 16th century, Decartes said, “Cogito
Ergo Sum” (I think and therefore I exist),
putting reasoning man and consciousness
as different from matter. There came a series
of great minds like Spinoza, Moses, Men-
delssohn, Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill
and several others, to talk of the Universe
and Man. Rationalism, Empericism, Scepti-
cism and Utilitarianism all had their day.
While some regarded the Universe as a
‘Steady State’, others spoke of the ‘Big Bang’
theory. But none seemed to reconcile the dif-
ference of men and matter. To-day, science
has taken a right about turn to establish that
research in science is a matter of perception
and it is a continual process of interaction of
Consciousness with Nature. Rather than
fragment reality, the Universe has to be
regarded as a totality — a wholeness of flow-
ing movement, where the inanimate and the
animate are projections of the same reality.
It was Prof. Carl Sagon who first asked if the
Universe was expanding? What happens to
the stars which expand, explode and then
die? If on the other hand, it is contracting
and stars and galaxies are pulled into the
Centre of Creation, where dothey all go? The
answer he felt lay in the Hindu Cosomology
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which visualised the cycle of Creation, Pres-
ervation, Destraction and Rebirth as an
unending flow. Here was Creation visua-
lised as the Unity of the two Principles, male
and female, matter and spirit, Purusha and
Prakriti, all symbolised in the identity of the
supreme Siva.

That dynamic energy which moves the
Universe should be concentrated in oneideal
is one thing — thatit should take the form of
Siva as Natarja, the King of Dance is
another. Dynamism or movement is here the
origin of ‘gati or laya’, in the language of
Music and Dance. Laya is rhythm and
Sound (Dhwani) is the beginning of Music,
This Universe is the result of the rhythm and
music of Siva — what a grand conception!
When the evolutionary process is thus visua-
lised, one automatically discards disorder,
for rhythm and music symbolise harmony
and a definite pattern of functioning.

Holmes refers to the main qualities of all
great art — Unity, Vitality, Infinity and
Repose.

The Nataraja motif is an integration of
the forces of Brahma, Vishnu, Rudra,
Maheswara and Sadasiva., Here one sees
primal rhythmic energy sets the entire cycle
of evolution. His dance is not done with the
purpose of setting in motion any process. It
just ‘is’. It is his ‘swa-bhaava’ to dance, and
his being is beyond the realm of purposes.
The expanding and contracting Universe is
symbolised in the Damuru (representing
Sound) in his right hand. The Firein his left
hand represents the destruction of the Undi-
vine and hence is a purifier. Destruction by
the ‘Sudalaiyadi’, the dancer who dances on
the Burning ghat (crematorium), signifies
the eradication of the Ego — of the veil of
Maya or Illusion. As the two processes of
birth and death are performed simultane-
ously, the Universe is both Finite and Infi-
nite at the same time. The Yugas, the
Mahayugas, the Earthly and the Cosmic
periods of time are all embodied in Him and
death here is change or transformation — in
the highest principle of Science. Thus
Shrishti (Creation, symbolised in the
drum), Sthiti (Preservation, symbolised in
the abhaya hasta,), Samhara (Destruction,
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shown by one leg stamping the evil dwarf
Muyalagan), Tirobhava (the embodiment of
souls and removing of Maya, signified in the
Gajahasta symbol)} and Anugraha (Salva-
tion, shown in the uplifted left leg held
across the torso with the foot and turned
inwards) are enshrined in one principle.
Even when regarded as an abstract expres-
sion by philosophers as a realistic presenta-
tion of an ‘other world’ the motifbelongs toa
world of its own.

Here is perpetual movement seen as
rhythm of the spirit.

While the form shows dynamic and molten
energy in its ‘ati-bhanga’ stance and the
raised leg, it always has a quality of stillness
— the face is ‘calm listening, as it were, and
contemplating’ this silence. The simplified
planes, the pure lines all convey tension and
degrees of self-absorption and realisation.
By thinking of the entire Universe in terms
of thythmie Unity, a radiation of thoughts
and waves geem to make a harmonious
vibration. Thus movement, non-movement,
tension, liberation, creation, destruction —
all seeming opposites are reconciled in this
one figure.

Ingrained in the concept of Nataraja are
the five ‘Tatvas’ or elements. His body is
Akasa, the Ganga on his head is Water, the
snake is Vayu or Breath or Air, the tongues
of flame in his uplifted palm are Agni (or
Fire). The Tiruvasi (aureole) framing the
entire figure is considered by some to be
Nature or Matter or Prakriti. Still others
think of it as ‘Omkara’, and the ‘Akshara’
which is never separate from the ‘Omkara’is
the contained splendour. Siva is the univer-
sal spirit, touching, the points of the arch
—In between is the individual Soul, the ‘Ya’
in Na~-ma-si-va-ya.

Surrounding the Lord is ‘Sunya’ or Void
or Space which is the no-atmosphere belt of
bliss. Said Tirumoolar, “Where the self-rea-
lised go is pure space; and where they sport is
light. What they know is Vedanta. What
they find is deep sleep therein.” So Nataraja
was the embodiment of Kshiti (Earth), Apati
(Water), Teja (Flame), Marut (Wind) and
Vyom (Space).
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The theatre of this great God's activity is
the Cosmos itself with his body as Akasa.

It is not strange that Nataraja was
represented in the human form for Man saw
God in his own form. So absorbed with the
human contours was the Indian Mind that
the best of our art, inspiring sculptor, pain-
ter, even the architect in his perception of the
temple, was the geometry of the human
form. If the body of the dancer is the temple,
it is the abode of a Sadasiva who is the King
of Dancers:

(transliterated: Deho Devalaya Prokto,
Devo Jeevaha Sadasivam — Sanatanaha)

Nataraja sees the likeness of man trans-
cended into the pre sence of God. “Here is
primal, rhythmic energy underlying all
phenominal appearances and activity, here
is perpetual movement, perpetually poised —
the rhythm of the Spirit”.

The words of Tirumoolar are ever fresh:
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“Andangal orezhum ambor padiyagap
Pandai akasangal ainthum padiyari
Tondil sakti taru ambalamahak
Kondu paranjoti Kuttahantane”

Likein all great Indian contributions, the
motive force for the creation of this great
motif was Bhakti. Love, Reverence, Renun-
ciation, Worship were the order of the day.
Name or fame never prompted the artist. No
wonder, for those conscious of a strong inner
reality, have less use for other outer expres-
sions. Said Stella Kramrisch in the ‘The Art
of India’,

“God is the Name, and a work of art is the
Body and House in which the Formless, the
Beyond-Form, the Goal of Release and
Source of all Form, reveals itself. The statues
and temples are stages on the road.”

‘Satyam, Sivam, Sundaram’ says the
famous alliteration. If Beauty is Truth, then
God is Beauty.

Ultimately, this Dance of Nataraja exists
in the ‘Chit’ or the inner perception of a
human being. For one who perceives its true
nature, there is nothing beyond.
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Let the blessings of Lord Nataraja be
showered on the people of this
world for peace and prosperity.
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