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Nataraja, Lord of Dance
By Aparna Balasubramaniam
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Coomaraswamy said, “It is the clearest image of the activity
of a fire. From the fire a fierce tiger emerged to attack Shiva
of God that any religion can boast of.”
who smiled and stripped the tiger’s skin off with the nail of
Nataraja doesn’t just mean ‘God of Dance’, it also means
his little finger. He then tied the skin around his waist. Next,
‘King of the Stage’. Shiva’s theatre is the entire universe. It is
a snake appeared, but Shiva used it as a belt or garland
the movement of the sun and the moon, of the earth and the
and began to dance. He danced the Ananda Tandava, or the
wind and the skies. Modern physicists have drawn parallels
Dance of Bliss. However, the sages were not done; a dwarf
between the cosmic dance of Nataraja and the movement of
demon emerged. Shiva pressed down on the demon with
particles. In fact, a two-metre-tall bronze statue of Nataraja
one foot and continued to dance. The sages finally realised
is on display outside the European Centre for Research
they were no match for Shiva and bowed before him. He
in Particle Physics in Geneva. Fritjof Capra, an eminent
stopped dancing and blessed them. Then Adi Sesha begged
physicist said “The rhythm of life and death is the essence
Shiva to continue dancing, so Shiva promised to appear
of all matter. Shiva’s dance is the dance of subatomic matter.
in Thillai, the Centre of the Universe, and dance again for
The metaphor of the cosmic dance thus unifies ancient
his devotees. This is the site of the most famous Nataraja
mythology, religious art and modern physics.”
Temple, Chidambaram in Tamil Nadu.
To his devotee, Nataraja’s dance has three meanings –
Nataraja first appeared in stone sculptures around the
the dance itself is the source of all movement within the
fifth century, but it was in the bronzes from the Chola
universe, it helps release souls that are chained by fear,
dynasty from the 10th CE onwards that images of the
illusion or ignorance and Chidambaram, the centre of the
Nataraja became immortalised. In these images, Nataraja
universe where the dance takes place, is within our hearts.
typically wears a headdress of kondrai (cassia) leaves, with
the crescent moon, a skull and a cobra on his head. He
carries a drum in his upper right hand and this not only
supplies the beat for his dance, but is also the first sound of
creation. Conversely, in his upper left hand, he holds Agni,
Aparna Balasubramaniam is a docent at the Asian
or fire, a force that can destroy the universe. The lower left
Civilisations Museum.
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