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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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