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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

S

“ASTUDY OF THE CHOLA PERIOD BRONZES
OF ARUNAJATESWARA TEMPLE AT THIRUPPANANDAL -
TAMILNADU.”

V. JAISHANKAR

Asst. Professor of History,
Dept. of History, Thiru. Vi. Ka. Govt. Arts College, Thiruvarur Thiruvaru
Dist., Tamil Nadu State.

Abstract:

India is famous for its bronzes, but the most prolific production has been in the
south, where some of the greatest masterpieces have been produced. 'Bronze' is a
conventional term for metal images irrespective of the exact number of proportion of
metals mixed in the amalgam out of which the images are cast.1 The bronzes are of two
types namely hollow and solid, and most of the bronzes made in Tamilnadu are of solid
type. The solid type bronzes are made by the cire perdu (lost wax) method. Accordingly,
the bronze images are cast out of an alloy, composed of copper, brass, tin, silver and gold,
the last one being very meagre in quantity. These bronzes occur in abundance, in the
Tamil country and almost every temple in South India, especially in the Thanjavur
district, has its own collection of bronzes.

KEYWORDS:
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INTRODUCTION

The art of casting metal images, though known much earlier, came to be more popularly adopted
after the 10th century A.D. It attained the height of perfection during the heyday of the Cholas. The bronze
makers, as the stone sculptors were also strictly forced to adhere to the rules and regulations as Iaid down by
the Silpasastras.

The Thiruppanandal temple is highly rich in possessing as many as forty solid bronzes belonging
to different periods. The images of Nataraja and Sivakami, facing south are installed in the Sabamandapa.
The idols of Somaskanda, Muthukkumaraswamy and Chandrasekara are placed facing east in the south —

west part of the Sabamandapa. The image of Bogasakti and a pair of metal foot prints representing
the main deity are found in Arthamandapa of the God's sanctum. The metal images of Adippuramman and
Palliyaraiamman are kept in the Nankaramandapa of the Goddess shrine. All other bronzes are placed
facing north on araised platform, in the south side of the first prakara abutting the wall.

It is in the art of bronze that the Tamils attained the highest and most varied achievements during
the Chola period. The Chola bronzes are world famous. There are certain characteristic features in the
Chola bronzes. They are mainly saivite in nature. These figures are inherent with a rhythmic quality about
them, a delicacy of movement which is too subtle to be captured in stone. The feminine figures possess a
characteristic grace, a subtle curvilinear grace, suggestive of charm rather than sensuousness. Figures of
males are characterized by uprightness and dignity of form and a subtle strength in an atmosphere of serene
spirituality. Goddesses are slightly shorter and more slender than Gods. The Chola bronzes are known for
their vigorous posture and sublime spiritual beauty. The breasts of the female figures are prominent and
round. Their faces are smooth and round with simple features.3
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Bronze image of Lord Nataraja (110 cm: 11th century)

The image of Siva performing the Ananda tandava is a remarkable piece of art. The four armed
Siva is seen in dancing form, crushing the demon Muyalavan, the symbol of ignorance by His right leg
which is bent at knee and pressing the back of the wriggling demon. The left leg is raised up to the level of
the knee of the right leg and crossing the same. The rear right arm is in damaruhasta holding a small drum
and rear left arm is in ardachandrahasta carrying fire in a small pan. The fore right arm bears abayahasta
while the fore left arm points to the demon below in gajahasta towards right. The movement of the body is
from left to right but the eyes veer towards left. The upper part of the body is leaned a little back and also
towards right. Above the patta on the forehead the hair on the top of the head is tied and arranged into a
broad fan shaped head dress adorned with cassia leaves which serves as a makuta. The Skull, Ganga,
Cresent and Snake are present there. The braided locks of the sides extended by whirl of dance, above either
shoulder are four in number. They are held apart by a ribbon passing middle, beyond which the curled ends
project in right wind and left wind on the right and left sides respectively. Likewise, there are eight more
short locks falling down from the head on the nape. The end of the small scarf lies between the gap of the
right hands and its hoods is oriented towards the face of the God. A flat yagnopavita runs across the chest.
The udarabandam round the waist is shown with a small median loop on the right side and flowing on the
left side of the God. The two ends of it are connected to the left side of the tiruvatchi, thus providing stability
to the stance.

The bronze image of Lord Nataraja wears short trousers resembling tiger skin as under garment
tied with his hip band. He has ornaments such as patta, Savadi, hara, katakavalai, kataka, motirams in all
fingers except in the middle one, virakkalal in his right leg, sadangai and rings in the first and last toes of the
feet. The right ear lobe is empty and on the left hangs a patrakundala. Demon Muyalavan wriggling under
the foot of Nataraja, raises his face and looks at a side. His hands are about to hold a snake lying near. The
tiruvachi encircling the God is oral in shape, whose ends are inserted on the pita. Three pronged flames,
totally tweny seven in number, are attached to the edge of the tiruvatchi.

It will be of interest to study the significance, philosophical concept and meaning of the motif of
Nataraja. It represents the Hindu conception of life and death in eternal dance. It is a master work of
religious art in which science is personified. Sristi arises from the drum, sitti proceeds from the hand of
abaya, Samhara proceeds from fire, the foot held aloft confers anugraha4 and the tiruvatchi stands for
trobava.

On the whole, Nataraja, one of the Saumya aspects of Siva, is especially associated with the
fivefold activity of Panchakrtyas. The very physical appearance of Nataraja himself, represents the
pranava. The dance of Siva is identified with the Panchaksara syllables of Si-Va-Ya-Na-Ma which have a
peculiar and special significance in Siva symbolism. In His feet is Na, in his naval is Ma. in his shoulders is
'ST', in his face is 'Va' and in his head is YaE.5

The essential significance of Siva's dance is three fold. First it is the image of His rhythmic play as
the source of all movement within the corsmos, which is represented by the arch. Secondly the purpose of
this dance is to release the countless souls of men from the snare of illusion and thirdly, the place of the
dance Chidambaram, the centre of the universe, is within the heart.6

Sivakami (66cm: 11th century)

The Bronze image of Sivakami is found standing in tribanga poisture, and encircled by an
elliptical tiruvatchi of twenty one tongues. Both the right arms are in Katakahasta and the rear and fore left
arms present lampa and abaya hastas respectively. She has no breastband and the undergarment stretches
down to her ankles. The end of the hip sash hangs on the left thigh. She wears Karandamakuta,
Makarakundalas and other customary ornaments. The lengthy face, slender body, the delicacy of the poses
and shrunken abdomen marked with trivalli are the features suggesting that the icon must belong to the time
of Nataraja.

Somaskanda (68cm: 12 - 13th century)

The Somaskanda group of bronze images consists of Siva, Uma and Skanda. The four armed Siva
is seated in sugasana posture with his right leg pendent and the folded left leg resting on the seat. He carries
malu and deer in the rear right and left hands respectively in kardarimugahasta and denotes abaya and
Katakahastas in the front right and left hands. The jatamakuta with the usual Cresent, Ganga, Snake and
Skull, Yagnopavita, Virakkalal, hip gridle with makara clasp etc., are the ornaments adorning his figure.
The ear lobes and feet are empty. Small hair locks, hang on the back neck. The dear whose rear legs are held
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by the God, raises up its fore legs, by turning its face to the God. The God's face is placid and slightly
smiling.

Uma, the bronze image measures 43 cm is seated on the pita in utkudihasana. The right leg is on the
pita and the left leg hanging down. She has two arms, the right hand is in katakahasta and the left one rests on
padmapita and indicates nitrahasta. An yagnopavita in single strand, passes between the uncovered breasts
and over the left shoulder. The slender waist is followed by the marks of trivalli. The lower garment, fixed
with mehalai and urudamarn covers the body from hip to ankles. The ornamentation of the body with small
karandamakuta, haras, mekalai and silambu is simple and beautiful. The elongated ear lobes are devoid of
studs.

Somaskandamman (83 cm: 12 - 13th century)

The two armed Somaskandamman, popularly, known as Virasakti is seen in standing in tribanga
posture. The right and left arms are in kataka and lampa hastas. She wears usual ornaments.

Bogasakti (84 cm: 12 - 13th century)

Separate shrines for the Goddess in Siva temples, began to appear popularly since the time of
kulotunga chola I. Till then Goddesses were worshipped in bronze form, which were kept in the sanctum or
ardamandapa of the main shrine and such image was called Bogasakti. The temple has a tall long limbed
Bogasakti, known as Manonmaniamman. She stands in tribanga posture by displaying Kataka and lola
hastas in flex right and left hands. She is adorned with Karantamakuta, Serippu, makarakundalas and other
customary ornaments. The under garment is formal with the designs of circular medallions. The makuta,
tolvalai and mehalai have makarapurimas. The hip band hangs on the innerside of the right leg. The cheeks
are chubby and the chin is narrow. The lips express a gentle smile. This figure is remarkable for its charm,
grace and feminine beauty. It is a bronze of great artistic value provided with a delicate physique, long
limbs, slender body, unexaggerated breasts, sunken waist and broad hip which enhance the beauty and
charm of the Devi.

Chandeswara (55 cm: 13th century)

Another famous theme of the Cholas in bronze is the figure of Chandeswara. He stands in tribanga
poisture and the hands are in anjalihasta. He wears jatabandarn with padmapurimas, makarakundalas.
yagnopavita etc.. On His left shoulder is seen a malu.

St. Sundaramurthi (49 cm: 13th century)

The bronze image of St. Sundararnurthi is seen in tribanga posture. The hair is knotted into a big
tuft in the back side like tammilam in horizontal pattern. His right arm shows katakahasta and the left arm,
lolahasta. The appearance of the saint is majestic. He wears yagnopavita and some simple ornaments.

St. Thirunavukkarasar (44 cm: 13th century)

St. Thinjnavukkarasar is standing in devibanga posture and presenting anjalihasta. The hair is
almost shaken and seen as a tiny tuft, knotted at the top of the head. The ear studs, the neck chains and
bangles are all made of beeds. An ulavarappadai is placed on his left shoulder across the chest.

Jaya— Vijaya (42 cm: 13 century)

The image of virasakti is flanked by her friends namely Jaya and Vijaya on her right and left sides
respectively. Both are standing in tribanga posture and wearing the usual ornaments and dress.
Channaviram is present on them. The right and left hands of Jaya are in Varata and Kataka hastas, while
those of Vijaya are Vice-Versa. Jaya is slightly leaning left towards Virasakti, while Vijaya leaning right.
They look slightly towards the Devi.

The bronze images of the Chola period which are housed in the Arunajateswara temple at

Thiruppanandal are the standing witness of the perfection of the casting of bronze images. They also speak
about the advancement of the techniques of moulding and casting bronze images in the desired forms. The
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artisans of bronze casting had been great skilled persons who were able to produce such alluring figures in
metal with such minute details, delicacy, splendor, style and all other details of the Hindu iconography.
They are real master pieces of Art so that they stand still elegantly professing the mastery of bronze casting
techniques of the Chola period.
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