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Dr. T.S. Sridhar, i,is., 
Principal Secretary & Commissioner 

Department of Archaeology & Museum 

PREFACE 

The Government of Tamil \idu organized the 'Millennium celebration of Thanjavur 

Big Temple' from 25 Sep'l() t 2 September  2010. This ,vas inaugurated by the Hon'ble 

Deputy Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu. An exhibition was conducted in this connection to 

highlight the glory of the chola era. The gallery on chola bronzes which formed a unique part of 

the entire exhibition was a major attraction to scholars and tourists alike. It drew such a large 

crowd that in order to accommodate all the visitors the exhibition was extended till 
3e 

 October 

2011. 1. lo understand the cultural and social history of any countr\ it is necessary to understand the 

early history as well as the social background of that particular period. In that way, the bronze 

objects help the people from various parts of the country and abroad to know the golden period in 

which the outstanding art and craft forms flourished in chola territor\ 

I wish to express my sincere gratitude to the Government of Tamilnadu especially the 

Hon'ble Minister for school Education aI2 Archaeology Thiru. Thangam Thennarasu and 

Dr. V lrai Anbu, lAS, Secretary, Tourism and Culture department for having provided adequate 

funds to celebrate the mega event. I am deeply indebted to all the scholars in this moment. I have 

no words to adequately express my compliments to Thiru. R. Balasubramanian and Dr. S. Vasanthi 

for their great contribution in the publication. My thanks are also due to Thiru. M.T. Sridharan 

and Thiru. C. Ramesh for providing the design and extremely beautiful photographs that decorate 

the pages of the book. I remain grateful to Tint. B. Valarmathi for providing secretarial assistance. 

It took nearly two months to do the necessary work and drawing of ground plans to complete the 

Chula bronze exhibition, But it becomes so enjoyable to watch the crowd pulling atmosphere in 

the exhibition which shows the tireless effort of the staff of the Archaeology and Museums 

department. I am proud of being a part in the successful completion of the exhibition. 

(T.S. Sridhar) 
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Art Gallery (Than)avur) 



PROLOGUE 

The Cholas were the great dynasty that 

ruled South India from 9' Century CE to 131 

Century CE, for about 450 years. They formed 

an extensive empire in South India stretching 

from Ceylon in the south to Tungabhadra in 

the north. Their imprints are still noticed in 

social, economic and cultural activities of 

present day society. Under Chola rule, 

between the 9' and the 13' Centuries CE, the 

arts - poetry, dance, art, and temple building - 

flourished. The temples during the reign of 

the Cholas served as the centre of society and 

many activities revolved around them. 

Temples also served as centre of performing 

arts and developed the craft skills of the 

people of those days. But the Chola artistic 

legacy is most evident in the bronze sculptures 

that were perfected during this time and 

continue to he made even today. The Chola 

bronzes are considered as most beautiful art 

objects, but due to their sanctity and religious 

significance, rendered them sacred and arc 

worshipped in the temples of South India as 

processional deities. Even today models of the 

bronze icons are made for worship in Tamil 

Nadu and sent to South East Asian countries, 

USA and other \Vestern countries. 

The Chola period of South Indian 

history from 9' CentLiry to the middle of the 

13' Century A.D is regarded as Golden Age 

of medieval times. It was a period of political  

stability and economic prosperity besides 

culmination of the achievement of artistic 

endeavour of South India. The Tiruvalangadu 

copper plates of the sixth year of Rajendra 

Chola reveal[s] that the Cholas were from Solar 

race, Cholavarman was mentioned as the king 

of this race, whose SOfl was Rajakesarivarman 

and in turn his son was called as Parakesari. 

These two names, Rajakesari and Parakesari, 

were used as titles alternatively by the Chola 

kings as this line in their coronation. In the 

same line of order, Vijavalava had the title of 

Parakesari, 	and 	Rajaraja I as Rajakesari. 

The Tiruvalangadu copper plate mentions 

Rajaraja's original name as Arulmozhi Varman. 

The title Rajaraja, which means, king of kings 

First comes to light in his inscriptions from the 

nineteenth year of his reign. 

The Brahadisvara temple is one 

thousand years old this year 2010. The great 

temple of Thanjavur was constructed by 

Raaraja 1, a Chola king who reigned from 985 

to 1014 CE. It was the jewel in the crown of 

Rajaraja, an extraordinarily powerful king, a 

grand monarch with a style of his own, a 

conqueror who also understood art and 

architecture and a true devotee of Siva. It is It 

matter of pride that a Tamil king built the 

finest example of Tamil architecture, Siva in 

this temple is known as Brahadisvara- the Lord 

of the Universe. 
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The Brahadisvara temple is called as 

Rajarajesvara named after the king and 

dedicated to Siva. It is surrounded by two 

walled precincts. The first consists of 270 x 

140 rn and consists of a high wall running 

along the banks of the River Kaveri. The 

Second consists of a portico with a double row 

of pillars enclosed by a wall 15() x 75 rn. It is a 

marvel of engineering, considering the 

technology of those ancient times. 	The 

towering Virnana is built up with stones with 

bonding and notching, without the use of 

mortar. The 'shilpi'-sculptor and the 

'sthapathi'-architect came together to create 

their fanciful abode for Siva. The shape had to 

echo mount Kailash itself. In its perfect 

geometry and distinct claritvof lines this tower 

is unbeatable. While the sculptures of Siva in 

this corridor are imposing and colossal, the 

tine series of eighty one karanasdance poses 

are superb illustrations of the Nan a Sastra. 

These figures arc much bigger than the dance 

figures in Chidambaram and other temples. It 

is unfortunate to mention that only $1 of the 

total 1(1)8 Karanas are completed. These 

Karana sculptures show the highest 

achievement of the Chola's in plastic art. 

It is a matter 4 immense pride for 'Jamil 

Nadu that every major Museum of repute 

around the world boasts of a few Chola bronze 

images in its collection. Icons of Gods and 

Goddesses in the Hindu Pantheon adorn the 

galleries of art collectors, Universities and  

even Airports. Unique Panchaloha bronze 

images are highly valued possessions fetching 

enormous amounts of money in auctions. 

There is also rampant illicit trafficking in 

Panchaloha bronzes. All these facts establish 

beyond doubt the grandeur in art, finesse in 

sculpting, beauty and grace in execution and 

the incomparable visual treat that these Chola 

antiquities provide for the connoisseur as well 

as the commoner! 

The Government of Tamil Nadu 

celebrated the Millennium year of the Big 

temple (Brahadi svara temple) at Tb anjavur 

from 25  to 27 September 2010. In this 

connection the department of Tourism and 

Culture organized an exhibition. The Tamil 

Nadu State Department of Archaeology & 

Government Museum, Archaeological Survey 

Of India, Tourism department, Tamil 

UniversIt\ Art and Culture, The college of 

Arts, Kumbakonarn participated in the 

exhibition and displayed various artefacts 

numbering more than 650, inscriptions in 

original, photographs, charts, models, etc. The 

centre of attraction of the exhibition was the 

display of the 76 Chola bronzes fri m the 

Government Museum, (Thennai, Idol Centre, 

Tiruvarur, Art Gallery, Thanjavur etc., The 

highlight of the exhibition of the Chola 

bronzes was the icons recently found as 

treasure trove from Vclankanni, 

Nagapattinam, Tiruvarur, including the large 

Tiruindalur copper plate of Ra1adhi Raja I 

(1150(1). 
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In South India, the bronzes are 

considered not only as art pieces exhibited in 

the museums, but they have sacred resonance 

and are worshipped in temples even today. The 

large bronzes are taken in procession, cala 

bimbas [moving irnages and resemble the 

principal deity of the temple where the image 

belongs. The main deity is fashioned out of 

stone and enshrined permanently within the 

sanctum of the temple. This has been 

considered as a part of the religious life of the 

community. 	The festivals are always 

connected with sacred days and months 

C( >inciding particularly With the conjunction of 

the star of a given month in the full moon days. 

A tradition is preserved that the early 

processional images utsava vigrahas are taken 

around within the premises of the temple 

itself in the pradakshina patlia or pradakshina 

vithi. They are carried on the shoulders of the 

devotees, or rathas (car), or vahanas (different 

mounts of the god and goddesses). The 

principal deity's various manifestations are cast 

in the form of bronzes and worshipped in the 

temples. The images of the secondary deities, 

deified bhaktas or saints and appropriate 

vahanas along with the main deity are also 

carried out during the festive days. According 

to Dr. Cl. Sivaramarnurti, authority on South 

Indian Bronzes, "the images were intended to 

he taken our in procession not only around the 

ambulatory of the temple for the edification 

of the devotees assembled in the temple to 

witness the festival, but also would go out into 

the village, into every Street by turn, stop 

almost at every door to bless every individual 

devotee. These are known as the chalabhcra or 

the moving images in contrast to the 

sthirabhera or the fixed deities in the sanctum 

that cannot move and that have to be seen and 

worshipped on the spot in the celia". He also 

points out that "the usual norm for these fixed 

images in the cella was stone and the moving 

ones were made of metal. In South India five 

metals were used, Panchaloha as the admixture 

was called composed of copper, lead, silver, 

gold and tin." 

Chola bronzes were typically of deities, 

royalty and the politically powerful people of 

the day-all in a distinctive Chola style, 

classically representative of the human form, 

and perfectly proportioned. The sculptures are 

recognizable by the way the bodies are posed. 

They are always graceful, elegant and 

sensuous, particularly if a sculpture is that of a 

couple, such as Siva and Parvati. The bronzes 

also depict the "mudras" or gestures derived 

from classical dance. Chola master sculptors 

created their works with the cire perdue, or lost 

wax process,which is still in use today 

The publication of a monograph on 

Chola Murals inside the precincts of the 

temple by Tamil University, Thanjavur was 

acclaimed by all art lovers. The State 

Department of Archaeology in this occasion 

released reprints of four books on Chula 

Dynasty by scholars of repute. The entire 

stock was sold out within a week! 
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Apart from the exhibition, there were 

several other celebrations 	such as 

dance/drama performance by folk artists, 

seminar, debate, release of commemorative 

stamp and Coin on Rajaraa, singing of 

"Thevaram" hymns by Oduvars etc. The 

combined dance by 1008 danseuse in unison in 

the fore court of the Big temple, under the 

guidance of famed artist Dr. Padma 

Subramaniam was a masterly performance 

earning it a place in the Guinness Book of 

World Records. 

I am thankful to the Government of 

Tamil Nadu, especially the Hon'ble'Minister 

for School Education and Archaeology, Thiru 

Thangam Thennarasu and Secretary, Tourism 

and Culture Department Dr. V Irai ;\nbu, lAS, 

for having provided adequate funds to 

celebrate the epochal event. Mv compliments 

are due to Thiru R. Balasubramanian, and Dr. 

S. Vasanthi, for their textual contribution in 

this publication. I wish to applaud Thiru M.T. 

Sridharan, and Tliiru G. Ramesh for providing 

the design and exquisite photos that adorn 

these pages and Tmt. B. \Talarmathi for 

providing secretarial assistance, And tinall\ I  

wish to congratulate all officers and staff of 

State Department of Archaeology and 

MuseLims Department who worked tirelessly 

for nearly two months in order to make the 

exhibition a memorable and resounding 

success. 

This guide book on Chola bronzes 

forming a part of the exhibition on the 

occasion of 1000"  year celebration of Big 

Temple, contains text with photos of O out 

of a total 76 bronzes that were on display 

during the Millennium celebration of the big 

temple. It is divided into five chapters each 

containing a general description of the 

institution, an outline of some of their most 

outstanding bronzes with phi )tograph, a write 

up on the lost wax' process and an epilogue 

containing list of bronzes on display, a 

glossary of iconographical terms and a 

bibliography of important references. I am 

sure this guide book will be found useful by 

scholars, art lovers and general public alike in 

their quest to understand and derive benefit 

from the exquisitely creative products of the 

(;hola dynasty. 
Principal Secretary & Commissioner of 

Archaeology & Museum, Chennai Tarnilnadu 



1. GOVERNMENT MUSEUM, CHENNAI 

Introduction 

The Government Museum, Chennai is 

one of the great museums of the world. It was 

established in 1851, with 1100 geological 

specimens. Collection, registration, 

preservation, display, research and publication 

are the major objectives of the museum. This 

museum has now developed as a multi-

disciplinary museum with eleven sections such 

as Archaeology, Numismatics, Anthropology, 

Botunv, Zoology, Geology, Chemical 

Conservation and Children's Museum, 

including education, design and display 

sections and research laboratory as supporting 

branches. It has forty eight galleries displaying 

more than 1 ,U( ),()O() rare objects. It stands 

second in India in terms of age and size of its 

collection. The completion of the 151 \car 

of this Museum is a landmark event not only in 

its history, but also in the world of museologv. 

The bronze Gallery of this museum has the 

best collection of Chola bronzes in the world. 

The bronzes are considered as the 

product of the most advanced technology of 

their time. They represent the flowering of 

culture. The Bronze Gallery of the 

Government Museum, Chennai draws visitors 

from all over the world. 

Bronzes 

The iitsai 'a/I/i//il moving idols] -were 

usually made in bronze through div perdifr or 

Lost wax method. The earliest example of a 

bronze found Sn far is the 	century (1 

bronze ()1 the Buddha from Amaravati. This is 

also in the museum. This method of casting 

has been well known to the people of South 

India fora long time. The mode of casting the 

metal images is termed as .\ [adiaauie.cta'id/iami 

or the Lost Wax method. As the name suggests 

the molten metal is poured into the hollow of 

the mould. The bronzes are known for their 

chiselled sophistication, perfection of 

modelling and restrained artistic statement. 

The art was really developed in the Pallava era 

the bronze of Siva in the Sarabhai Museum 

and Natesa, Kurami  and reached its zenith in 
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the (lola. The art continued in the 

Vijayanagar period and is alive even to this day. 

The artisans of S\vamimalal near 

Kumbakonam, Thanjavur District make 

excellent bronzes even now.  

Bronzes used to he buried underground 

during invasions to save them from being 

mutilated or stolen. Some of them had 

developed mutilations (Bhinna) on their own. 

As per 'l,a,ija Sastris (ancient treatises 

governing the mode of worship and rituals in 

temples) these are buried like human beings. 

Behind this is the Hindu philosophy that once 

God has been svmboliscd in human form, 

he/she should be treated as a human being, 

highly exalted albeit. This is the reason for a 

daily ritual bath being given to the idols in 

temples, being given ritual food (\Td//dya etc. 

The ancient Indians were the most advanced 

people of their time. Indian rulers of the day 

have paved the way for the preservation of 

India's cultural wealth. Under the Indian 

Treasure Trove Act of 1878, the museums 

used to receive all the bronzes buried in the 

ground. The Government Museum, Chennai 

and the District Museums were very big 

beneficiaries. 

Modes of casting 
There are two methods of casting metal 

images-solid and hallow casting. 

Solid casting 

The required image is fashioned by the 

sthapati in beeswax. Then the wax model is 

given several coats of fine clay. The clay mould 

is then carefully dried under the sun. After a 

few days the clay mould is ready for casting. 

When the wax model is prepared and is ready 

for the preparation of the clay mould, 

arrangements for the preparation of the ahoy 

are made. The five number of metals to be 

used in the alloy and they are -copper, silver, 

gold, brass and lead popularly known as 

En actual practice by chemical testing we 

have found the percentages of the metals as 

follows: 

Brass is an alloy of copper and zinc. Bronze is 

an alloy of copper and tin. Normally bronze is 

a composite alloy of metals-copper, tin, lead, 

silver and gold in varying propernons. But 

analysis of South Indian bronzes reveal that 

they invariably consist of copper, tin, lead, zinc 

and iron. Trace elements such as arsenic, 

antimony. Bismuth etc., have been detected. 

Above l'Yo is considered as a major element 

and below O.I(Vo is considered a trace element. 

E.g. Copper: 79/,: Tin 5 01, Lead: 13"'t) Zinc: 

PV Iron lYo Trace elements arc arsenic, 

antimony, nickel and silver and no gold is 

Present. This show tin has been used. 

Therefore, the alloy is predominantly of 


