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A DOCTOR’S
PALETTE

A seasoned doctor, Dr. Sushma Mahajan
discovered her innate talent and passion for art
during the lockdown, proving that creativity can
flourish even in the most unexpected
circumstances. With six successful art exhibitions
under her belt, alongside fulfilling the demands
of her medical career, she shares her journey as
an artist and how she skillfully balances both the
worlds of white coats and vibrant canvases in an

exclusive conversation with Arbit.

mid the turbulent
seas of the COVID-
19 pandemic, as the
world grappled with
confinement and
pervasive negativi-
ty, Dr. Sushma
Mahajan embarked on a
transformative odyssey. A sea-
soned medical professional
with over three decades of
commitment to her career, Dr.
Mahajan ventured into the
realm of art. Little did she
anticipate that her newfound
hobby would catalyze a
remarkable journey, charac-
terized by a string of success-
ful exhibitions and a growing
demand for her art, all while
maintaining her steadfast
dedication to her medical pro-
fession.

An Artistic Awakening

Dr. Mahajan's artistic journey
began when her daughter's
fine arts school project
required a water colour
poster. To help her daughter
with the project, she started
watching online tutorials.
The lockdown in March 2020
,which followed soon after,
presented an unexpected
opportunity for her to delve
deeper into painting.
However, her early works
were hampered by limited
supplies of paint and paper.
Undeterred, she persevered
and, once the lockdown lifted,
invested in high-quality mate-
rials that elevated the quality
of her art.

Finessing her skills

With each stroke of the brush,
Dr. Mahajan's skills improved,
and she embraced the learn-
ing process, taking valuable
lessons from her mistakes.
Her husband's encourage-
ment and support and the val-
ues instilled in her by her
father—punctuality, disci-
pline, and hard work—played
a pivotal role in honing her
artistic abilities. She also
sought feedback from an
online global fine arts review
website, gaining helpful
insights into her work.

Dr. Mahajan initially
aspired to decorate her home
with a few framed paintings.
However, her ambition quick-
ly expanded as she finished a
whopping 100 paintings by
January 2021. This led to her
first solo exhibition in March
2021, which featured an
impressive collection of 72
paintings. Remarkably, 50 of
these pieces found new homes
within just two days of the
exhibition's opening. This
milestone marked the begin-
ning of an extraordinary
artistic journey and there was
no looking back from there. In
a mere four months, she
curated her next exhibition,
showcasing a captivating col-
lection of 50 paintings, and it
was met with resounding suc-

cess, selling out in its entirety.
To date, Dr. Mahajan has
orchestrated an impressive

total of six exhibitions,
including a prestigious show-
case at the India Habitat
Center in New Delhi.

Art as Liberation

Amid the rigorous demands of
the medical profession, Dr.
Mahajan discovered solace
and liberation in art. After
her daily 9-to-5 medical
duties, she dedicates 2 to 3
hours every day to painting.
While initially favouring safe
subjects like still life and
nature, she later embraced
the challenge of portraits and
landscapes. Her artistic style
leans towards realism, aiming
to evoke feelings of positivity
and happiness in her viewers,
transporting them into the
world depicted on her canvas.
On an average, she completes
one painting per week.

Spectrum of Life

As Dr. Mahajan prepares for
her seventh exhibition, to be
held at Jaipur's iconic
Rambagh Palace, she explores
the theme of 'Spectrum of
Life.! When asked about her
creative process and how she
deals with creative blocks,
she reveals her commitment
to her craft. She does not wait
for inspiration or motivation;
instead, painting has become
an integral part of her
lifestyle. “I do not give myself
the choice to not paint and I
have made it a way of life”,
she says. Dr. Sushma
Mahajan's incredible journey
from medicine to art serves as
a testament to the limitless
potential of human determi-
nation and the power of pur-
suing one's passion. Her story
reminds us that age is no bar-
rier to mastering new skills,
and with dedication and hard
work, we can achieve great-
ness at any stage of life.

¢ World Suicide Prevention Day

here’s been a rising epidemic around the world, and that epidemic is suicide. If we don’t know someone
who had committed suicide, it's almost certain that we know someone who has attempted it. Suicide is
a problem that affects all age groups, genders, and social strata, and it seems sometimes to be utterly
inescapable. World Suicide Prevention Day raises awareness about this tragic issue and works to prevent
it through education and support of those who struggle with suicidal ideation every day.
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What we would really like is a God who never destroys what he has created. Or if there must be pain and death, let them be meted
out by a God of righteousness, who will punish the wicked and reward the good with everlasting happiness. But in fact, the good get
hurt, the innocent suffer. Then let there be a god who sympathizes and brings comfort. But Nataraja only dances. His play is a play
impartially of death and of life, of all evils as well as of all goods. He dances this way—what happiness! Dances that way—and oh, the
pain, the hideous fear, the desolation! Then hop, skip, and jump. Hop into perfect health. Skip into cancer and senility. Jump out of the
fullness of life into nothingness, out of nothingness again into life. For Nataraja it's all play and the play is end in itself, everlastingly
purposeless. He dances because he dances, and the dance is his maha-sukha, his infinite and eternal bliss. Eternal bliss,” Dr. Biswas
repeated “For us there’s no bliss, only the oscillation between happiness and terror and a sense of outrage at the thought that our
pains are as integral a part of Nataraja’s dance as our pleasures, our dying as our living.

Shiva Nataraja’s Ananda

Tandava

Maj Chandrakant
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Military Historian

ou the creator, you the

destroyer, you who

sustain and make an

end, Who in sunlight

dance among the birds

and the children at

play, Who at midnight

dance among the

corpses in the burning

grounds, You, Shiva,

you dark and terrible

Bhairava, You Suchness and

Illusion, the Void and All Things,

You are the lord of life, and there-

fore I have brought you flowers; You

are the lord of death, and therefore

I have brought you my heart—This

heart that is now your burning

ground. Ignorance there and self

shall be consumed with fire. That

you may dance, Bhairava, among

the ashes. That you may dance,

Lord Shiva, in a place of flowers,
And I dance with you.

(Aldous Huxley)

The most common and popular
artifact on display in Indian homes
and sometimes even in other coun-
tries is the statue of Natraja. It is
displayed for both its aesthetic
appeal and spiritual symbolism. It
is India’s big moment from 8 to 10
September when it plays host to the
G20 Summit in Delhi. It is the time
when India will showcase itself to
the leaders of the world’s leading
countries and put on display the
very best of our past and present.
The past is appropriately represent-
ed by the 28 feet high replica of the
statue of Nataraj of the Chola peri-
od-the Golden Age of Southern
India. The Nataraj statue is
installed at the entrance to the
Convention Center where the lead-
ers are to meet. Nearly everyone
admires the beauty of this statue
and the genius of the sculptor but
few understand its symbolism, so I
think it is time for me to try and
present to the readers the signifi-
cance and deep philosophical and
spiritual symbolism of this great
work of art.

My encounters

My fascination with the Natraja fig-
ure and the symbolism was first
aroused when the famous
Bharatnatyam dancer Yamini
Krishnamurti performed the
Tandav Dance at the Khajuraho
Dance Festival sometime in the
early nineteen eighties. She also

explained its symbolism and some
very interesting connected stories
which require a full article by itself
which is part 2 of this account.

My second encounter with
Nataraj was at the Bharat Kala
Kendra at the BHU in Banaras
where its Director Prof Biswas
would always take time off from his
work to show me the treasures held
by his institute which includes the
biggest and most valuable gold coin
ever minted. It is about nine inches
in diameter and weighs about a
Kilogram and was minted by
Jahangir. Amongst the other treas-
ures are Taimur’s drinking cup,
miniature paintings from Bikaner,
Roerich’s paintings of Himalayan
vistas and several others. But his
and mine is the Chola Nataraj. Dr
Biswas devotes eighteen periods to
explain its symbolism to his stu-
dents. Most of what follows in this
account is what I remember from
his talk.

The image of Shiva dancing
within a giant ring of fire is among
the most beloved and awe-inspiring
symbols of the conception of the
nature of the cosmos in any civi-
lization. Indeed, at the heart of this
powerful sacred image, we find a
symbolic distillation of the essence
of Hindu spiritual consciousness.

The vast complexity of Siva’s
Cosmic Dance is traditionally rep-
resented by 108 poses and these
variations date back to at least the
fifth century C.E. It seems clear
that the particular form of this
image which has become so famil-
iar to us is a specific variation
which became more or less set as a
canonical form in about the tenth
century as a series of bronze sculp-
tures created during the latter por-
tion of the Chola period. It was this
version of the image of the Dancing
Shiva which was first brought to
the attention of Western scholars
by Ananda Coomaraswamy in his
famous and widely-read essay, “The
Dance of Siva.”

Beyond the specific historical,
geographical, mythological and
iconographic details associated
with Shiva Nataraja, of course, any
contemplation of the Dancing
Shiva also brings with it a wealth of
more general associations relating
to dance as spiritual metaphor.
More than with any other deity,
dance is associated with the
mythology of Siva, forming in its
most exalted aspect a metaphor for
the cosmic cycle of creation and
destruction and the individual cycle
of birth and re-birth. The degree to
which dance is integral to the
image of Nataraja is one cannot
separate the dancer from dancing,
just as one cannot separate God
from the world or from ourselves.

B eyond the specific historical, geographical, mythological and
iconographic details associated with Shiva Nataraja, of course, any
contemplation of the Dancing Shiva also brings with it a wealth of
more general associations relating to dance as spiritual metaphor.
More than with any other deity, dance is associated with the mytholo-
gy of Siva, forming in its most exalted aspect a metaphor for the cos-
mic cycle of creation and destruction and the individual cycle of birth
and re-birth. The degree to which dance is integral to the image of
Nataraja is one cannot separate the dancer from dancing.

Delving further into the notion
of dance as spiritual metaphor, one
finds that the ideas of rhythm and
movement take on symbolic impor-
tance, with rhythm reflecting the
pattern of the primal energy of the
cosmos and movement reflecting the
effect of that patterned energy on all
of the matter of the cosmos.
Coomarswamy speaks of the rela-
tionship of rhythm to sacred dances
when he writes that “the root idea
behind all of these dances is more or
less one and the same, the manifes-
tation of primal rhythmic energy”

Apart from the long tradition
within Hindu culture of associating
the act of dancing with spiritual evo-
lution, there are numerous other
instances of dance playing an intrin-
sicrole in spiritual practices ranging

from the whirling dances of the Sufi
dervishes to the communal dancing
of the Shakers. Looking back to the
origins of dance as a sacred activity,
Dancing is an ancient form of magic.
Power at the root of sacred dance,
noting that through the motion of
dance, the participant “becomes
amplified into a being endowed with
supra-normal powers. His personali-
ty is transformed. Like yoga, the
dance induces trance, ecstasy, the
experience of the divine, the realiza-
tion of one’s own spiritual nature,
and, finally, mergence in to the
divine essence”

Complex symbolism

In exploring the universal mean-
ing of Shiva Nataraja as an
image which has captured the
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imagination of people all over
the world, one first needs to
grasp the principal details of the
iconography of this image as it
is understood by Hindus. The
complex symbolism of this high-
ly ornamented image, in turn,
invokes a wealth of connections
with the rich mythology of
Shiva, Shiva Nataraja “is a veri-
table encyclopaedia of mytholog-
ical references” In particular, to
appreciate the image of
Nataraja, one needs to know the
particular Hindu myth which
explains how Shiva first came to
dance the Ananda Tandava and
assume his role as Lord of the
Dance. This myth, which also
explains how Shiva Nataraja
came to be associated with
Chidambaram, was originally
related in its complete form in
the twelfth-century, first in a
Sanskrit text called the
Chidambara Mahatyma and
shortly thereafter in the Tamil
version of this work, called the
Koyil Puranam. The following
retelling of this myth is based on
sections of the Chidambara
Mahatyma.

The grand myth

The myth begins with the great god
Vishnu—Shiva’s “other-self,” --
reclining in yoga nidra on the great
serpent Sesa, floating on “the
waters of undifferentiated matter
during the period between the
destruction and creation of the uni-
verse” Lost in the bliss of dreaming
about Shiva, Vishnu then awakens
from his reverie and relates the
remainder of the story to Sesa. On
the previous cosmic day, Vishnu
tells Sesa, when he went to pay his
daily respects to Shiva, the latter
told him of a band of ten thousand
self-righteous rishis, or Hindu holy
men, living in the Daruka Forest in
Tillai near Chidambaram. These
rishis were so sure of their own
holiness that they began to believe
that their great wisdom was the
result of their own sanctity rather
than being a gift from the gods. As a
result, Shiva decided that he and
Vishnu should pay a visit to these
false teachers and demonstrate the
error of their ways. He instructs
Vishnu to take on the form of
Mohini, a beautiful enchantress,
while he assumes the disguise of
Bhiksatana, a handsome and
charming wandering yogi. “I
instantly became a woman,” says
Vishnu, “such that the great sages
would think me neither chaste nor
a courtesan, and beside me stood
the Great Lord who was gently
laughing”. As soon as the two gods
arrive in Tillai, the formerly ascetic
rishis become instantly enamored

of Mohini, while their previously
chaste wives became, “immediately
enraptured with the seeming yogi”.
Of course, the rishis were particu-
larly disturbed by this latter turn of
events, as well as by the general
chaos that suddenly seemed to be
enveloping their peaceful and well-
ordered world.

When the rishis saw what was
happening to their community, they
began to doubt their own eyes and
to feel that they were the victims of
an illusion. Of course, having elim-
inated the gods as causal factors,
these rishis received this supernat-
ural event “with the violent reac-
tions of men who face a fact that
doesn’t fit their orthodoxies,” after
which they discovered that “neither
disbelief nor loud voice augmented
by curses” could eliminate the real-
ity of Shiva’s presence. When these
maledictions failed to have any
effect on the handsome yogi and his
wife, the rishis prepared a magical
fire and unleashed from it a fero-
cious tiger. Believing that the yogi
would be utterly destroyed (or at
least fatally frightened) by the tiger,
they were horrified to see that,
“Shiva lifted the tiger with one
hand and with the little finger of
the other he tore off the skin,” joy-
fully slipping the tiger pelt around
his magnificently narrow waist.
The now-furious rishis conjured a
giant serpent out of the fire and
directed the venomous fangs of the
reptile at the still-tranquil yogi.
They watched in horror as Shiva
bent down and gently stroked the
outstretched hood as he cast the
snake around his neck as an orna-
ment for his mighty chest and
another one he wound around his
waist as a belt to hold the tiger skin.
Failing again, the rishis then made
their most desperate ploy conjuring
out of the fire a hideous dwarf, “a
fierce goblin, black in color and
armed with a club which rushed
upon the beaming yogi, only to be
broken and subjugated beneath the
foot of the increasingly resplendent
figure of God. Silently watching all
this is the figure of a smiling Ganga
sitting on Shiva’s head hidden in
his matt locks.

Somewhere within the soul of
that great god, a faint strumming of
uncertain sound began to stir, and
with a drum held in one of his
hands, Shiva began to beat out a
rhythm “in the slow and even
cadence of a pulsing heart”. Then,
while balancing still on the malevo-
lent little dwarf with one foot, Lord
Shiva began to dance his great
dance of creation and destruction.
No longer the wandering yogi, he
showed himself now the shining
God, his seemingly many arms and
legs flashing in speed and splendor

like the rays of the whirling sun. At
the sight of this cosmic spectacle,
the rishis were finally overcome in
their willful ignorance and pride
and fell to their knees in worship
before this vision of divinity as
Nataraja. The heavens opened up
and the gods themselves came to
watch the glorious dance. As the
rhythm of the drumbeat quickened
and the motion of the arms and legs
became more vigorous, “All that
was not Shiva began to fall apart,
disintegrate, evaporate into the
thin vapors of apparent nothing-
ness, until at the climax of the noth-
ingness only the audience of god
remained. Then Shiva paused for a
cosmic moment and, beginning
again with a slow and stately
rhythm, “as had danced the worlds
out, now he danced them in again,
flinging stars into their heavens,
evoking life upon the earth, a
kinaesthesia of overflowing grace
and love.”

Distraught at the thought of
never seeing this sublime vision for
himself, Sesa begs Vishnu to be
allowed to be reincarnated in
human form to become a devotee of
Shiva. Reborn as the sage Patanjali,
Sesa takes up the life of an ascetic
follower of Shiva and after many
years is met by Shiva himself and
offered the joys of heaven as a
reward for his deep devotion and
his many austerities. Instead,
Patanjali asks to be allowed to wit-
ness the Ananda Tandava for him-
self, to which request Shiva
accedes. Shiva then tells Patanjali
to wait for him in Chidambaram
where, he promise the sage, he will
return to earth and dance the
Ananda Tandava again for the sal-
vation of all humankind.

A s important as the symbol-
ism of the planted foot is
for those contemplating
Nataraja, it is Shiva's upraised
right foot which-combined with
the "elephant hand" gesture of
the hand pointing to that
upraised foot-is of most critical
importance to the spiritual sig-
nificance of this entire sacred
image. Ultimately, what the
iconography of Shiva Nataraja is
pointing at, much as the hand is
pointing to the gently and grace-
fully uplifted foot, is the concept
of spiritual release, for as Huxley
observes, "that lifted foot, that
dancing defiance of the force of
gravity-it's the symbol of release,
of moksha, of liberation"

Analysing the image

All images of Shiva Nataraji, and
most particularly the central bronze
image of Nataraja in the main tem-
ple at Chidambaram, are meant to
be graphic representations of the
central figure of this myth: Shiva as
Lord of the Dance, offering salva-
tion to the worshipful observer as
he dances the creation and destruc-
tion of the cosmos through the
Ananda Tandava. While many
iconographic details included in the
sculptures of Nataraja, several of
them are particularly important for
understanding the spiritual signifi-
cance of this image. These details
relate to the position or contents of
the four arms, the position of the
two legs, the dwarf upon which
Shiva stands, and the ring of fire
surrounding the figure of Shiva.
Beginning with the last of these
and perhaps the single most recog-
nizable aspect of the image of the
Dancing Shiva, the ring of fire in
the midst of which Nataraja dances
the Ananda Tandava symbolizes
the energy which fuels both the
god’s dance and the cosmic reper-
cussions emanating from it. It rep-
resents the vital processes of the
universe and its creatures, nature’s
dance as moved by the dancing god
within and the energy of Wisdom
dancing forth from the personifica-
tion of the All. In her observations
on the difference between the
Hindu and Buddhist traditions,
O’Flaherty observes that Buddhism
seeks a Middle Path between asceti-
cism and sensuality and an extin-
guishing of the flame through the
attainment of Nirvana, whereas
Hinduism is typified by the concep-
tion that Shiva embodied the flame

and danced within it.

The contents of the upper two of
Nataraja’s outstretched hands are
meant to demonstrate the eternal
balance between the forces of cre-
ation and those of destruction. In
the upper right hand, Shiva holds
the sacred damaru, a drum in the
shape of an hourglass, with which
Shiva beats out the rhythm of his
dance and with it the ceaseless cre-
ation of the universe and all of its
infinite forms. This drum, writes
Joseph Campbell, “is the drum of
time, the tick of time which shuts
out the knowledge of eternity,” as a
result of which “we are enclosed in
time.” Moreover, it is said to signify
the primordial sound from which all
things emanate, connoting in
Heinrich Zimmer’s words “Sound,
the vehicle of speech, the conveyer
of revelation, tradition, incantation,
magic, and divine truth” Opposed to
this force of creation as represented
by the drum is the flame of extinc-
tion held in Shiva’s upper right
hand. That flame symbolizes all of
Shiva’s awesome powers of destruc-
tion, the terrible but necessary
burning away of all things existing
in time and space, the fire which,
“burns away the veil of time and
opens our minds to eternity.”

While the lower right hand is
held in a palm-outward gesture said
to signify the reassurance of the
god that those approaching this
image should “fear not,” the lower
left hand is gracefully pointed
downward in the classical dance
position is known as “elephant
hand,” signifying the concept of
spiritual teaching. “Where an ele-
phant has gone through the jun-
gles,” “all animals can follow, and
where a teacher leads the way disci-
ples follow” that this hand gesture
is also meant to remind us of the
god Ganesha, Shiva’s son who is
called the “Remover of Obstacles”

Shiva’s left foot is firmly plant-
ed on the back of the terrible dwarf-
like monster called Apasmara
Purusha in Sanskrit and Muyalaka
in Tamil. This figure’s name means
demon of forgetfulness or heedless-
ness and that “it is symbolical of
life’s blindness, man’s ignorance”
the monster Apasmara/Muyalaka
actually represents the “soul tem-
porarily earth-bound by it’s own
sloth, confusion and forgetfulness.”
Shiva’s left foot, therefore, signifies
the conquest of that pervasive heed-
lessness which Kkeeps us from
attaining true wisdom and main-
tains our state of bondage to the
illusions of the world.

As important as the symbolism
of the planted foot is for those con-
templating Nataraja, it is Shiva’s
upraised right foot which—com-
bined with the “elephant hand” ges-

ture of the hand pointing to that
upraised foot—is of most critical
importance to the spiritual signifi-
cance of this entire sacred image.
Ultimately, what the iconography of
Shiva Nataraja is pointing at, much
as the hand is pointing to the gently
and gracefully uplifted foot, is the
concept of spiritual release, for as
Huxley observes, “that lifted foot,
that dancing defiance of the force of
gravity—it’s the symbol of release,
of moksha, of liberation”

What we would really like is a
God who never destroys what he
has created. Or if there must be
pain and death, let them be meted
out by a God of righteousness, who
will punish the wicked and reward
the good with everlasting happi-
ness. But in fact, the good get hurt,
the innocent suffer. Then let there
be a god who sympathizes and
brings comfort. But Nataraja only
dances. His play is a play impartial-
ly of death and of life, of all evils as
well as of all goods. He dances this
way—what happiness! Dances that
way—and oh, the pain, the hideous
fear, the desolation! Then hop, skip,
and jump. Hop into perfect health.
Skip into cancer and senility. Jump
out of the fullness of life into noth-
ingness, out of nothingness again
into life. For Nataraja it’s all play
and the play is end in itself, ever-
lastingly purposeless. He dances
because he dances, and the dance is
his maha-sukha, his infinite and
eternal bliss. Eternal bliss,” Dr.
Biswas repeated “For us there’s no
bliss, only the oscillation between
happiness and terror and a sense of
outrage at the thought that our
pains are as integral a part of
Nataraja’s dance as our pleasures,
our dying as our living.

In the image of Shiva Nataraja, I
find a deeply moving symbol of the
ultimately mysterious and paradoxi-
cal nature of the divine. Creation
and destruction, order and chaos,
asceticism and sensuality, imma-
nence and transcendence, life and
death, being and non-being all coex-
ist, balance, and, indeed, dance with
each other in Shiva’s divine chore-
ography. Most wonderful of all,
Nataraja shows us that these eternal
oppositions and dualities can never
be reconciled into some neutral
third or middle position. Perhaps as
we meditate on the image of Shiva
as Lord of the Dance, we may finally
come to understand that the essen-
tial power of the divine mystery, the
very nature of our experience of the
numinous, resides precisely in the
inherently irresolvable, irreducible
nature of all the eternal paradoxes
so magnificently manifested and cel-
ebrated in Nataraja’s cosmic ballet.
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