
 

 

 

The Dance of Shiva 
 

One of the most lyrical and 

evocative symbols of 

Hinduism, especially in the 

sweeping design of South 

Indian artisans first created 

about 400 CE, is that of Nataraja, Shiva as Lord of the Dance. The upper right hand holds 

the twin-sided drum, from which sacred sound emerges, counting time and originating 

sound’s creative resonance. The opposite hand shows on it a flame so that in Shiva’s 

holding a fire, he points to his being a refuge in the fires of samsara. Fire also alludes to 

this deity’s role as destroyer at the end of a great world era. Both hands move together 

in Shiva’s great dance, ceaselessly integrating cosmic creation and destruction, 

including all the gods. Another hand shows the “fear-not” gesture, and the fourth 

points to his upraised foot, the place Hindu devotees touch most often in ritual. Shiva 

dances while treading on a demon who symbolizes heedlessness. Thus, to enter into the 

Dance of Shiva means to brave the circle of rebirth, transcend the limitations of time 

and apparent opposites, and join with the divine powers of the great deity whose grace 

and eternal energy can remove spiritual obstacles. Because the cosmos has become a 

manifestation of Shiva’s power, a dance done simply for the purpose of his own 

entertainment, wherever individuals can cultivate artistic pleasure,  

they can find union with Shiva, and moksha due to his grace. 

 


