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Development of Bronze art in Nepal

With the migration of the Licchavis from
India in the beginning of the Christian era or a little
earlier the knowledge and technique of metal craft
also came into Nepal. In the excavations at Harigoan,
in Kathmandu from 1984-1989 some metal objects
mave been discovered. But the discovery of Sri
Mananka coins and Pasupati coins and some other
~etal objects have proved that metal craft or bronze
2rt had already been popular in the valley in those
Zays. Therefore, in Nepal bronze or metal art tradition
~as a long and continuing history.

The Nepalese bronzes have been popular in
T:bet since the time of King Srong-brtsan-sgampo in
:ne 7" century A.D. It is popularly believed that when
Nepalese Princess Bhrikuti was married to the Tibetan
«:ng Srong-brtsan-sgampo (AD 627-650), she had
zmried with her numerous wedding gifts including
~onze images of Buddha, Since then the Nepalese
—zftsmen have been fulfilling the demands of the
“:>etan monasteries for bronze figures of various
3 _ddhist deities to the present time.

—Dr. Shaphalya Amatya

In the mediaeval period (from 8" century
A.D.to 12" century A.D.) the Nepalese bronzes were
influenced by the Pala and the Sena art traditions of
western India or Bengal. After the Muslim invasions
in India during the 9" /10" centuries many Indian
craftsmen and artists came in the valley in search of
a safe place. These craftsmen were the harbingers of
many changes and improvement in Nepalese bronze
art. If on the one hand the bronze art tradition was
slowly disappeared from India after the Muslim
invasions it was flourished in Nepal gradually. In the
12* century the master Nepalese craftsman Araniko
made it more popular in main land China and other
parts of Asia.

Broadly speaking we can divide the history
of the development of bronze art in Nepal in five phase.
The first phase was from the beginning or the Lichchavi
period to 8" century. Second phase was from 8% century
to 13" century. Third phase was from 13® century to
16" century. Fourth phase was from 16* century or
the Malla period to the 18" century and the last phase
is from 18" century to the present time.

-



The discovery of some copper images at
Phakhel near Dakshinkali, Pharping in the southwest
of Kathmandu has shed more light on the
development of bronze art in Nepal. Among the
findings one is the bronze image of Ardhanareshwar
(half-male and half-female) idol of half Shiva and
half Parvati dated 11" century (AD 1085), which, at
present is displayed at the Patan Museum. This group
of gilt repousse plaques-eleven in all-represents
Hindu deities. In fact, the Patan Museum has
successfully attempted to present the history,
tradition and development of bronze art in Nepal.

This art museum has bronzes from the 9%/10" century

up to present time. The bronze collection of this
museum is the best in the country. The bronzes of
Patan Museum are the best examples of Nepalese

bronze art and craftsmanship developed in the course

of history.

In Kathmandu valley bronze art has been the
chief medium in expressing Buddhism since the
Lichchavi period. Therefore, the vast majority of
Buddhist arts are found in bronzes. But we have
numerous Hindu bronzes as well. For example the
Vishnu image of Chiangu Narayan is belonged to the
Lichchavi period. The National Bronze Art Museum,
which was the parent museum of the present famous
Patan Museum, had in its collection more than 1000
pieces of bronzes. In fact even today Nepalese
craftsmen are producing bronze images as beautiful
and as attractive as that of earlicr times.

In Patan Museum the oldest among the
displayed images is Indra, god of heaven, and rain
and fertility, made of copper alloy and gilt dated 9%/
10* century AD. Indra is seated at ease holding a
symbolic lotus seed in his hand extended in charity
or varada mudra. Another important piece is
Shakyamuni Buddha sitting in earth touching or
avaya mudra dated 12" century is the superb example

of Nepalese metal craft being displayed here.
Akshobya Buddha dated 12* century made of bronze,
gilt silver and copper inlay, Sakyamuni Buddha
seated on a pedestal which was added later dated
13"/14* century, and shiva and Parvati seated as a
loving couple dated 13%/14* century arc some of the
best bronzes of Patan Museum. It is very unique and
unusual that we have not yet found any bronze statues
of the ancient kings. Such royal bronze statues were
only available since the Malla period. In fact the skill
gained in the technique of producing bronze images
of gods and goddesses was enhanced in the late
medieval period to the creation of royal portraits.
The bronze statues of King Pratap Malla at Hanuman
Dhokha, the statue of King Siddhinarasimha Malla
at Patan Durbar, and the statue of King Bhupatindra
Malla at Bhaktapur Durbar are the best illustrations.
This tradition of erecting royal bronze statues or
statues made by some other metals has continued
during the 19* and the 20™ centuries in Nepal. But
the majority of these statues of the Rana Prime
Ministers and the Shah Kings were not produced in
Nepal. In the gallery of Buddha Art in the National
Museum we have some best bronzes such as
Padmapani Lokeshwar dated 13%/14% century,
Basundhara dated 13%/14% century, Simhanad
Lokeshwar dated 15" century, Amoghapasha
Lokeshwar dated 16" century and Nam Sangiti
Lokeshwar dated 16" century. In the main gallery of
the National Museum, Bronze section there are some

very nice bronzes such as Chaturbahu Vishnu dated

10% century, Tara and Manjushree dated 16" century
and so on. Among the bronzes if we do not mention
the images of Samvaras or tantrik Buddhist images
of Heruka, Hevajra and their female consorts or
Saktis we are not doing justice to the Nepalese
bronzes. These tantric images became popular in
Nepal from the middle of the 15* century. In this art
the figure of the divinity gains vigor and fierceness
and they are most shown in coupling position.



At the Vihars or monasteries of Kathmandu
“alley one can see some of the best bronzes every
wear. They are displayed to the general public on
Zifterent occasions and festivals such as Gai Jatra,
2anchadan, Samyak and so on. The Buddhist temples
:nd monasteries are very rich in bronzes. Some such
monasteries are Uku Bahal and Hiranyavarna
Mahavihar of Patan and Machhindra Bahal of
Kathmandu.

While discussing the bronze art of the
Nathmandu valley we should not forget to mention
“1¢ Buddhist images of Sankhu Vajrayogini temple,
such as standing Buddha of about four and half feet,
z1d the head of Buddha (which is popularly known

zs the head of King Vikramaditya belonged to 9* / -

- century A.D.). In Nepal bronze art is popular all
:ver the country. Some remarkable bronze figures
2 the districts are Bamsa Gopal or Krishna of

\Makwanpur Gadhi, Vishnu, Laxmi and Garuda of

*{uktinath temple, Jomsom, Muktinath and so on.
“Ae should not forget that all the monasteries in the
~>rthern belt of the country and else where are full

“beautiful Nepalese bronzes of Buddhist tradition.

The Britishers who came to Nepal in the
-zginning of the 18" century were the first to
~pularized Nepalese bronzes abroad. But to our
--prise in the long list of materials taken away by
s11an Houghton Hodgson who was the resident in
~zpal from 1825-1843 we do not see any mentioning
~ bronzes. After 1950 the tourists, art collectors and
~2seums started collecting Nepalese bronzes in
~zximum, Today many rich museums in Europe,
~:ted States and other parts of the world have some
* the best collections of Nepalese bronzes. For
-zmple the Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
—:1sh Museum, Berlin Museum, Museum of Fine
- Boston, Victoria and Albert Museum, London,
“&s Museum, Lieden, the Netherlands, Dallas

Museum of Art, Texas, Kimbley Museum, Cleveland
Museum of Art, Ohio and so on. In Los Angeles
County Museum of Art they have hundreds of
bronzes in their collection. Some notable pieces are
gilt Boddhisattva Padmapani or Indra dated 8®
century, Parvati dated 9* century, Mahashree Tara
dated 10" century and so on. As a matter of fact in
this muscum they have numerous pieces of bronzes
dated from 14 century to 18* century. Similarly in
Berlin Muscum, Germany they have Ardhanareshwar
(half male and half female) Vishnu dated 14® /15®
century, the Guhyekali Devi belongs to 17* century
is very unique among its collection. In the Rijks
Museum, the gilt image of Padmapani Boddhisattava
has garnet and turquoise engraved in it, which
belonged to 15* century. They have also an image
of Indra decorated with semi-precious stones dated
17" century. In Victoria and Albert Museum, London
they have beautiful three feet tall Tara belonged to
14% century. In the British Museum they have
standing Buddha dated 9*/10" century and image of
a goddess belonged to 11*/12* century. In the Asia
House Museum, New York they have Indra gilt and
engraved with semi-precious stones garnet, turquoise
and lapis lazuli. In Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio
they have Buddha Maitreya belonged to 7% /8t
century. This is perhaps the oldest bronze art piece
yet known to us. In fact Nepalese bronzes have not
only enriched the art collections of various museums
but also decorating the drawing rooms of numerous
millionaires all over the world. Lalitpur or Patan
the center of metal crafis especially the bronze art in
the Kathmandu valley. After the opening of the
country in 1951 tourists traveling in Nepal found
that bronze images are most appreciated and loved
giﬁ‘ item from Nepal back at their homes.



Padmapani Lokesvara, 15th Century, bronze
sculpture, H. 20 cm, National Museum,
Kathmandu

Amoghasiddhi, 14th Century bronze
sculpture, H. 40 cm, National Museum, Kathmandu
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