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BEYOND TEXT BOOKS

For DR. Nagaswamy history
isn’t an isolated account of the
past, something that interests
only the academicians. History
to him is both personal and
social. “Atleast that's how we
must look at it. Interest in history
comes only when people learn
to associate it with their
personal lives, he explains. The
small piece of coins he holds in his hand,
which is part of a larger collection
belonging to the Vijayanagar Empire,
demonstrates the association he talks.

The 74-year-old former director of Tamil
Nadu State Archaeological Department
would argue before any skeptics that only
with the true understanding of history a
person could identify himself with his
culture and learn to respect other cultures.
He devotes his freetime trying to inculcate
this understanding by showing them the
pictures of South Indian monuments and
giving precise details of their
significance.

Inspiring children to learn about their age
old culture is something he has been
doing from the days of his directorship.
The small booklets with pictures and
details of monuments which he prepared

and distributed to school children 20
years ago, were not only popular among
school goers, but also won the
appreciation of UNESCO officials.
Taking children to the monument close
to their locality and involving them in a
clean up activity is also a method Dr.
Nagaswamy adopts to create interest.

Interest in history came to him when he
first became the curator of Madras
Museum, the oldest in the country. In
1959 the Amaravathi statues lying in
store at the museum triggered his
imagination and made him study every
aspect of history and archaeology in
detail. “Finding out the date of an
artefact would double the excitement of
an archaeologist, because we are in the
unique position of putting an object in
the right context.
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Dr. Nagaswamy says

In his case, archaeology isn’t just a tool
for self gratification. The knowledge and
information he possessed about South
Indian bronze statues made him an expert
witness in a case well —known as Padhur
Nataraja statue case.

The artefact in question vanished without
atrace, until it was found in the hands of
an individual in London a few years ago.
Under the auspicious of the Union
Government. Tamil Nadu filed a case in
London High Court to claim the statue.
On the verge of losing the case the
government decided to seek the
expertise of Dr. Nagaswamy who
decisively turned it in favour.

| presented crucial information to prove
the statue was stolen and it rightfully
belongs to the country which won the
case for us, “Dr. Nagaswamy recalls. He
also represented the Indian Government
as their advisor, to work with the
UNESCO’s project on Bruhadeeshwara
temple in Thanjavur.”

Studies about Indian influence on foreign
countries had also taken him to Malaysia,
Thailand, and most interesting of them alll,
Cambodia whose history was
inextricably linked with India till the 14
Century.

Dr. Nagaswamy gives many details
personally gathered from his epigraphic
studies. “Inscriptions there show
Cambodia was called Cambodia Desam
and most of its architecture was based
on ours, he observes. He said the
geographical proximity between India
and Cambodia enabled exchange of
people and culture.

Promoting cultural exchanges by learning
foreign languages would reveal more
about the contacts that existed between
India and other South East Asian nations.
Dr. Nagaswamy considers unfortunate
the fact that little initiative has been taken
by the government to process such
activities:

“It will also give Indians a chance to tell
the world the significant contribution
made by us in the development of other
cultures. Of course. such studies would
be extensive and would go on for a long
time.”

He also believes history has to be, taken
out of classrooms and taught in such a
way that it prompts children to keep
learning, even when they choose to
pursue different careers. It would pass on
knowledge about our culture to future
generation.” he says.
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In recent years, he has been visiting A collector of coins and artefacts,
various countries addressing seminars Dr. Nagaswamy also has thousands of
and offering advice on archaeology books, audio and video material on Indian
related matters to the governments. His  arts for reference by research scholars.
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UNCOVERING THE STORY ON THE STONE

Deccan Herald (Bangalore Edition) June 06, 2004
Dr. Nagaswamy has had numerous opportunities to read and interpret the history
hidden behind millions of rock inscriptions, points out L Subramani.

When Dr. Nagaswamy studied an artefact, his eyes twinkled. His musing face mirrored the
intensity of his faculties, as he tried to place it in the historical scheme of things. With a
broad smile, he related myriads of stories the object reveals to him. “These are the only
means of relating to the past, a way of communicating with the intellects of our ancestors,”
he would taper off his inference.

The object he held in his hand isn’t related to his area of specialization and isn’t particularly
useful to him in any sense. It is an arrow head made in stone, gifted by an American Indian,
during one of his visits to the US. “The Indians make this even to-day. A precious symbol of
their culture, which they preserve to date. The fact that such an object, atleast the technique
of making it, survived thousands of years, startles me,” says Dr Nagaswamy.

As the director of Tamil Nadu State Archaeological Department, he grew passionate about
the subject. Epigraphy being his forte, he had numerous opportunities to read and interpret
the history hidden behind millions of rock inscriptions scattered around South India. “They
tell us the comprehensive development of our civilisation - the political and economic systems
that prevailed much before the arrival of the British,” he mentions.

He believes archaeology status as a discipline is becoming uncertain both at home and abroad.
Like experts around the world, he was distressed by the sight of Baghdad museum being
robbed and destroyed in the anarchy that ensued with the war in Iraq. While policies at
home are barely encouraging, Dr. Nagaswamy finds the silver lining in the interest youngsters
show towards history.

He says there must be efforts to encourage youngsters to get involved in archaeology, along
with promoting cultural exchanges by learning foreign languages. This, in his opinion, would
reveal more about the contacts that existed between India and other South East Asian nations.
“It will also give Indians a chance to tell the world the significant contribution made,
Development of other cultures. Of course, such studies would be extensive and would go on
for a long time.

He also believes history has to be taken out of classrooms and taught in such a way that it
prompts children to keep learning, even as they choose different career paths. “It would
pass on knowledge about our culture to future generation,” says Dr. Nagaswamy. Bridging
India with the far east by highlighting our historical relationship with the region, is the focus
of Dr. Nagaswamy’s efforts now.

His ability to passionately express his feelings for artefacts is noted by scholars around the
world. Dr. Nagaswamy also has thousands of books, audio and video materials on Indian arts

for reference by research scholars.
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