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PREFACE

The Kalpatharu Research Academy, Bangalore, has taken it as its mission to focus the
attention of the Scholarly world the elite as well as the interested lay-folk, here and abroad.
On all the significant aspects of Indian Culture. It has made a mark in the Publication World
by its numerous volumes, which have been received exceedingly well by readers, students
and reviewers. The volumes pertain to Temple Culture, devotional themes, Vedic ritual and

related topics. Now and there significant volume is brought out relating to Temple Culture.

The Publication, which is the Fifty-Seventh in the series, is a comprehensive and illustrated
account of the Indian Temple in all aspects: Architecture, Sculpture, Symbolism worship

and festivals. It highlights the essential aspects of the Temple Tradition.

The Academy has launched on an elaborate ambitious but important programme of bring-
ing out a series of Encyclopaedic volumes concerning all aspects of Indian Culture: Bharatiya-
Samskriti-Sarvasva-Kosha: simultaneously, a series of volumes on the Indian divinities
(Devata-Kosha) is also being brought out. Besides the earlier volumes on Ganesha, Lalita,

Nava-Graha and Salagrama-Kosha and recently Durga-Kosha has been Published.

A third series, undertaken by the Academy is concerning the Vedas, Under the Veda Darshana
Project. The Veda Darshana Project. The first volume on Rig-Veda will be released before
the end of this year.

The Academy, acknowledges the help rendered by Prof. S.K. Ramachandra Rao who has
kindly prepared this volume, and its deep gratitude to the Authorities of Department of
Education, Ministry of Human Resources Development, Govt. of India, New Delhi and
Department of Education, Govt. of Karnataka, for the geherous support for this noble task
and Sri D. Veerendra Heggade, Dharmastala Temple, Dakshina Kannada, and to the
Omkar Offset Printers, Bangalore, who have promptly and elegantly printed this volume.

Bangalore DAIVAJNA K.N. SOMAYAJI
11th October 1997 CHIEF EDITOR AND DIRECTOR
Vijaya Dashami KALPATHARU RESEARCH ACADEMY



KALPATHARU RESEARCH ACADEMY
INSTITUTION FOR:

Promotion of Research-Oriented studies in Veda, Vedanga, Agama, Jyoutisha,
Vedanta, Yoga and Ayurveda.

Study of Sanskrit language in particular and other related languages.
Propagation of Vedic Phonetics.

Establishment of Veda Patashalas in Guru-Kula.system.

Running of Oriental Libraries (Prachya-Granthalaya).
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INTRODUCTION

Several hundreds of Books on Indian Temples have appeared till today; and there seems to
be scope of more books. There have been books dealing with Art and Architecture of Indian
Temples, religious and historical aspects of Temples Legands and Myths concerning them,
social significance and economic implications of Temple Organization. Very few Books,
however, set out to recognize even the existence of a tradition in relation to Building,
Conscrating and worshipping in a Temple. The present volume is modest attempt to delineate

the traditional approach to subject of Temples.

There has been a general tendency to ignore the textual prescriptions and traditional accounts
while dealing with the Temples, and concentrate only the existing structures and conditions,
that are prevalent. And while treating of individual Temples, the general idea of a Temple as
a cultural detail is lost sight of. The present attempt to correct this error. The wood must not

be missed for the trees.

I am grateful to Daivajna K.N. Somayaji, Director of Kalpatharu Research Academy,
Bangalore, for the opportunity provided for me to write this volume, and to my friend
Babu of Omkar Offset Printers for the courtesy shown to me while this Book was

under print.

S.K. RAMACHANDRA RAO
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CHAPTER I
THE HUMAN NEED FOR SHRINES

Man is in many respects a
unique animal : he can create culture
as no other animal can. This he
does, not only to satisty an impulse
of fancy, but in order that he may
survive. Culture guards him against
the present and also the possible
shocks and stresses; and affords
meaning to  his  otherwise
meaningless, mechanical and animal
existence. As an aspect of this
culture, he creates images in his
mind for reverence and worship, and
fashions icons by his hands which
are enjoyable and usable. The
former represents religion, and the
latter art. Man has been an image-

creator and an icon-fashioner

throughout his career on earth for
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over a million years. And, therefore,
religion and art have always been
with him. The temple represents a
combinaton of religion and art; and
its roots go back to a very remote
past, in fact to the earliest stages
of his career on earth. Ever since
man became a homo sapiens, he
has also been homo religious. And
he has built temples of some sort
and worshipped in them in some

manner since that time.

Man needs religion. He needs
it in order to secure himself from
challenges from nature and from his
fellow-beings. Religion is in reality
an adjustment for stresses and

uncertainties in life: anxieties about



an as yet obscure future and
irritations from present ills. There is
perhaps no doubt about fear being
the imminent source of religion; it
is still the mainstay of religion the
world over. The argument that
religion is a method of adapting to
the mysteries that loom large in life
as well as in nature is not to be
brushed aside lightly. But man3 life
in the world is not guided solely by
negative impulses. Man has also a
capacity to wonder, to be struck by
beauty and impressed by sublimity.
And this has played no mean part

in the developmentof religion.

Further, there is a tendency,
almost inherent in man, to
transcendence, to reach out into the
unseen and the as-yet-unactualized.

This capacity for transcendence

combined with the ability to wonder
1s basic to religion as well as art.
This is a necessary involvement in
the idea of the ‘Holy’. In the various
expressions of religion such as
shrines,

rituals, ceremonials,

magical cults and worship
paraphernalia, art is thus necessarily
included. The images and the icons

go together.

The image-making tendency
representing religion discovered early
in his career and projected a hidden
but real power in the world around.
The more uncanny the mysterious
the aspect of nature, the greater was
the possibility of thé presence of
this power. A high mountain, the
rugged peak, a deep gorge, forest
fastness, or the source of a stream

would naturally provoke in man a

Indian Temple Traditions
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sense of mystery, beauty and
sublimity. It is not accidental that
the early mer; looked upon them
with awe and adoration; they were
regarded as divinities in themselves.
Likewise, unusual objects like an
odd-shaped stone, a splinter from
a meteor, the weird shape of a
decayed tree-trunk instilled in man
not only curiosity but a certain
feeling of awe and reverence. The
origin of shrines and of the objects
of worship may be traced to these
early inclinations. The early man had
these inclinations not only because
he was ignorant, but also because
he was sensitive to the encounter
with the unusual. These inclinations
have survived all through man’s
history on earth. The accumulation
of wisdom and the increase in

sophistication have not dulled the

Indian Temple Traditions

edge of these inclinations among the
more sensitive of human beings even
to-day. When we trace religion and
art to the primitive times, they
should not by any means be regarded
as in themselves primitive. They are

only pristine and prehistoric.

Man’s creativity furthered the
cause of religion and art. He did not
rest content with natural shrines or
natural objects of worship; he sought
to create them. Probably his early
efforts were to replicate whatever
won his fancy. A temple-tower or
the church-steeple resembles a
mountain peak; the dome of a
mosque resembles a hill-top. The
Linga is perhaps the stbne replica
of a decayed tree-trunk or the
miniature representation of an

impressive mountain. But the



capacity to create images and icons
transcended the limitations of the
prototypes of nature. The forms of
the images and the shapes of the
icons naturally took numerous forms,
determined by man’s experiences,

expectations and imaginations.

Man used icons before he
made them. If we throw back our
minds to a remote past, we find that
man’s reaction to the mysteries
around him was not marked by a
desire to conquer nature, but to
adapt himself to it somehow. He
had to fall back on his dreams and
imaginations to give him the needed
courage and confidence in his
dealings with nature. When the cave-
man set out on a hunting expedition,
he naturally resorted to a powerful

device of compelling actual events

to follow his imaginations. He drew

a magic'circle, and placed inside it
a crude sketch of the animal he
desired to hunt and have; or he
etched on a tree, or carved on a

rock, a wild animal with the drawing

of an arrow struck in its body.

He may also have mumbled a few
syllables from an abracadabra to
reinforc,e the powers of his acts. He
may have carried on his person the
small pebble over which the
abracadabra was mumbled or an
unusual stone, when he started out
to hunt. He quite understandably
ascribed his success to this ritual or

to the icon (the magical diagram,

the unusual stone, or the charmed
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pebble). The ritual was repeated,

and the icon was preserved.

The ritual and the icon came
naturally to be associated with each
other; and they occupied a place of
enormous importance in his simple
scheme of life. When he was not
carrying the icon on his person, he
placed it in a spot specially meant
for it, and guarded it with care and
zeal, for it contained his guardian
spirit, his protective deity, his
‘personal god’. The spot which was
the habitation of this icon was
considered a ‘shrine’. It was plain
ground, cleaned for the purpose, or
probably it was just a simple stone-
platform meant to be a seat for the
icon, outside his cave or rude hut,
probably under a nearby tree. To
guard it against intruders or lifters,

he constructed a fence round it or
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built for it a crude cover. The shrine-

structure thus came into being.

In an icon of this sort, it is not
the object itself that is as important
as the imagery associated with it.
The capacity of man’s mind to make
images and conjure up Visions
transforms an otherwise innocent
object into an icon with a special
relevance for himself. The tendency
to use and make icons deepened
man’s awareness of himself in the
milieu of the animate and the
inanimate world in which he found
himself. It gave him ideas of relating
himself favourably to the unseen but
powerful forces inhabiting and

enlivening the world.

It would be incorrect, however,
to imagine that man’s idea of the

Holy resulted in the icons. It is



actually the other way about. He
first used the icons, attracted by
their unusual shape or mysterious
aspect. His continued contact with
them made him descern an
extraordinary power in them. When
such an icon became more and more
intimately involved in his living
contact with the world, the icon was
no longer just an object among other
objects, but veritably a holy
presence. When he lost it, he tried
to make an image of it; the icon
now became an artefact. He used
not only his memory, but imagination
and skill as well in reproducing it.
Whether a natural object or an
artefact, the icon inspired in him a
sense of the holy. It was his personal
god. It filled his mind with feelings
of reverence and provided for him
statisfaction  and

emotional

confidence.

Although using or making icons
is a phenomenon that is uniquely
human, responsiveness to icons is
reported even among the primates.
Interesting in this context is a study
conducted by the psychologist
Wolfgang Kohler on chimpanzees.
Kohler made a small image of a
donkey out of rags. The image was
doubtless crude, and resembled a
donkey only remotely. But the
psychologist’s rude art made it
altogether unlike any other natural
object, and quite different from the
familiar artefacts such as boxes and
chairs. When this was introduced
into the chimpanzee’é field of vision,
the reaction of the animal was
evident fear and awe. The object,
however, held the chimpanzee’s
interest and provoked its curiosity;

but it also encouraged the animal to

Indian Temple Traditions
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keep a safe distance. The early
man’s response to natural icons was
probably not very different, for
similar would be the response even
among the sophisticated folk now.
Even when icons were fashioned by
man’s skill and in conformity with
his ideas of the Holy, others still
reacted to it with fear and awe-a

mixed feeling called reverence.

An icon (Greek eikon) strictly
means an image, a representation or
a likeness. But an icon is
characteristically an image with a
difference, a representation with a
new nuance of meaning, a likeness
of something our eyes have actually
never seen. It s not a duplication of
a common object, but the
concretisation of an idea concerning

an unusual object. A natural icon
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may be an unusually shaped rock,
an odd tree trunk, or an impressive
live animal. Cbjects that are not
commonly found, like the crystal
lingas, ammonite stones known as
Salagramas, pieces of quartz with
strange veins in them, peculiar
conch-shells and other marine
fossils, strange shaped roots of tree,
may also be selected to serve as
icons. The belief that all such unusual
objects contain within' themselves
supernatural power (now familiarly
known by the Polynesian word
‘mana’) supported such selection.
The humans that came into contact
with- - this  object, to the
accompaniment of a ritual, partook
of this mana in some measure, and
thus developed a special relatedness
to the icon. An icon may be looked

upon as an image possessing mana.



When man made icons, his
main interest was to introduce and
incorporate some mana into this
artefact. Hence the icon-making in
the nature of a ritual. The use of
an icon, when made, was also
claborately formalised with a view
to induce mana into the icon
temporarily or permanently. The
shrine that housed the mana was
also to be spacious enough to
accommodate the participants and
performers of the mana-inducing
ritual. The shrine, being closely
associated with the icon, was
believed to partake of the mana that
resided in the icon. Thus, the shrine
itself was regarded as Holy. Because
the icon was either natural, or a
severely simple artefact, it did not
generally admit of the application of

man’s artistic abilities. But man could

direct his artistic skill into the making
of the shrine mysterious, beautiful
and sublime. It thus developed an
architecture of its own and an art

style that was peculiar to it.

In the clan organization, the
chieftain or the priest that bore an
especial relationship with the icon
was believed to share the icon’s
mana. His person was considered
‘Holy’, and his words were received
with awe and reverence, as if they
issued from the icon itself. The
chieftain or the priest assumed his
position on the strength of certain
extraordinary abilities or adventures
that he had, which were considered
as obvious expressions of the mana.
When he died, his mana would
return to the clan to operate in some

mysterious way, and the clan
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members had to house it in a shrine
and preserve it by rituals. This
explains how numerous shrines in
the world are associated with burial
monuments. Such a shrine would be
associated with extraordinary
significance in the minds of the
members of the clan. It i1s not so
much to perpetuate the memory of
the departed hero, ruler or priest,
but to preserve his mana that such
a shrine came to be erected. It was
in the nature of a community shrine
and in course of time, the name and
exploits of the hero, ruler or priest
would be forgotten, or transformed
into an eleborate myth and the shrine

continued to have a relevance for

the folk over generations.

Death is one of the greatest of

mysteries confronting man; it is all
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along an unresolved riddle, and a
persistent threat to all the hopes and
plans of man. Perhaps, there is
nothing that man fears more than
death. And the fear of death is
extended in a curious way to the
dead too. All manners of disposal
of the dead are to ensure that the
dead will not return to the world
of the

living. The funerary

monuments reveal an ambivalent
attitude to keep the spirit of the
dead at a safe distance, but to
perpetuate his memory. The earliest
of man’s intuitive conjectures was
that death was not the end of the
person’s existence on earth, that he
continued to live on in some way
and somewhere, and that the
disembodied spirit may choose to

harm or help the living. It was

necessary, therefore, to take the



disposal of the dead seriously, and
propitiate the spirit appropriately so
that it may decide to help and not
harm. Both the disposal of the dead
body and the propitiation of the
continuing spirit became woven into

elaborate magical rituals.

It might strike one as
blasphemous that many of the
important shrines of the present day
can be traced to burial practices.
But it can hardly be disputed. When
the pious and wealthy Nattukoti
Chettiars of Tamil Nadu undertook
to renovate many of the dilapidated
Siva shrines in the region called
Chettinadu in the heart of the Tamil
Country, it was discovered that
under the floor of the sanctum in

most of these shrines funerary pots,

heaps of ash, and skeletal remains
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had been placed. In fact, the old
Tamil term for shrine, pallippadai,
signifies the spot where the dead
person (‘‘one who has gone to
interminable sleep’) is buried. Tamil
inscriptions of the middle ages
describe many Siva temples as such
shrines. There are at least sixteen
of such sepulchral shrines with
inscriptional evidence in the Tamil
Country. The most important among
them is the Arifijivara Temple
(‘arinjigai i$varathu mahadevi’) built
by the Chola Monarch Raja-Rija I
(985-1014 A.D.) who also built the
famous Brhadi$vara Temple at
Tanjavir. This temple was built in
memory of his grandfather Arinjaya
at Meélpadi in North Arcot District.
An earlier temple of this sort was
the Aditye$vara temple at

Tondaimanad in Chittoor district,
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built by Parantaka I (941 A.D.) on
the mortal remains of his father
Aditya I (870-907 A.D.). There are
at least six of such temples in
Darasuram alone. All of such shrines
were assocfated with Lakulisa-

Pasupata cult (Saivite).

It was an ancient custom to
denote the spot where the dead body
was buried by erecting on it a mound
of earth and rubble. The mound in
fact represented the mountain. The
background belief was that the
disembodied spirit soars up onto a
mountain. The celebrity of Kailasa
as the abode of Siva may be traced

to this belief. It was also a wide-

spread practice in very early times

to drag the dead body to a mountain
top and leave it there. Burial and

cremation were later methods of
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disposal. The burial mounds were a
usual feature in the territorial
arrangement of primitive clans.
When the dead person was a
respected chieftain or a priest of
high status, the mound would
naturally have to be larger and more
impressive and lasting, for it was
believed to house a powerful mana.
It would also be periodically visited
by people, and regarded with
veneration by them. Myths would in
course of time gather round the
shrine, and the eulogy of the mana
would attract devotees who gathered
there to propitiate the spirit. The
simple funerary mound would thus

be transformed into an elaborate

structure of religious significance.

The stone age graves make an

interesting study. Numerous clans

11



and tribes in India continued this
practice until comparatively recent
times. After the dead body was
buried, three large stones were
placed in the centre (gathered up in
a heap), and a -ring of stones

enclosed them.

Todas of Nilgiris burn their
dead inside a circle of stones, and
bury the ashes in the same spot.
They erect an upright stone block

over the remains and surround it by

Ring of Stones

rough, round or conical stones
placed in a circle. Their funeral huts
are also built inside a ring of stones.
The hut is meant to receive the
spirit of the dead; it is called the
‘home of death’ (savumane). The
three stones that were kept on the
buried body were apparently meant
to prevent his ghost from getting up
and coming out of the grave to
torment the living. The two side-
stones developed into pillars and the
central stone was placed on top of
the superstructure erected over these
pillars. The funerary hut was square
or circular in plan, and the sloping
roof over it was invariably conical
or pyramidal, symbolising the soaring
up of  the -spirit. (Cf. N.
Venkataramaiah, An essay on the
origin of South Indian Temple,
Madras, 1930). The shrines for the

bhata in coastal Karnataka and
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Kerala have preserved this primitive

form.

The ring of stones represents
a magic circle to preserve the central
stone’s mana (which symbolises the
spirit of the dead person). The
central stone stood for the mound,
and later when the stone had to be
more impressive, it assumed the
form of a low sepulchral tumulus
(stupa), or a conical or pyramidal

structure (vimana).

The stupas have been well-
known in India from the Buddha’s
own days and earlier also. There is
a reference to Vishnu’'s stipa in
Rgveda. They represent an
interesting and important aspect of
Indian architecture. But the stupa
was not a Buddhist innovation.

Jouean-Dubreuil has shown that the

Indian Temple Traditions

stapa form was directly derived from
the Vedic tomb. The tomb called
agnidriya, was hemispherical and
hollow, with a central shaft and two
raised stone platforms on either side
of the shaft meant for the agni and
soma rituals; the dome was made
in timber and covered with clay.
The whole structure was in imitation
of the ancient’ hut. The central shaft
was a clever device to serve as
chimney, for the rituals inside the
agnidiya which involved setting up
of fires. In fact, the ‘agnidriya’ is
not a tomb as the French scholar
supposed, but was spot set apart for
the fire-ritual associated with the
cult of Manes (Rgveda 10, 57, 3)
involving eulogy of the dead

(narasamsa).

It is true that the Buddhist

adaptation of the stupa was unique

13



as a religious monument. When
Aéoka is reputed to have built
84,000 stupas, they were not all of
them burial mounds; they were more
in the nature of memorial structures.
But each stipa was to contain a
relic of the Buddha or of some
honoured sage. The renowned stupa
at Safichi, for instance, contains the
relics of Sariputta and Moggallana,
two of the most eminent disciples
of the Buddha, who died in Nalanda

in Bihar.

The temple may be regarded
as a direct descendent of the stipa
which is its turn had been probably
evolved from the primitive funerary
mound. The custom of installing a
stone-block or Iinga in the spot
where the burial had taken place is
even now prevalent in India. And
the tombs of saints (samadhi or

brindavana) continue to function as

14

shrines. There is also the custom of
planting trees over the burial spot
or the place in which the funerary
urn (in cases of cremation) has been
hidden. These are referred to as
chaitya-vrkshas (from the Sanskrit
word chiti, which means cremation)
and are held as sacred. The spirit
of the dead is believed to inhabit
certain species of trees, which
received worship by proxy. It is not
an accidental occurrence that almost
every important temple in India is
associated with a tree, called sthala-
vrksha (‘shrine-tree’). It s
reasonable to assume that the
presencé of such a tree invited in
due course the construction of a
shrine in its vicinity‘, or over the
very spot in case of the original
tree’s decay and disappearance. The
legends concerning the famous

shrines in India strongly suggest this

background.
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CHAPTER 11
THE FOLK APPROACHES

India is known as the land of
temples. But the world knows only
its great temples, the temples that
are vast complexes of stylized
structures, much of which, however,
appears today irrelevant or unused.
They are in fact excesses of human
effort, designed more for
monumental effect than for utility.
They are shrines to be seen and
admired rather than worshipped in.
They were products of political
fortunes, economic affluence and
technical

competence. Royal

patronage and craft-guilds
encouraged a degree of
sophistication that was not only
- beyond the comprehension of the
lay folk but was obviously unrelated

to their normal needs.

Indian Temple Traditions

More numerous and more
significant than these great temples
are the mean shrines that one finds
on the road-side or in remote
villages. They articulate a more
authentic urge and answer a more
genuine need. They are not creations
of artistic imagination or aristocratic
fancy, but are spontaneous and
natural. They belong to small
homogenous groups of uncritical
people whose attachments are
narrow but intense. These are the
folk shrines; and they reveal a
remarkable continuity. They pérsist
with an unusual vigour, and exhibit

an unmistakable relevance.

To understand this apparent

paradox, it is necessary to consider

15



two aspects of Indian life: its
character of being an ethnic and
cultural mosaic, and its essentially
rural slant. India presents a
population that is a tangled web of
racial admixture. The process of
racial admixture began over seven
thousand years ago and has since
been a continuous one. It is thus
that Indian culture has become a
veritable museum of beliefs and
practices, customs and codes of
conduct,

approaches and

achievements.

In the field of religion,
especially, the outsider is likely to
despair at the wide variety of
conceptions and aspirations, and at
their more varied incarnation in
shrines and rituals. Rural-urban
been

distinction has always

16

fundamental in India, although the
trend from rural to the urban, from
folk to the sophisticated, is widely
in evidence all over the country.
The village is functionally a small
group, more homogenous than
otherwise, isolated by and large, and
governed by direct person-to-person
relation. Rural life is ruled by kinship
ties and intimate interests and

attachments.

The great temples that steal
the show are characteristically urban
in their emphasis; and each of them
reflects a regional culture that can
almost be described as unique. They
are sophisticated institutions. Art,
economy, industry, craft, social
organization and political

involvements have got mixed up here

with purely religious feelings and
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sentiments. They reflect
predominantly urban needs, regional
orientations, and  situational

pressures.

- They are creatures of time,
and bear markedly the impact of the
‘spirit’ of the times. That is why
they lose their relevance when the
time passes. It i1s usual for them to
get ruined, more by neglect than by
vandalism. They thus succeed in
becoming more of show-pieces than
they were originally intended. They

exhibit the ‘syndrome of decay’.

The folk shrines, on the other
hand, continue as they have always
been: simple, serene, unsophisticated
and intensely human. These shrines
do not lose their relevance, because

their folk character does not weaken.
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All temples, great or small, have an
essential appeal to the people in
whose neighbourhood the temples
are located. But sophistication can
wedge a gulf between the structure
and 1its function. Great and mighty
temples may be historically
significant, but they are devoid of
the folk content because of
sophistication: they cease to be
meaningful to the people who live

in its neighbourhood.

Sophistication has played its
role at several stages of our religious
evolution; but there is a persistence
of the most primitive of the
assumptions and aspirations beneath
the veneer of sophistication. The
most primitive can survive the
stresses of change only when it is

also the most valid in the folk
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context. The most modern man can
‘survive only because the most
ancient instincts are alive in him.
The solution to man’s problems is

always archaic.

The primitive is not to be
confused with the ‘backward’,
‘savage’ or ‘childish’. The primitive
is not even pre-literate. It is not
merely a condition that is natural,
but original and authentic. It is, for
this reason, simple and devoid of

later accretions and reinforcements

that derive from sophistication.

What is primitive may appear
irrational and uncritical. It would be
more proper to describe it as
arational and acritical, for it is not
a matter of deficiency but it relates
to the folk temperament that is

unsophisticated and unanalytical. The
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intellect is subordinated to faith,
criticism to fervour, nationalism to
intensity of attachment. The folk
canvas is no doubt narrow, but it
is deep. It encourages participation
of all members in each of its
proceedings. The sophisticated facet
insists on greater or lesser
depersonalization, while the folk-
primitive seeks the maximization of
actualization of

persons and

individuals.

~In many of our temples, it is
easy to discern the continuum that
obtains between the folk and the
sophisticated. For-in our religion,
the primitive and the advanced co-
exist remarkably peacefully. No
insider will ever break his neck over
this paradox. The sophisticated

grows out of the folk, and it is not
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unnatural that the mother and her
child are found together. Religion as
it is 1s stylized, systematized and
institutionalized. It is the expression
of sophistication. The major religions
of the world as we know them today
are creatures of the intellect and
functions of growth. They are

developmental coefficients.

But are they not all derived
from, and rooted in, the basic needs
and urges enshrined in human
constitution? In India, the folk
element in religion is ubiquitous and
persistent. It is natural, therefore,
that the Indian temple has a folk
undercurrent despite the
sophisticated superstructure. When
the superstructure is immense and
overpowering, it is sophisticated,

whereas when the primitive is
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abundant and effective it is described

as folk.

Sophistication projects
differences and divisions, regional
and temporal. It encourages the
conscious processes of deliberate
planning, rational understanding, and
careful rationalizations. It seeks to
introduce coherence and harmony
by accommodating changes in a
welter of acceptances and rejections.
Sophistication differentiates and
each

attempts to integrate

differentiated unit.

There 1is, nevertheless, a
conscious master-plan which is
sought to be actualized; individuals
are moulded by conscious motives
and are only loosely held together

in a community or neighbourhood,
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also by conscious threads. The folk
elements, on the other hand, are
guided solely by unconscious
processes. They touch the human
depth, beyond the differentiations
engineered by sophistication. And
they invariably encounter the reality
of human existence, which is one
and undivided. The folk culture is
what is common to all cultures, while

sophistication isolates each culture

and props up its separate existence.

Indian temples have their
regional styles. Their structures and
functions have changed in
accordance with the needs of the
times and with the prevailing ethos.
The great temples in the far-removed
regions of this sub-continent present
a variety that is unmistakable. The

great temple of Tanjavar in Tamil
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Nadu and the great temple of
Bhubanesvar in Orissa differ both in
the way they look and in the manner
in which they function. Each region
in the country has its own

characteristic temple-culture.

But it is easily seen that deep
beneath this baffling variety is the
common undercurrent of folk mores
and ways. This is what unites and
integrates what otherwise would oe
a “‘thing of shreds and patches.”
Indian temples can all be related
with one another, and can become
equally meaningful to people
belonging to diverse ethnic and ethic

groups, because they are alike

derived from the folk origin.

It is this folk origin of Indian
temples that gives them the vitality,

the appeal and validity. To the extent
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that the temple is removed from its
folk moorings, it increasingly loses
its relevance; the more sophisticated
a temple is, the less authentic it
becomes, and is well on the way
to ruin. The ruins may be
magnificent, but they are ruins
nevertheless. The Indian temples that
have the greatest appeal among the
Indian masses are those that have
retained intact their intimate contact
with their folk origins. Consider, as
instances, the great temple of
Jaganatha at Puri, the celebrated
temple atop the Tirumalai hills in
Andhra

Pradesh, the famous

Vindhyavasini and Kamakhya
temples, the Meenakshi temple at
Madhurai in Tamil-Nadu, the Kali
temple in Calcutta, and Vaishnavi-

devi shrine in Kashmir. If we

examine the cults that are peculiarly
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associated with these shrines and
the seemingly strange practices that
are prevalent in them, we would not
fail to discover folk elements that
are not only dominant but universal.
The folk elements are dominant
because they concern the basic
human urges, and they are universal

because of the same reason.

The various temples in India
that continue to be popular (not
among the tourists but among the
devotees) are like so many peaks
on a mountain range. They are
distinct inasmuch as they stand out
separately, apart from each other in
space and time; but their separate
existences are made possible by the
continuous folk mass that spreads
uniformly beneath them. This folk

mass comprehends not only the
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unsophisticated, unanalytical bulk of
our population (strewn over different
geographical areas, belonging to
several linguistic zones,
accommodated in diverse caste
groups and exhibiting different
degrees of urbanization) but the so-

called tribals also.

The tribal population in India
today has been estimated to be about
forty million; it is large, relative to
the other population. It is also

diverse, about four hundred tribes

inhabiting different regions and

speaking different languages. It is
important to note that tribals are not
‘outsiders’ to the general mass of
our unsophisticated, unanalytical

population.

They represent an earlier phase

of our life that has somehow
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survived till our own day. We were
all tribals once upon a time, but we
manged to become increasingly
sophisticated and leave behind our
tribal stage. But some of our customs
and practices today, both at home
and in the community, distinctly
reveal our tribal background.
Especially our religious assumptions
and aspirations, however concealed
by layers of modernity, hearken to
the tribal moorings. In many of the
great temples (such as the
Jagannatha temple at Puri,
Vindhyavasini temple, Kamakhya
temple, and the Tirumalai temple)
we find even today survivals of
customs and practices that throng at
these shrines

tribals  figure

prominently.

It is well-known that the

present fabric of Indian population
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was fashioned out of the tribal-
nomaﬁdic threads of Negritos (who
arrived in India in a remote past
from Africa through Arbia, Iran and
Baluchisthan), Pro-Australoids (who
migrated into India from the West),
and other nomadic tribes that
streamed into India and settled down
here. The population that was more
or less well-integrated, incorporating
all these tribal hordes, has been
called proto-Indic. It is this primitive
population that was responsible for
the genesis of what may be called
Indian culture, the first his.torical
expression of which was the Indus
Valley civilization, followed by the
Vedic period of redintegration and

reorientation around 8000 B.C.

Indian culture is thus basically

a tribal culture, individuals owing
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allegiance to small, close-knit and
direct encounter groups. There has
been an unbroken continuity. of this
culture all through our history,
despite successive spasms of
sophistication. Its eaﬂy phase,
characterized as the ‘Vratya’, was
essentially folk, in its content as
well as orientation. It was the pre-
sophistication stage. It is interesting
that in a medieval grammatical work
(Bhattoji-dikshita’s comm. on
Patanjali’s Mahabhashya, 5, 2, 21)
we find the explanation of Vratya
as the people who preferred to lead
simple lives by manual labour
(Sarirayasa) rather than by the
glamour of intelligence (buddhi-
vaibhava). Intelligence did introduce
a major shift in emphasis in later

times, and the folk character of

Indian culture was successfully
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camouflaged by aspects of

sophistication.

Temples in India began as
elements of folk culture, incidental
to the “Vratya’ temperament. They
were structures that were designed
to fulfil simple and direct needs of
small groups of closely-knit people.
They were thus no more than mean
shrines, often in jungles, on the
outskirts of villages, or in the centre
of the tribal settlements. They were
mainly enclosures facilitating
periodical congregations, around a
cult-object more frequently
improvised for the occasion than
permanently fixed. Rituals were
naturally more important than the
icons, although icons themselves

were looked upon with especial

reverence and fear.
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A Shrine is the material basis
for an unusual or supernatural
presence. This presence may be
spontancous and may permanently
abide in a place (sanctum) or in an
object (icon). Alternately, it may be
imvoked on occasions by a special
procedure known as ritual. The folk
shrine answers to the latter
description. It comes into being as
occasion demands, and its validity
depends upon the efficacy with
which the rituals are conducted. The
folk temple is thus an enclosure set
apart for ritualistic procedures
(songs, dances, incantations, magical
acts and so on). The enclosure itself
is not regarded with religious
sentiments; it acquires sanétity when
it becomes the scene of rituals and

ceremonial congregations.
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Anthropolodgists characterize
primitive beliefs and practices as
animistic, an expression that has
acquired a rather unfavourable value.
Animism is, as a matter of fact, a
belief that all things, even the
supposedly inanimate objects, are
animated by life in their essential
nature. Some cultures, however,
identify life with a ‘living soul’, and
thus animism has come to mean
attribution of personality or soul to
all objects around us.
Anthropologists are prone to ignore
the fact that such attribution is not
indiscriminate, unaltered or
universal. It is- only some objects
that are selected for this attribution
and the attribution is accomplished

by rituals. The emphasis is not so

much on the presence of the
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animating principle as on the manner

in which it is actualized.

Malinowski hit upon a truth
when he said that magic and animism
go together to constitute man’s
response to his sense of insecurity
in the world, although the famous
anthropologist did not realize the
full import of this clubbing of the
terms together. Magic derives its
rationale from animism, and animism
as a mere belief acquires practical
value only by magic. Magic has no
basis apart from animism, and
animism bears no fruit without
magic. It is magic that animates an
object that is otherwise inanimate.
The folk shrine is a site for magical

proceedings.

The shrine with an icon in it

is a later achievement. In many of
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the folk cults in India, the shrine is
merely a place where the masks,
the weapons, the ornaments and
musical instruments that the dancers
employ during the occasions of
spirit-invocation are preserved. In
the West coast (Tulu-nadu), there
are numerous shrines which are
either empty enclosures or which
contain a bare room with a swing-
cot placed in it. Often a small lamp
will illumine the dark interior. The
~ paraphernalia of the dancer (masks
made of wood, silver or gold, a
sword, a bell, fly-whisk, headdress
elaborately prepared, bangles,
anklets etc.) are kept there: it is
called the ‘treasure’ (bhandara) of
the dancer

the spirit, whom

impersonates.

Such shirnes were originally

thatched huts (kottige or ‘shed’)
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which were more in the nature of
storehouses than spots of worship.
During special occasions, they would
construct large and tastefully
decorated pandals, not only to
provide space for the dance rituals
but to accommodate large numbers
of people that would gather. The
old name for such assemblies was
‘ayana’, which later came to mean
‘festival’ (Utsava). The place housing
the thatched hut ‘or the brick and
mortar building with a circular tiled
roof, as it came to be later and
including the area necessary for the
pandal to be occasionally erected’
was consecrated as the shrine. It
was consecrated only in the sense
that it was kept apart for this
purpose, and it was out of bounds

for people who were unclean or

outside the tribe. It was a community
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enclosure, not owned by any
individual but belonging to the whole
group or tribe. The rituals were
occasions for all the members of the
tribe to assemble and participate in

the proceedings.

Usually the enclosure was
under or near a large tree, and the
tribal regard that was accorded to
the enclosure was shared by the
tree. Oftentimes, the enclosure was
devoid of any material structure such
as the shrine-hut or the fence around
the enclosure: the enclosure was an
abstract entity, identified by the
people solely by folk memory. In
such a case, the tree associated with
the enclosure would naturally
assume considerable importancef it
stood for the sacred enclosure, and
thus partook of the sancity of the

enclosure.
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The sacred enclosure would
readily materialize during festivals
or occassional ceremonies, and hold
the attention of the people. The
enclosure came to be known as
‘mandapa’, which means the area
which constitutes the very essence
of tribal existence. Decoration of
the shrine, dance of the priest whom
the spirit was supposed to possess,
oracular consultations with him, fire-
walking, animal sacrifices,
community feast and other tribal
entertainments would highlight the

occasional functions within the

enclosure.

During the rest of the time,
the tree would be there to remind
the tribals of the sanctified enclosur;.
It would be there as a mute but

interested witness to all the
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proceedings that would go on during
the festive occasions inside the
pandal. The tree would be a more
continuous and more concrete
presence. The pandal would appear
and disappear; but the tree would
continue for all time. The spirit that
would be invoked during the ritual,
and that would possess the dancing
priest (patri) on the occasion, would
otherwise reside in the tree. Thus
the tree came to represent the spirit,
or at any rate its natural habitat, and
evoked among the unsophisticated
folk feelings of awe, fear and

reverence.

The spirit that resided in the
tree has no form; but the form and
movements of the tree would
represent the presence and activities

of the spirit. The spirit was the
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central concept in tribal life; it not
only integrated the individual and
protected him from dangers and
death, but organized the simple
society of the tribe. By an act of
transference the tree became the

central fact in tribal life.

Scholars who seek to explain
tree worship in India by taking
recourse to animistic, totemistic,
erotic and other theories appear to
ignore the simple but obvious fact
that Indians do not worship all the
trees and plants that have grown on
this soil. Not even all the specimens
of the so-called ‘sacred’ trees (like
the asvattha, vata and bilva) are
worshipped. It is only the tree that
is associated with a shrine that is
worshipped. In a village, not more

than two or three trees among the
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hundreds that might be there receive
special attention and devotion. A
tree does not become sacred merely
because it is a tree; its sanctity. is
dependent upon its association with
a sacred enclosure. We should also
remember in this context that most
of the famous temples in India have
thier own specific trees, and that
these trees are all called ‘enclosure
trees’ (sthala-vrksha). Another tree
of the same species growing outside
the temple-enclosure will fail to
receive any attention. It is the
enclosure that makes all the

difference.

When a mighty tree is not to

be found in or around the
consecrated enclosure, the place is
identified by a rock that might be
there, or an unusual boulder, or an

odd-looking large stone. This would
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discharge the same function as the
tree: it would be the normal habitat
of the spirit, and it would be the
guardian of the enclosure and of the
people who periodically assemble in
the enclosure. The rock or stone
represents the spirit, and merits
worship. Again, not every rock or
stone in the country is worshipped
by Indians, notwithstanding the
frequent charge of barbaric animism
against them. It is only the stone
that is associated with a sacred

enclosure that is worshipped.

In course of timé, the enclosure
loses its tribal significance, and the
stone becomes enshrined in a temple
in its own right. There are
innumerable temples in India that
contain in their sanctum nothing but

natural rocks or stones that are
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otherwise indistinguishable from
other stones of the same shape and
size. These rocks and stones,
untouched by the sculptor’s chisel
or hammer, are regarded as icons
or rather as aniconic representations
of divinity. There are instances of
famous temples dedicated to several
sophisticated gods and goddesses
(like Siva, Vishnu, Ganesa, Durga
and Subrahmanya), which house in
their sanctums only rocks, or large
or small stones: Kedaresvra in
Kedarnath, Visvanatha in Varanasi,
Kamakhya in Kamarap, Mahakala
in Ujjain, Narasimha in Ahobilam,
Mikambika in Kollar, Ganapathi in
Kumbhasi (Anegudde) and Mangala-
devi of Mangalore are among the

better known of such temples.

Here indeed is to be found the

genesis of linga-worship in our
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country. We will have occasion to
deal with it in a future section. But
it should be mentioned here that the
oldest shrines are those that have
been built over rocks and stones,
and the purpose was to
commemmorate the tribal
significance of these stones as
representatives of the enclosure
meant for tribal rituals. Oftentimes,
the area covered by the outer
compound-walls (prakaras) of a
stylized temple represents the
ancient tribal enclosure; and the
sanctum is associated with the tree
or stone that originally stood within
it. The mukha-mandapa stands for
the old pandal that would be erected
on occasions to facilitate tribal

assemblies.
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CHAPTER III
MASKS, MOUNTAINS AND SERPENTS

There are several shrines all
over the country, (especially in
Orissa, Assam, Tamil-Nadu and
along the West Coast) which have
upright stones or wooden blocks in
their central cells. Their names as
well as the rituals associated with
them suggest that they were
originally blocks on which animals
were sacrificed during tribal rituals.
Such a block would be held as
especially sacred during ceremonies,

and on other days the block would

be an object of tabu.

To enforce the tabu restrictions
conerning physical contact, the block

would be fenced off, thus providing
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the original model for the sanctum.
The stone or wooden block on which
the animals were sacrificed would
soon be enclosed in a shrine, and
the animal sacrifice would require
another wooden or stone block in
front of it and in the open. This
latter contrivance was the prototype
of the later altar (balipitha) in the
stylized temple. Interesting and
relevant is the Agama description of
the altar as the duplicate of the
sanctum. It is a custom in many
temples in the South as well as the
North for the devotees to break the
cocoanut and place their offerings

at the altar.
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The stone or wooden blocks
over which shrines were later
constructed came also to be carved
in course of time. Early carvings
were naturally minimal and
suggestive; they were also symbolic.
The form that the sculptor sought
to give to the block depended,
among other things, upon the shape
and size of the block itself. This is
how in many celebrated shrines,
while the exterior is most exquisitely
tashioned, elaborately planned and
delicately carved, the icon in the
sanctum is aesthetically crude, often
incompletely sculpted and huriedly
finished. It is rarely that a grand
temple also houses a fine icon in
its sanctum. The reason for this
anamoly is not far to seek: the block
on which the icon is carved is a

tribal left-over, while the temple
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structures are products - of
sophistication. The ancient -temples
grew over the icons. But the modern
temple will import an image into its
central shrine after the temple is

completed; the image in them will

also be a sophisticated work of art.

The form that the sculptor gave
to the wooden or stone block that
survives the disappearance of the
tribe follows the natural grains and
the shape that it has. The sectarian
prejudice plays a part in the
sculptor’s mission, but the part is
a subdued one. More often - than
not, no image in the sanctum in any
of the ancient and celebrated temples
answers accurately to Agamic
injunctions or fulfils neatly the
sectarian expectations. It is a

historical fact that many temples
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have been appropriated by different
sects successively, and the central
image has had frequently to shift its
sectarian affiliations. Notwithstanding
the sculptor’s attempt to give the
stone or wooden block a form that
the devotees can understand,
appreciate and remember, the fact

that the bloék itself was held sacred

gave the sculptor some treedom.

Whatever the criginal shape or |

form of the block or icon in the
central shrine, the custom of
~covenng it over by a mask helped
the devotee get an image of it that
is stylized and familiar. The mask
also is a left-over from the tribal
background. Masks emerged in the
context of dances and sacred dramas
that were parts of the ritual

conducted within the enclosure.
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It may be recalled that drama
as an- art-form grew out of the
primitive religous rituals. This is how
dramé in India, Greece, Japan and
Europe developed. In the Dionisian
cult, the main feature of the worship
was a procession of dancers,
intoxicated by wine and wearing
animal masks. It fact, they were
called goatmen. Wearing a mask
symbolized that the dancer was
possessed by the animal or god
whose mask he was wearing; it
meant that his physical frame was
‘taken over’ by the animal or god
for the time being. This is what the
Greeks called ‘inspiration’ (‘breathed
into by the spirit’). It is also
interesting that the actor in Greece
was called ‘the hypocrite’ (literally
meaning ““one who answers’’); he

was ‘double-faced’ because he
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invariable wore a mask {persona)
that hid his real face and projected

a false one.

Many ancient tribes of Africa,
Australia and the Pacific Islands seek
the help of mask-wearing shamans
during their daily life. the tribals of
New Guinea fashion their masks
from human skulls. The religious
dances in Tibet, Sri—Lanka, British
Columbia, Western and Central
Africa and among the Red Indians
are dominated by masks, most of

which are designed to strike awe
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and terror in the hearts of the
participant tribals. In ancient Egypt
and Greece, it was a custom to bury
their dead kings and queens covering

their faces with golden masks.

Indian masks go back to a very
distant past and have survived to
our own day. The Oungs inhabiting
the Andamans conceal their faces in
thick paints, as also the Konds of
Madhya Pradesh, and in a
sophisticated and aesthetically

alluring manner the Kathakali

dancers of Kerala. The wooden
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The mask worn by tribal dancers
of the Bastar region
masks of the Bhuiya, Muria and
Baiga tribes are worn while hunting
or while dancing in certain magical
procedures like exorcism and spirit
propitiation. Along the Himalayan
ranges, many tribes have evolved an
extensive variety of masks for
different occasions. Masks are still
worn in India during religious dances,
with

and in dance-dramas

mythological themes.
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Most of the religious masks
are those of animals, with human
attributes ascribed to them. In the
regions along the West Coast (Tulu-
nadu and Kerala), the employment
of masks during religious ceremonies
is universal, and many of them are
animal masks: pig (Padjurli), tiger
(Pili-bhita), horse (Jarandaye), bull
(Nandi-gona), and buffalo
(Mahishandaye) are well known in
Tulu-Nadu. Serpent (Naga-kanye),
tiger (Puli-teyyam) and monkey
(Bali-teyyam) are common in North
Malabar in Kerala. These animals
are elvated to the rank of divinities
and their masks are worshipped in

the shrines.

The important feature to be
noticed in such worship is that the

masks are often represented as
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complete animals, effigies of which
are made and installed in temples.
The background belief was that the
spirits, who are formless, employ
these animals as their characteristic
vehicles, and wander about the tribal
area, guarding the devotees and
warning them against misfortune. As
the spirits are not visible, the forms
of animals which are supposed to
carry them around are used as masks
to indicate the presence of these
spirits. By a natural process of
extension, the animals themselves
come to possess the attributes of

the spirits.

But the actual animals roaming
about do not receive any worship;
it is only their iconic representations,
effigies or masks that are considered

as possessing the power and prestige

36

of the spirits. As in the case of the
sacred trees, the sacred animals are
those that are involved in the rituals
conducted in the sacred enclosure.
Any pig that one sees is not Panjurli,
and any tiger in the jungle does not
become Pili-bhiuta. Pafijurli’s pig is
an iconic one and Pili-bhuta resides
in the tiger representation, as they
are made to function within the

enclosure or shrine (sana). The pig

Mahisandaye mask
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or tiger that represents the spirit is
not an ordinary one, but possesses
extraordinary powers that other

animals of the species do not.

It is wusual, therefore, to

represent these extraordinary spirit-

Hanuman as a spirit (Bali dancer)
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representing animals in unusual
modes. The Nandi-gona or the Bull-
spirit, for instance, may have five
heads. Or the animal may be
represented as part human: Pafjurli
has the human body with the head
of a wild pig; Hanuman-teyyam is
in man’s form with the monkey’s
head. This is the origin of composite
figures of divinities like Haya-griva,
Varaha, Hanuman, Garuda,
Narasimha, and Gane$a, who figure
in the Indian pantheon of later days.
There can be little doubt that these
were only masks used by the folk
dancers once upon a time, for in all

these composite forms it is only the

head that is animal.

There is an additional
circumstance which supports the folk

origin of these later and popular
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divinities. During the special
occasions (lie kola, nema, avana and
bandi), when the priest impersonates
the spirit (called ‘bhatada mani’ in
Kannada) and dances around, long
legends in the local dialect (Tulu)
are recited, extolling the qualities of
the spirit and recounting his advent
and exploits. These recitations are
called ‘Pad-danas’, the exact
meaning of which expression has
been forgotten but is frequently
explained as  songs orally
communicated. Each spirit has his
own specific ‘pad-dana’, which is
recited during his personation and
propitiation. This appears mainly to
achieve the audio-visual fixation of
the image of the spirit in the minds
of the hundreds of tribal participants
that would assemble on the occasion.

An examination of the content and
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style of some of these pad-danas
will clearly bring out the dominant
element of folk-lore in them. Such
association of folk-lore with religious
dances can be found among all the

tribals in India.

This seems to be an early strata
of what may be described as
religious literature or mythology. The
Puranas as legendary accounts of
divinities with a curious admixture
of history and myth have indeed
grown out of early traditions
contained in the folklore such as the
Pad-dana. Human'beings and gods
come together and transact business
without a sense of the paradoxical
or the fear of the improbable. They
diécuss, argue and conclude
transactions. The dialogues that form
part of the Pad-danas and that are

independently instituted as standard
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verbal exchanges (nudi-kattu)
between the spirit and the tribal chief
remind us strongly of the dialogal

hymns in Rg-Veda.

There are about twenty such
hymns incorporated in the Rig-Vedic
collection. Important ones are those
between Yama the god of death and
his sister Yami (10,10), Urvasi the
celestial hymph and Puriiravas the
earthly monarch (10, 95),
Visvamitra the sage and the river
(3, 33), Agastya the sage and his
wife Lopamudra (1,179), the
heavenly hound Sarama and the Pani
marauders (10, 108). These
dialogues are no doubt odd in the
Vedic context, and the reason for
their inclusion in this poetical corpus
is uncertain. They are obviously

remnants of folk-lore, if we trust
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the great Vedic commentator
Sayana, who attempts to recall and
provide the legendary frameworks
for them. Do they not suggest the
existence of an immense oral
literature, very much like the Tulu
Pad-danas in both structure and
function, in the days much anterior
to the compilation of Vedic hymns?
Do they not also indicate that the
context in which these dialogal and
narrative hymns were recited was
the religous dance-drama in a tribal
assemblage, again like the bhata-

festivals in Tulu-nadu of Kerala?

The early shrine was under the
tree that stood within the tribal
enclosure for religious rites. The
celebrity of the tree was derived
from its location in the sacred site,

and the sanctity of the shrine from
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its association with the tree. The
shrine in its initial phase was Jjust
a crude little hut, covering a stone
or rock which represented the
guardian spirit of the tribe. The rock
was a miniature mountain, and the
tree symbolized tribal life. The rock
under the tree was the static aspect,
while the tree itself was dynamic.
It is not a coincidence that in the
tribal imagination the spirit of the
dead passed into mountains and
trees. The tribal shrine under the
tree was also the material basis for
ancestor worship. It was the abode

of all the earlier heroes of the tribe.

The occasion of funeral was
also part of the religious life of the
primitives, as it continues to be with
the sophisticated. As the corpse was

carried to the tree in an improvised
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chariot (ratha or bandi), there were
dances in which masks were worn.
There were also songs eulogizing
the valour and victories of the dead
hero, recalling his tribal loyalty and
assuring him of the tribal aid in his
journey beyond death. The funeral
procession would conduct the dead
man to the mountain or to the tree.
Later, the custom of erecting a
mound over the spot where the dead
one is buried, and planting a tree
there continued this compulsive
association of a tribal with the tree
and the rock under it. The chaitya-
vrkshas and sthala-vrkshas that
abound in India are to be traced to

this custom.

It is an ancient and universal

symbolism that the tree and the
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!



serpent are twin spirits. It is so well-

known that it hardly needs
elaboration here. Big trees and huge
ant-hills being together is common
sight in India; the forest tribes are
naturally impressed by the serpents

that freely move around amidst the

branches and foliage of giant trees.

The Naga slab trom
Banavasi (Karnataka)
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An ancient Naga-slab from a garden

dedicated to the sepents in Nandalike

There is no doubt that serpents are
symbols of fertility; but the
symbolism is by no means erotic.
Serpents as religious symbols have
been found in India from the days
of the Indus Valley civilization. The
seals found in Mohenjo-daro and

Harappa depict close association of

trees with serpents. Vedic hymns
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The Naga icon in the Brahmasthana

shrine in Posralu (South Kanara)

contain references to the dragon
Vrtra or Ahi who is a powerful rival
_to Indra himself. The serpent-lore
in India is not only vast and varied,

but very old and persisting.

A life-size stone sculpture of
the hooded serpent was found at

chargoan and has been preserved in
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the Mathura Museum. Belonging to
the age of Huvishka, the Scythian
monarch, it bears an inscription
which tells us that the brothers
Senahasti and Bhonuka got this
image made as a ‘‘propitiation to
the worshipful Naga’ (priyatti
bhagava Naga). This suggests the
great antiquity of serpent-slabs
(naga-$ila) as objects of worship in
the country. Not only are serpent-
slabs installed under trees and within
temple-enclosures as  votive
monuments or to discharge vows,
but serpent-motifs are involved in
decorations, ornaments, dress and

embellishments in religious as well

as secular contexts.

More interestingly, there are
shrines in India, especially in the

South, containing in the sanctum
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The front and back views of the serpent sitting in the shape of a linga, the icon

worshipped in the Subrahmanya temple in the coastal region of Karnataka

huge ant-hills, which are worshipped
as Valmike§vara (‘The Lord of the
Ant-hill}. Images of Subrahmanya
(Skanda) are frequently found in
serpentine shape, either entirely so
or as half-human and half-serpent.
Siva shrines encourage installation

of sepent-icons within its precincts,
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because Siva is supposed to wear
serpents as his ornaments. The
serpent-idea enters the Vishnu
temple, as the bed of the Lord
(Ananta-$ayana). Sakti and the
serpent are intimately associated in
legend and iconography. Ancient

woeden images of Durga found in
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Another Naga image in the form of a

mountain in Posralu
Kerala and Tulu-nadu have the
serpent-symbol on their forehead

and in their crown.

The serpents are frequently

represented in stone-sculptures with

five or seven hoods, and in diverse )

kinds of knots. It is usual to depict

two serpents in amorous embrace;
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it is also usual to represent serpents
with human heads and torsoes.
Sometimes the serpent is shown as
seated in the form of a linga.
Infrequently but interestingly,
serpents are fancied as having the
heads of cocks for their hoods; in
the Jaina framework, a cock is
pictured as having a serpent’s head
(kukkuta-sarpa). Many are thé ways
in which the serpent-idea is worked
out in Indian art and architecture.
Despite its apparently independent
representation, the underlying
association of the serpent-figure with
the mountain-concept cannot be
missed. The Sanskrit expression
‘&aga’ has a dual connotation:
serpent and mountain. Numerous are
the literary images which involve
this association. Serpent-sculptured
stone slabs are made to look like

mountains installed under trees, thus
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recalling to our minds the old tribal

situation.

In the coastal South, the
‘serpent-dance ritual’ continues to
be a prestigious and compulsive
procedure. It has all the old-world
charm and tabu, and it is typicall.y
tribal. Known as Niga-mandala, it
is p‘erformed not in an enclosed
shrine but in the open yard
consecrated for the purpose. The
site becomes a shrine as long as the
ritual lasts. It is usual to construct
an inner pandal measuring 32’ x 14’
extended on all sides by several feet
to accommodate a fairly large
gathering: it is a tribal affair and
people from neighbouring villages
stream in to participate. The pandal
is exquisitely decorated, and

underneath the pandal the ground is
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cleaned and prepared for the
depiction of an exceedingly intricate,
colourful and mystical serpent. The
ritual becomes simple or complex in
accordance with the number of
‘knots’  (pavitra) which are
introduced into the coiled body of
the serpent. It is simple when there
are only four knots in the four
quarters: it is called quarter-mandala.
It becomes more complicated when
the number of knots increases to
eight in eight directions: it is then
called half-mandala. Twelve knots
constitute three-quarters-mandala,
and sixteen the full-mandala. The
depiction of the mandala covers a
large area, usually about twelve feet
on each side. In the central portion,

raised on a small mound, the seven-

hooded head of the serpent is

‘painted. The entire mandala is drawn
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in outline, filled with powdered
colours ({white, red, vellow green
and black) and tastefuily decoraied.

The area covered by the mangala

is enciosed on all sides Oy heaps of

arcca-nut fiowers {called in the Tulu

dialect, hingara)

The ritual dance is conducied
by a priest who gets possessed by
the sérpent spirit (Naga-patri) and
two musicians {Vaidyas) who
encourage and regulate his dance by
Culogies, dialogues, tauntings and
narrative ballads o the
accompaniment of curiously weird
sounds from the percussion
mstrument known as dakke. The
inspired steps of the dancer are
strongly reminiscent of the
movements of an excited serpent,
and the marvelious sequence

terminates in oracular consultations.
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The ritual is wholly tribal, and we
$¢¢ Aacie the remarkable survival of

an age-old practice.

Of interest for us in this
connecuon is the idea of a mobile
and make-shift shirne. An open
shrine is constituted whenever the
titual has to be gone through, and
wherever the large assembly of
participants can be accommodated,
It is the enciosure that is religiously
relevant, and not an permanent and
icon-enclosing shrine. Later, the
shrine got transformed into a
building, a habitat for the immobile
icon; and the ritual had to be
watered down and adapted to suit
the limitations of such a structural
shrine. The tribal emphqsis was on
the ritual and not on the shrine, on
the function rather than opn the

structure.
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In many a religious ceremony
i.n indian villages, it is usual for the
priest or chieftain to carry on his
head a bamboo basket or box in
which an image or mask of some
divinity, often a goddess, is placed.
The bamboo structure is rigged up
as a shrine, and the image will often
be wooden, roughly carved and
rudely decorated. Normally, the
image or mask will be kept in the
headman’s house or in the priest’s
custody; and there it receives little
attention and less worship. It
acquires importance only during
festive occasions when it moves out
into the streets to preside over the
rituals. Sometimes, an image is got
ready only on the eve of such
celebrations, in wood, clay or cow-
dung; and after the celebrations, are

over it is promptly discarded. The
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shrine that houses this image or
mask is constructed only for the
occasion. The 1mage lodged in this
make-shift and portable shrine is
carried about in the village to biess
the residents; it may also travel from
village to village, if its sphere of
influence extends to several villages.
In the folk context, the notion of

a structural shrine or a permanent

icon was a late arrival.

Despite the settled condition
of village life and persistence of folk-
ways, the idea of a monumental
shrine did not take root till after the
urban impact was felt. Serpent’s
mobility was the dominant image in
the folk religious attitudes. The
spirits that animated the otherwise
uneventful life in the villages,

hovered round their homes and

47



fields, moving about swifty like
breeze, without a known abode or
recognizable form but entering
anywhere and assuming any form.
The village divinities comprehend
classes of spirits called yakshas,
bhutas, nagas and gandharvas. They
could be male or female, benevolent
or malevolent, charming or dreadful.
They could be heroes who once
lived on earth or altogether unknown
to earthly existence. But they are all
strictly territorial in their interest;

they set limits to their own spheres

of action. They exract obedience

and reverence from, and undertake
to guard the interests of, a specific
tribe or group. They are intimately
acquainted with every member of
this group, and transact with him
directly and materially. They

mainfest themselves in a variety of
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uncanny objects and events, warning

the devotees or guiding them.

‘Paradoxically enough,
mountains were regarded not only
as divinities but as abodes of spirits.
Looking upon hills and mountains as
gods is an old faith. It was current
among many ancient nations, besides
India. There were gods which were
mountains among the Japanese
(‘Kami’), Chinese (Shen), Persians
(Al-burz), Greeks (Olympus), Celtics
(Poininus), Babylonians (Enlin),
Koreans and Semitics. The belief
was not only universal but persistent
in India. The Himalaya, Vindhya,
Sahya, Malaya, Kumara and Sri-Saila
have been sacred from time
immemorial. Several tribes (like the

Mundas, Santals, Mihilis, Koravas,

Kolas, Kurumbas, Malai-panturans
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and Todas) even today worship hills.
It is a custom among some tribes
in the South (Todas, Badagas,
Soligas and Kurumbas and others)
to invoke the spirit of mountains in
srﬁall stones or rocks and keep them
in an honoured place within their
settlements. If mountains themselves
are immovable, their representative

stones are mobile.

Mountains were also connected
with the funeral rituals of the tribals.
The dead body was dragged to the
top of the mountain.-and left there,
the background belief being the spirit
of the dead soars up and resides
atop the hill. Mountains were
regarded with awe and wonder: they
were inscrutable, majestic and
mighty. Were they not the natural

habitat of the spirits? If there was
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Rock with irregular fissures on them
worshipped as Sankaranardyana

not a mountain in the
neighbourhood, the tribe would form
a mound of earth, or a heap of
pebbles and regard it as the replica
of the mountain-spirit. The religious
ceremonies as well as the funeral
rites would be performed in its
presence. Every dead person would
be marked in a pebble that would
be added to the heap. Symbolising

the deceased ancestors by stones

and pebbles is current even among
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the sophisticated groups in India.
There is also the folk practice of
throwing a pebble in the direction
of the mountain, after the funeral
rites are over: it is symbolic of the
spirit flying to the mountain, its

natural habitat.

This is the obvious origin of
linga worship in our country. Fanciful
theories of its sexual symbolism will
be discussed later; but it may be
mentioned here in passing that they
are unwarranted so far as the genesis
of linga-worship is concerned. The
linga is merely the miniature
mountain. A look at the ancient
specimens of linga would convince
monumental

anyone of the

significance attached to the linga-

idea. Further, the ant-hill was also |

regarded as a mountain in miniature.
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The linga tended to assume the form
of the ant-hill. We have already
mentioned that the worship of ant-
hills goes on in many shrines in
South India. Consider, in this
context, the association of serpents
with mountains, and of spirits with
serpents. Iconographically, linga and
the serpent-motif have frequently

been integrated.

The shrine in the sacred
enclosure is itself a symbol of the
mountain. The tree and the mountain
represent two directions of extention.
The tree flows out and extends
alround; the hidden roots are below
and the spreading branches are
above. The mountain, on the other
hand, closes in as it riées up: it is
the inverted tree that the Ilater

literature speaks of. This dual
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A conical rock on which the rough
outline of a human form has been
sculpted. It is worshipped as the iconic
representation of Siva. But it is in the
temple dedicated to the Sun-god in the
Belthangadi taluk of South kanara.
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representation is found even in the
Indus-valley seals. The sophisticated
temple of later times has its vimana
in the nature of a mountain peak
or a mound, and the gopura that
soars up; and it has its own triBal
tree. A Saiva agama speaks of the
ant-hill as the mountain, and the
serpent with its hood whipped up
as the tree. The linga is the
mountain, the seven hooded serpent
that rises above it from behind is

the tree.

It would seem outrageous to
be told that in a large number of
celebrated shrines in India, only

blocks of stone or stumps of wood

are worshipped. But the fact can

hardly be denied. The most famous
Visvanatha-linga in Varanasi is just

a stone picked up (of course in an
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An enigmatic figure fashioned in copper
found in the Gangetic plain. It is dated
about 1000 B.C. The ideas of the
mountain and the tree are cleverly
incorporated here.

age of untold antiquity) from the
river-bed of Narmada; and so is the
Mahakala-linga in Ujjain, whose
glory is sung by Kalidasa. The lingas
worshipped in the great temples of
Kafchi-puram and Rame$varam are
hardened heaps of sand (saikata).
The popular Baidyanath shrine
contains as its main image an
uncarved block of granite. The
Narasimha images in several well-
known hill-temples of the South are
mere rocks, sometimes with gaping
slits in them, or rude pillars with

marks of conch and discus on them.

Five stones of odd shapes representing
Paricha-lingas in the temple at Barkir
in Karnataka. They are collectively
worshipped as Paiicha-linge$vara
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The Sasta stones on the Charmadi
mountains of the coastal ghats.
They represent the hill-deity
Sasta or Ayyappan
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Rock worshipped as Narasimha
in Ganganadu

The Jagannatha group of images in
the famous Puri temple are wooden
blocks, roughly carved. The Devi in
the Kamakhya temple is a boulder
with a crevice in it. Examples could
be multiplied to show that the public
relevance of shrine depends not on
its iconographic stylization but on its
folk character. It is important to
recognize that shrines have existed
long before craftsmen learnt to build
have been

temples. Images
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worshipped even when texts were

not there to prescribe their forms.

The mountain idea is also
involved in another detail that we
find in the present-day temples. The
main image, in stone or wood, is
described as ‘unmoving’ (achala or
dhruva): it is likened to a mountain
(known in Sanskrit as achala), or to
the roots of a tree. It does not move
out of the sanctum; it is hidden in
the sanctum. For processions and
for use on festive occasions, another
image, usually a metallic one, is
employed. This is called ‘moving’
(chala) or processional (utsava)
image. This latter icon derives its
appeal only from the ‘un-moving’,
mountanous image in the sanctum,
whose strength is due to its cultic

association.
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CHAPTER IV

MOTHER GODDESSES AND
MINOR SPIRITS

Anthropologists (like Ehrenfels)
have taken pains to enumerate tribals
and ‘backwards’ in India who are
given to the cult of mother-
goddesses. They do not know,
however, that the cult is not confined
to these groups: it s equally
prevalent, and is more deep-rooted,
among tﬁe sophisticated classes also.
The appeal of this cult in our country
has been universal and has had an
unbroken career atleast from the
days of Indus Valley civilization to

our own day.

There may be some truth in
the claim that the cult had its origins
in the

primitive agricultural

matriarchate, for we do find that
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matriarchal societies in ancient Syria,
Asia Minor and Egypt encouraged
this cult. It may also be true that
pastoral economy tends to denigrate
mother-goddesses and emphasize
male divinities. But it would be
wrong to assume that the cult is
entirely determined by such
considerations. There may be
more fundamental and intensely
psychological factors in the
individual as well as the society in
India in the background of this cult.
For it has had a remarkable survival.
We know for certain that numerous
relics found in Mohenjodaro and
Harappa

suggest strongly the

presence of this cult so long ago.
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The talk about the male-domination
of the Vedic pantheon and the
pastoral economy of the Vedic
people cannot obscure the significant
involvement in many hymns of Rg
Veda of the cultic ideas relating to
the mother-goodess. There can be
little doubt that the cult continued
vigorously during the days when the
major portion of the Vedic hymns

were composed.

The cult of the mother-goddess
has thus prevailed in India
throughout>its social and religious
history, although its prevalence has
been more pronounced in rural
regions than in the urban in recent
years. The Téntrik complex of folk
magical rites and esoteric exercises
is what has given shape and life to

this cult. The Tantra being folk is
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A representation of the main deity

Jagannatha in the famous temple at Puri
(Orissa). It is carved out of a wooden
log and left entirely in the folk style.

The image is renewed periodically.

largely materialistic in its orientation;
its expectations are concrete benefits
concerning different aspects of daily
life, such as health, wealth, security,
safety, eminence and efficiency.
However, it should not be mmagined

that the Tantra was one homogenous
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or unified system, uniformly
applicable to the entire population.
The Tantrik approach emphasizes
tribal distinctions and group-
affiliations. It accommodates within
its fold numerous cults and regional
practices. The thread than runs
through all the cults and practices
is the belief in the female principle
as the source of energy and
affluence. Call it a fertility idea, but
there it is, deeply rooted in the

individual consciousness as well as

in the collective unconscious.

There is no denying that the
Tantra involves some eroticism. All
folk practices and beliefs do
incorporate the mystery of the sex
act. It is not only in India that it
is so, for do we not hear about the

Greek Bacchanalia, the Roman
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Saturnalia, the French Fetedes Fous
and the May Day Carnivals? The
Tantra is realistic, and seeks not
only to translate the mysterious into
the factual, but idealizes the actual.
The woman in the Tantra is the
mother, the matrix, the embryo, the
source of all things, the essence of
fertility. It is the productive sex that
the Tantras speak of, and not the

hedonic sex.

A representation of Miikambika in the
famous shrine at Kollir on the Western
ghats. It is a lingam-like stone with a
glistening vein running along it.

The biological principle of

reproduction is elevated into the
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Durga devi image in the temple of
Kadri. It is a boulder on which the
form of the goddess is carved
in rough outline.

cosmic concept of Vaginal Source
(yoni). The earth, the tree, the
serpent and the mountain are
different expressions of this cosmic
urge to reproduce. The male and
the female are interchangeable
concepts in this context. The
mountain could be the male
principle; it is symbolised in the
Iinga, in the ant-hill, in the altar, in

the stone block or wooden pillar in
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the sanctum. But it is the abode of
the mother-goddess and is identified

with her.

Most of the Devi shrines in
India are located on mountain-tops;
and even when they are located on
the plains their association with the
mountains is not forgotten. The word
‘Durga’ itself means a mountain.
Mountain is a fortress: it protects
the hamlet and its neighbourhood.
We have numerous mother-goddess
shrines which are regarded as
essential for the protection of the
township: Amba of Amber and
Karpimata of Bikaner (Rajasthan),
Samalesvari of Sambhalpur (Orissa),
Arbud-mata of Mt-Abu, Patandevi
of Patna and Gayes$varl of Gaya
(Bihar), Jwalamukhi in Kangra
(Punjab), Kali of Calcutta, and
Chamundi of Mysore (Karnataka)
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are illustrations of this aspect of the
mother-goddess. Vindhyavasini and
Vana-durgd are characteristically

mountain-deities.

The rock resembling an anthill,
worshipped as Durga-devi
in a temple in Chitrapur

In the Tantrik symbolism, the
isosceles triangle which is the linear
representation of the mountain when
its apex is upward and of the tree

when its apex is downward, stands
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for the mother-goddess. The triangle
as it stands on its base is male,
while the triangle that hangs down
from its apex is female. The cultic
practice is to employ in worship the
two triangles as interlocked denote
their union, thus signifying not so
much the sex act as the principle
of impregnation, the metaphysical
principle of maya or creatrix of
phenomenal reality. Maya is another
name of Durga. The two triangles
interlocked stand for the union of
mountain and tree, the sky and the

earth (dyava-prthivi).

The association of the mother-
goddess with the tree is likewise
widely }mown. The association stems
from the earth-goddess (nude Gauri)
becoming the deity filled with plants

(Sakambhari), symbolising harvest in
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The folk deity represented on a wooden
post. It is worshipped as Kambhe$vari
which means ‘the lady of the pillar.’
It is in a temple in Aska (Orissa)

the agricultural context. She is the
germinal, productive principle
(Prakrti), and is found represented
in the Indus seals and praised in the
Vedic hymns. Red is the colour
associated with procreation, and the
mother-goddess is conceived of as
red in complexion all over. Her
association with red is again an
ancient one. We find among the

Mohenjo-daro relics figurines of the
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mother-goddess painted red. The
association continues even today in
many forms: blood, Kumkum, red
hibiscus flowers, red berries, red
garments and so on are said to be
dear to this goddess. She is the
principle of abundant growth,
proliferation and progeny. She is
therefore worshipped in trees (such
as Kadamba, Nimba and A$oka), in
nine plants or leaves (nava-patrika,
a ritual in Durga-ptja), in creepers
(such as aparajita), in grains (rice
and barley), in an earthern pot of
water covered with mango-leaves
(ghata or kumbha), in a coconut
smeared with vermilion, or in a
linear diagram (like Sri-yantra or

Sarvato-bhadra-mandala).

In the folk mind, the male and
female principles were distinict. The

male (Siva) is only an indication or

Indian Temple Traditions

S,

RIS

THES e e

("




sign (which is the actual meaning of

the word linga) of the presence and
power of the female (Sakti). The
male is no doubt likened "to the
ploughman while the female is the
field that produces wealth. But it is
also true that the male is inertia
whereas the female is energy. Tantra
does not make an absolute
distinction between them. Its outlook
is that the female includes the male.
The female is complete in herself,
and projects the male whenever
needed. Thus the idea of the mother-
goddess does not militate against
the notion of male divinities, but

comprehends it. It is significant that

the female principle is represented

by a circle (chakra) and the male

by the central point (bindu) in it.
One of the finds from the Harappan

excavations depicts the goddess
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upside side and a tree
(male) issuing from her

vagina.

This is how the
ancient representations

of the mother-goddess

have also been in
lingas, rocks, ant-hilis
and altars. Mukambika
in Kollar (Karnataka)

is a linga, as many

other Devi shrines in

Kambhesvan,

India. The Kamakhya the pillar
shrine in Assam del,ty
worshipped
contains a rock which ina shrine in
. " . Gandhardi
has a crevice in it i
(Orissa).

(resembling the vagina

" or yoni), and which is smeared with

red ochre. The Durgamma of Bellary
is only an ant-hill. Shashti is

worshipped in Bengal by the village
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The main deity inside the Vaital
temple in Bhubane$var (Orissa).
It is worshipped as Chamunda

folk by installing a stone under a
jack-tree; they also carry cowrie-
shells as amulets symbolising the
mother-goddess. The Khond temple
in the Phulbani district (Orissa) has
only an wooden post which is
worshipped as the goddess. The
Khambesvari temple at Aska (also

in Orissa) has two short wooden
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pillars symbolising the deity. There
is a Khambe$vari post near
Gandhardi (Orissa), which is an
wooden pillar on which a deity is

rudely carved.

The village shrines of the
mother-goddess are usually small
conical stones which would have
turned black by a continuous
application of oil. Often we find
squarish stone-pillars representing
mother-goddesses on a raised
platform underneath a tree or in the
open field; there may also be narrow
enclosures, but rarely anything like
a temple. If the mother-goddess
acquires a little celebrity, the stone
pillar may be housed in a thatched
shed. The village goddess Maramma,
causing and curing epidemics, may

be a mere stump of the margosa
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tree (considered especially sacred to
her); the village carpenter may
attempt to turn the top of the stump
into a shape resembling the head.
Boundary stones demarcating the
village area or the tribal zone would
themselves be looked upon as
goddesses (Ellamma). Odd-looking
stones on the tank-beds, beside the
village well, near the entrance to the
village or at cross-roads, would

represent the village goddesses.

More usual, however, is to
fashion a clay image once a year or
oftener, place it under a pandal
constructed for the purpose, worship
it as the goddess with folk rites, and
dismiss it promptly after the worship.
There will be no permanent shrine
in the village, but there would be
an enclosure reserved for the

erection of the pandal whenever
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occasion demands. Village goddesses
in South India like Mutyalamma,
Ankamma, Gangamma, Doddamma
(Maheé‘vari), Pijamma and
Peddamma are all made in clay,
housed in temporary shrines and
worshipped. Their presence and
relevance are specific to the
situation. Here the folk rituals are
more important than the icons or
the shrines. And the entire
community participates in the rituals.
Each village would have its own
village goddess, called grama-devata
in the South and Thakurani in the
North. They would generally be
housed under trees in the most
frequented area of the village. It is

usual to call them Uramma (the

goddess of the village).

Mother-goddesses are

generally associated with epidemics
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like Cholera (Mariamma in the
South, Moti-mata in Central India,
and Mari-bhavani), plague
(Bombaimayi in the Gaya district,
Olai-Chandi in Bengal, Peddamma,
Annamma, Nukalamma,
Maridiyamma and Kokkalamma in
South India), small-pox and measles
(Mutyalamma, Sukhajamma and
Uddalamma). In their curative
capacity they are collectively termed
Pidari (‘enemies of distress’). They
may also cauée ailments, if not
properly propitiated. Their terrible
aspect as well as the fierce rituals
connected with their worship (like
animal sacrifies, hook-swinging and
fire-walking) may striké terror and
inspire repugnance in the hearts of
the sophisticated people, but the
rural folk are happy with them,

because they fulfil an important
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function in their individual and

collective life.

Early images of the mother-
goddess were of course rough and
ready. They betray bold turns of
rustic imagination. Oftentimes only
the head is delineated, and the torso
is left merely a stump to be draped
with garments and adorned by
necklaces; there would be no arms
and legs. Later, when the impact of
stylized iconography was felt, the
full 'human figure was represented.
Wood was the material commonly
employed, and the carving was
rough. It was usual for arms to be
attached later. There was no
distinction as yet between the
permanent and fixed image in the
sanctum (chala or dhruva) and the

processional image. The same image
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was in the sanctum and was also
carried about. Sometimes huge clay
images were also made and richly
painted over; they were of course
immoveable, and small wooden

replicas were used for processions.

Whatever the material the
image was made of, the aspect was
carefully rendered awesome and
terrible. The background idea was
not that she was cruel, but that she
was looked upon as the protectress
from all evil, ailment, danger and
death. She should frighten away the
hordes of misfortune and disease,
the enemies, and spells of the
sorcerers. She is represented as
trampling over the enemy or the
personified evil, and wielding a
sword to subjugate the undesirable

elements. She was, in the tribal
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context, the burning fire itself: fire-
walking ceremony is a device to
placate her. She rides on a lion and
vanquishes the wild buffalo imagined
as a demon. She brooks no slackness
in the observances that the tribal
law prescribes, and she can strike
the erring devotee as severely as
she does the offending enemy. Kali,
Karali, Chamunda, Chhinna-masta,
Ugra-tara are her fierce aspects. She
is also featured as peaceful and

benign.

Her shrine was indicated by
images of crouching lions in front
of it or on the roof of it. Even in
the later sophisticated temples, the
lion motif survived and was stylized.
The association of the mother-
goddess with the lion is not only

ancient but was widespread. We
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have a Sumerian cylinder-seal,
belonging to about 2250 B.C., which
depicts a mother-goddess (a version

of our Durga) with a lion.

Mother-goddesses begin their
carrer in a cultic fashion. Each village
or tribal settlement will have its own
mother-goddess, inspired by a local
legend and oftentimes an incarnation
of some local woman of exceptional
virtue, valour or evil nature. Self-
sacrifice or self-immolation to help
construction of village tanks and
wells, to eliminate pestilence, to
repulse an attack or to vindicate the
honour of the tribe, would usually
elevate an otherwise ordinary woman
to a divine status; and a shrine would
be erected to her memory. But soon
romantic legends would grow round

the simple memorial shrine and push
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the prosaic historical details to the
background and later into oblivion.
She would be known in course of
time only as a goddess. Minakshi of
Madhurai is an illustrious instance,
but there are thousands of other
shrines in the country with a similar
background. Many cultic divinities
like Vasavi (Kanya-kumari), Manasa

and Draupadi have a similar origin.

Multiplicity of mother-
goddesses is a folk fact. But their
names and forms have remarkable
similarity; legends also are in the
main the same, barring local touches
and finer details. This was capitalized
by the later sophisticated religion to
formulate the concept of one Mother
whose  manifestations  were

innumerable. Thus the mother-

goddess had a local relevance as
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well as a general significance.
Originally an earth-goddess,
symbolising fertility, she came to be
named Ma or Amma. The word is
not a Sanskrit one, nor is entirely
Indian. The Amma of the Austrics,
Ummu of the Sumerians, Umm of
Accadians, Ommo of the Scythians
are cognate with the Indian Amma
or Uma. There was a goddess with
the same name in Persian gulf, Red
Sea area and Asia Minor. She is the

mother with the mystic form, the

queen of the earth and its vegation,

the lady who befriended and ruled

over animals (especially bull and
lion), the protectress of fortresses,
and inhabiting mountains, glens and

forests.

What happens to the humans

when they are dead, and gone from
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here? Do they disappear altogether
into airy nothings? Man’s instinct to
survive fights against this conclusion.
The folk mind naively postulates the
survival of all human beings beyond
death and independent of the
physical body. Especially is this true
of human beings who are
distinguished by their magical power,
social status, valour and victories,
or by their very wicked dispositions.
They live on tor guard over the tribe
or clan, or to haunt it. The members
of the group. have to keep them in '
good humour, to involve them in
tribal affairs, and to placate them
by periodical propitiations. They are
pretas or ‘departed’ spirits who
nevertheless continue to interest
themselves in all undertakings of the

invidual and the group. They are

bhiitas or ‘potent’ spirits who have
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acquired power enough to help or

haunt those who are living.

Later, a distinction was made
between the merely ‘departed’ spirits
who hover round the place of their
burial or cremation, unable to tear
themselves off their material
background (the pretas), and the
‘potent’ spirits who by their
accomplishments while living and the
manner of their death can come to
the aid of the living whenever
invoked (the bhiitas). But the folk
mind does not make this fine
distinction. Bhiita is a more generic
term, comprehensive and significant.
However, it is distinguished from
ghosts which are obviously and
completely wicked and mischievous
(the piSachas in Sanskrit and kule

in Tulu); they are vengeful and the
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living seek to keep them off. They
are the spirits of those who lived
and died violently, despised while
living and dreaded when dead. They

correspond to demons and devils.

The spirits that are worshipped
in the folk cults are the bhatas, and
not pisachas. Therefore, to describe
the cultic worship prevalent in the
Himalayan regions, and in the
western coast of Southern India
(Tulu-nadu and Kerala) ‘devil-
worship’ or ‘demon-worship’, as is
usually done, is altogether
inappropriate. The bhitas (also
called daivas, although a subtle
distinction is sometimes made

between the two) are actually

supernatural agents aiding the clan-

members to live harmoniously,

peacefully, effectively and
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meaningfully. They are in fact
divinities with a human past and
tribal interest. They guide the folk
on the right path, estalish social
justice, and preserve the tribal
sanctions with scrupulous and strict
supervision. They are sought after
by the clan-members and even by

others who are outside the clan.

The rites in connection with
their invocation and worship are not
to be regarded as black magic or
witchcraft. They are never invoked
to do any harm, but always to help
normal living. It is true that the
masks and the images representing
the bhatas are terror-striking; the
priest when possessed by the bhata
conducts himself in a manner that
is frightening and bizarre. But the

participants of the personating ritual
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(called darsana or the ‘appearance’
of the spirit) find the whole event
meaningful and satisfying. The
element of dread or violence does
not enter into their transaction. It is

a part of their normal living.

Life has many aspects:

problems, stresses, challenges,
dangers, risks and pleasures. If
Vedic religion personified and
deified natural forces, folk religion
personified and defied normal
aspects of human life. The spirits
represent the manifold aspects of
normal life, both domestic and
social, in the rural and tribal context.
Animals play an important role in
such a life, especially if the village
or the tribal settlement is in the

close vicinity of forests and

mountains. The spirits thus come to
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share both human and animal traits.
There are spirits that eliminate the
dangers from animals such as wild
buffalo (Durga in her aspect of
Mabhishasura-mardini), tiger (Pili-
chamundi), snakes (Manasa,
Janguli), and elephant (Vinayaka,
Balaji and Ayyappan). Some ride on
animals suggesting subjugation, like
Durga on lion, Siva on the wild bull,
Kutti-chattan on buffalo, and

Ayyappan on tiger.

Some spirits incorporate in
themselves the form of animals they
eliminate or sﬁbjugate. Folk deities
are mostly of this nature. Ganeéa
(the elephant-headed god), Hanuman
(the monkey-headed demi-god),
Varaha (the boar-faced form of
Vishnu), Hayagriva (the horse-

headed god, corresponding to the
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tribal Jarandaye), Garuda (the hawk-
headed demi-god), Naga and Nagini
(the god or goddess having human
form above with serpentine hoods,
and serpentine form below),
Narasimha (the lion-faced form), and
Nandi (the bull-headed demi-god
attached to Siva) are illustrations of
this folk phenomenon. Strangely,
many of these spirits were accepted
by the sophisticated religion either
as divinities in their own right or
attached to one of the two major
Gods, Vishnu or Siva, as
incarnations, attendants or

offsprings.

When, however, this is done,
there is an elevation in their
functional status, a reinterpretation
of their role and nature, and a

stylization of their form. At the folk
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level, it is a simple process of fusion
of human and animal traits, an an
expression of the relation between
the spirit and the animal. When we
see in many folk shrines animal
forms in wood or metal receiving
worship, we are likely to mistake
the act as zoolatry. The fact is that
behind the animal-icon is the spirit-
idea. It is not the animal as such
that receives adoration, but the spirit
that has assumed that form. The
worship of Panjurli (the pig-shaped
spirit), Mahisandaye (the buffalo-
spirit), Jarandaye (the horse-spirit),
Nandigone (the bull-spirit), Puli-
teyyam (the tiger-spirit), Naga-kanye
(the serpent-damsel) in the western
coastal regions of South India is
certainly not an instance of zoolatry,
nor is it a totemistic cult. It is full-
fledged and mature religion at the

folk level.
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Representation of Siva as Bhairava in the
Vaital temple of Bhubanesvar. Bhairava in
the terrible form of Siva, frequently met
with in the tribal context as a bhuta

The worship of mountain-
spirits (yakshas), sylvan spirits
(nagas), and spirits of community
heroes or saviours (bhiitas) has been
in India continuous from the earliest
stages of Indian civilization till ourA
own day. There is a very large

number of these spirits that inspire
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reverence among the rural and tribal

folk.

Most of them, however, are
local and have frequently been
subordinated to the gods of the more

sophisticated and urbanized religion.

Some among the folk Spirits
have retained their original and
universal appeal notwithstanding
their incorporation into later and
sophisticated religion. Ganesa is the
most conspicuous example. There is
hardly any doubt that he began his
career as a yaksha, and that he is
essentially a folk deity, both in his
form and in his function. He was
later brought into the urban fold as
a member of Siva’s household (as
his son), but his importance has

persisted without any diminution. It

72

)
N

)

. (3
\J —

The popular folk-spirit of Kerala,
Kutti-chattan, frequently invoked in
magical rites and by sorcerers

is probable that at one time, his
relevance was local, but it has been
universal in India for at least two
thousand years now. We will have

occasion to consider his case in

Indian Temple Traditions




greater detail in the next section.
But it is important to recognize here

his folk origin and folk nature.

Ganes$a iconography has been
more or less unalterably crystallized
since the time of the Imperial
Guptas: elephantine head, corpulent
body, seated in a relaxed posture
having eatables in his hand. He is
largely represented as male, although
there are specimens of his female
form (Ganes$ani or Vainayaki). But
the early images indicate only the
elephantine head, and leave the rest
of the form vague. He is crudely
made, often with clay, and anointed
with redochre or vermillion. There
was an insistence that the Gane$a-
image should be installed under
trees, preferably under palm-trees,
or in the town where four roads

meet.
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Early shrines were clearly
meant to be small, ﬂét-roofed and
plain. Even when Ganesa was
included in the canonical texts of
sculpture and architecture, his shrine
was prescribed to be simple and
unostentatious, his sanctum having
neither doors nor a tower. In temples
dedicated to Siva or Vishnu he was
to be accommodated only in a niche,
or in an open pavilion. Large and
imposing structures to Gane$a were
unknown until very recent years:
stylized shrines dedicated solely to
Gane$a are also relatively
uncommon. His initial inclusion in
the urbanized pantheon was only as
an attendant god (parsva-devata),
and his mention in the Smriti texts
Is as an uncanny spirit (yaksha),
causing and curing malevolent
influences, especially the diseases of

children.
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If Ganes$a transcended his
original folk character and his tribal
confinement and carved out an
independent  status for himself,
Hanuman, another obviously folk
spirit, retained his role as a guardian
spirit subordinated to an urbanized
divinity. Although his worship is
popular in all parts of the country
even to this day, the mythological
element has predominated in his
featurization: he is a hero in
Ramayana, an able attendant of
Rama. He is mighty and valorous,
and can destroy hordes of demons

and evil spirits.

He guards villages against
marauders, violent aggressors and
wicked goblins. Every village will
have a shrine to him at the very

entrance. He is the patron-deity of
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professional wrestlers who invariably
invoke his aid to win their combats.
He is also a favourite of the
magicians and sorcerers: his name
and image are frequently employed
in rituals meant to secure the health
and strength of children. He is also
worshipped as an antidote to morbid
fears and anxiety; he figures
prominently in talismans and amulets

worn by those who seek to become

brave and confident.

There is no doubt that he was
an independent folk-spirit before his
involvement with Rama began. Early
images of Hanuman highlight his
grotesque form. The name Hanuman
is not a regular Sanskrit word: it is
the Sanskritized form of a Dravidian
word meaning. ‘male-monkey’ (an-

manti). He is given not only a
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Hanuman as represented in the
folk-painting of Mewar (Rajasthan)
monkey-face but also the
characteristic tail: his general form
and posture are those of an
anthropoid ape, although his hands
and feet are more human. stylized
iconography tended to humanize his
image to a greater extent, but could
not avoid the evident folk

background. He is sometimes
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depicted as having five heads: those
of a monkey (the main one), horse,
boar, tiger (or lion) and eagle
(Garuda or sometimes parrot, Suka).
Later explanation seeks to synthesize
in this strange icon the images of
Narasimha, Varaha, Hayagriva and
Garuda with that Hanuman. But
preoccupation with dangers from
wild animals is undoubtedly the

undercurrent. It is probably an

Hanuman as a hero
from Andhra Pradesh
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Hanuman represented as a
guardian-hero
attempt to arrive at a composite
figure representing five different

animal-headed spirits.

Like shrines to Ganesa, shrines
to Hanuman are also typically small,
flat-roofed and plain. It is also
common to leave the stone icons

uncovered by any structure. Huge
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boulders rudely carved into the form
of Hanuman are commonly to be
met with. In the folk context, his
shrine is always an independent one.
But in later religion he is never
regarded as an independent divinity.
In the temples in which he figures
as the main god, there is always the
iconographic presence of his master
Rama. It is therefore usual to
represent him as a devotee, with
palms

joined in prayer or

supplication.

The Hanuman mask in metal
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Another representation of five-headed
Hanuman from Rajasthan

Alternately, he is shown as
running, carrying a mountain on his
left hand, and a mace in his right.
The situational reference is to an
episode in Ramayana. Struck by a
powerful weapon on the battle-field.
Lakshmana fainted away. The herb
to revive him was on a distant
mountain. Hanuman was sent to
fetch it. But unable to identify the
plant, he uprooted the entire

mountain and brought it to the
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battle-field. The physicians took the

herb and saved Lakshmana’s life.

Hanuman is included in North
India under the general nomenclature
of Balaji. Balaji is a very popular
god in the North, inspired directly
by the folk idiom. The term does
not refer to any particular divinity,
either locally or stylistically specified.
It is a generic name. It includes
several mountain spirits (yakshas),
local tutellary deities (devas), deified
but wild heroes (bhitas), and
abstract divinities. Supernatural
power and extraordinary presence
are the distinguishing features of
Balaji. And he comprehends all
aspects of a normal divinity: he
protects the village or property, he
guards against ailments and attacks,

he secures health and happiness, he

warns the devotee and guides him.
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Hanuman carrying the mountain, in a
painting from Himachala Pradesh

While he is worshipped, he is feared

also. He is a friend when placated,

but he can be fierce when offended.
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Small shrines, plain and low, are
erected in rural surroundings to him.
It is interesting that the North Indians
regard the famous deity on the
Tirumalai Hills in Andhra Pradesh
as Balaji, thus emphasizing the tribal

background of this shrine.

Later temples, mighty and
monumental, evolved from such low
beginnings. Sophistication did not
wipe out the folk elements: it only
provided a context for them, in
keeping with the new needs of the

urbanized population,
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CHAPTER V
THE EVOLUTION OF TEMPLE

The caves were naturally the
earliest shrines. And caves were also
places where the primitive burial
relics or the funerary urns were
preserved. The memory of the cave-

shrines lingered on in the

Upanishadic ‘heart-cave’. Where
natural caves were not readily
available, people constructed cave-
like shrines. But these would
obviously have been flimsy, being
little more than thatched huts or
bamboo-and-mud houses. Among
the tribes in which this practice still
survives, as among the Todas, the
resemblance of these shrines to
natural caves is striking. We have

no clues regarding their nature of

appearance, for the ravages of time
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have wiped them out. But the tiled,
sloping and conical roofs of the
temples in the west-coast may be

regarded as survivals.

The stupas are the -earlist
shrines on record as well as in actual
evidence. The expression stipa
means a heap of grain or a mound
of earth. As a heap of grain it was
precious; and as a mound of earth
it was a monument. The word is
found in the Yajurveda in the sense
of a precious monument (Vishnoh
stipah). We have already referred
to agnidriya, which was the Vedic
stupa. The building of stipas must,

therefore, have been a very ancient"

79



mEn)

Stapa at Saiichi

practice. But it loomed into
enormous importance during the
days of ASoka. the large number of
stupas that emperor ASoka is said
to have built have. all disappeared.
But the architectural form of the
stipa that was finalized during his
days survived in many later stupas,
like those at Barhut, Bodhgaya,
Sarnath and Sanchi, which were all
structures built between the first and
the third centuries B.C., although
they have been renovated and

enlarged periodically.
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This Buddhist apaptation was
massive hemisphercial structure,
filled with earth, pebbles and stone,
mantled by bricks, and covered by
stone slabs. It was erected on a
broad circular platform (medhi),
providing a passage for ceremonial
circumambulation, and fenced by a
running railing (vedika). On top of
this  plain  tumulus was a
quadrangular terrace (harmika), over

which was placed a parasol (chhatra)

signifying spiritual sovereignty.
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The area of the stapa was
enclosed by gateways (torana) on
the four sides; this enclosure derives
from a tantrik background. The real
significance of the stupa lies in the
mana-articles that it contains. The
technical expression for the stupa is
dhatu-garbha (the original for the
Sinhalese ‘dagoba’), which means
‘the womb of the relic’. The relic
may be the physical remains of a

great man of spiritual strength, such

as his bones, tufts of hair, or nail

pairings (saririka), or articles that he
had used such as his robes, begging
bowl, or a piece of his staff
(paribhogika), symbols of high
attainment like the wheel, the triple-
gem or a miniature stipa itself
(uddcsika). The introduction of such
relics into the body of the stupa is

accompanied by magical rituals. The
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square enclosure facing the four
quarters is meant to contain and
intensify the power of this relic; it
guards the relic from the intrusion
of distracting and inimical forces.
The mandala form of a circle
contained within a square with
openings on four sides is concretized

in the stupa.
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Stipa-carving, Amaravati Stipa

The relic is thus the essence
of the stupa. The stupa is also called

the ‘egg’ (anda) as it contains the
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‘relic-seed” within. The funeral
tumulus is in a very real sense a
magical monument. The wealth of
sculptural representations involved
in the gateways and pilasters are to
be regarded as essentially mystical
in character and purpose. While
there are narrative sculptures
depicting the main events in the
Buddha’s life, inost of the carvings
have a magical purpose. Sometimes,
folk sprites and goblins (yakshas and
vakshinis) are also represented, for

- the same purpose.

There is a measure of truth in
the saying that a Hindu Temple is
a successor to the Buddhist stupa.
But it is not readily recognised that
the Buddhist stupa itself is a
successor to the Vedic stipa, which

can be traced back to the cave-
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shrines. The Buddhist stipa is as
magical in its intent as the Vedic
stupa was, and it involved rituals

even as the latter did, although of

‘a different kind.
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It was G. Jouvean - Dubreuil
(Vedic Antiquities, 1922) who first
noticed the fact that the stupa was
derived from the ‘vedic tomb’, as
he, wrongly however, translated the
expression ‘agnidriya’. Agnidriya is
a hemispherical, hollow enclosure in
close imitation of the wood and
bamboo hut of the chieftain. It
contained a central shaft, after the
pillar of the hut sustaining the

hemispherical dome made of timber

Bhata-Shrine
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and clay. This was the chimney of
the Agnidriya; and this was the fore
runner of the ‘harmika’ of the stipa.
The enclosure also had two seats on
either side for the performance of

Agni and Soma sacrifices.

In a very real sense, the temple
traditions are a continuation of the
Vedic approach to divinity. The
temple is but a later version of the
sacrificial pavilion of the Vedic times
(yajna-$ala), where spiritual, ritual,

social and educational purposes of
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the individuals and the community
were together served. It represents,
as the Vedic pavilion did, unity of

the groups of people who lived in

the locality, and harmony in their.

aspirations and approaches. The
worship done in a temple by the
priests is reminiscent of the
sacrificial session. It is to actualize
and placate a deity, by making
offerings, even as the yajia was.
And in many temples, fire-rituals
are a daily routine; and in all of
them fire-rituals become grand
affairs on occasions. The Vedic fire
is represented by the light that
continues to glow all the time
(nanda-dipa). In the sequences of
worship in a temple Vedic hymns
continue to be recited, along with
pauranic verses. The sequences

themselves (called upacharas) recall
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the Vedic convention of treating the
deity like an honoured human guest:
welcoming (avahana), providing a
seat (@sana), offering water to wash
ones feet and sip (padya, achamana)
and so on. In the temple, the deity
is accorded even royal honours
(réjop.achﬁra), and is taken out on
a grand procession (utsava). This
reminds one of the ‘Apri-siiktas’ in
Rgveda. Iconography of our deities
also is derived from the Vedic

descriptions of divinities.

It is incorrect, therefore, to
imagine that the temple represents
a movement outside the Vedic fold,
or that it is anti-vedic in its approach.
The earliest temples belong to the
Vaikhanasa tradition, and it is well-
known that the Vaikhanasas are

staunch Vedic protagonists.
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They insist on employing only
Vedic hymns in all the sequences
of worship in a temple, and on the
performance of prescribed fire-
rituals in the temple, and also in the
household of the priests. Their
scriptures rely heavily on ‘Kalpa-
sutras’, which are in the direct line

of Vedic tradition.
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Stylistically, the structure of the
temple originates from the Vedic
stipa, and functionally, the enclosure
of a temple is a survival of the
Vedic sacrificial arena (yajia-s$ala).
We see here a continuation of the
Vedic tradition, with of course
periodical changes occasioned by

historical and social circumstances.

Another innovation that was
chronologically parallel to the
Buddhist stupas was the excavated
caves like those of Junnar (one
hundred and fifty caves, near Poona,
about 100 A.D.), Krshnagiri or
Kanheri (eight caves, near Bombay,
about 150-189 A.D.), Ajanta (about
twenty-seven caves, the first few
centuries after Christ) and Ellora
(about thirty-three caves, about 550-

750 A.D.). These caves were
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excavated from hard, living rocks
on the faces of hills. They were
claborately carved and richly
ornamented by pillars, arches and
pierced windows. These excavated
caves, however, were more in the
nature of retreats and settlements
for monks and hermits than shrines
in the strict sense of the term. They
were far removed from the austere
and simple cave-shrines, both in
design and purpose. Even though
they had a shrine area containing
either a stipa image or a Buddha
icon, the major portion of the
excavated cave was utilized for the
assembly hall, habitation cells,
porch, and the verandah. These
caves were meant to be ornate and
architectural monuments. There was

more of the art in them than of the
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shrine. Here is an instance of the

image dominating the icon.

The significance of these cave-
sanctuaries is that the simple shrine
was fast becoming a publfc
institution, where people gathered
not only to offer worship but to
meet monks and listen to their
discourses. The sacred calling of the
residents of these cave-monasteries
had now secular involvements. Sects
developed, affiliations began, and the

shrine element was minimized.

It is not to be imagined that
the cave-shrines were the only kind
of shrines that prevailed during those
days. There must have been
numerous shrines constructed of
perishable material like wood, clay

and bricks. For, an inscription of the
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Pallava King Mahendravarman I
(600-630 A.D.) refers to them and
suggests that this king was the
innovator of the rock-cut shrines.
This inscription, found at
Mandagapattu in South Arcot, claims
that this king, who was celebrated
as ‘Vichitra-chitta’ (‘one whose mind
was ingenious’), got constructed a
shrine for Brahma, Siva and Vishnu

without the employment of bricks,

timber, metals or mortar:
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We are not sure if he was the
first person to conceive the idea of
stone-temples, for the stone-temples
of Banavasi and Talagunda in

Karnataka were several centuries
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earlier. But, true to his title, this
king Mahendravarman was versatile.
He was not only a patron of the
great Sanskrit poet Bharavi, but was
himself an author. His Sanskrit farce
Mattavilasa-prahasana has come
down to us. He appears to have
come under the influence of the
celebrated Saiva saint Appar, and
built many shrines to Siva. In fact,
he bore another title Chettakari
(‘builder of temples’). Numerous
temples in and around Kafichipuram,
Pallavaram, Vallam, Mamandur and
Tirukkalukkunram have been
ascribed to him. The original
structure of the famous Ekamranatha
temple in Kanchipuram appears to

have been commissioned by him.

But it was his successor,

Narasimhavarman [ (630-668 A.D.)
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who built the world-famous five
monolithic shrines on the sea-shore
in Mamallapuram, near Madras. He
bore the title ‘Mamalla’ (‘the great
fighter’), after which the township
was named. Each of these shrines
has been cut out of a granite boulder
and shaped into a free-standing
temple. This answers to the
description of the ‘Ratha’ style of

temples in the classical texts.

Ratha ordinarily means a
vehicle, but its etymological immport
is to ‘play and enjoy’ (ramu
kridayam). In classical texts, of
‘rathas’ are distinguished: ‘metrical’
{chando—maya}, where a hymn
becomes a vehicle of expression,;
‘divine’ (deva-maya), where a
structure becomes a habitation of

gods, a pleasure-resort for them;
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‘corporeal’ (deha-maya), where the
body of ours becomes a means for
the conveyance of karma-
dispositions through several lives;
and ‘transport’ {Véha—mvaya),
signifying the chariots used by kings
and warriors in the battle-field.
Rgveda uses the word ratha in all

these four senses.
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Ratha-carving, Mamallapuram
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The old Indian texts of
architecture take the expression to
mean any solid construction for the
habitation of gods, fashioned by the
celestial mason Tvashtr; they rely
on the Taittiriya-brahmana statement
‘“Adamantine is ratha’ (vajro vai
rathah’). The

ancient caste

nomenclature ‘rathakara’ signifies
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not the “‘makers of chariots’” but
““the builders of temples’. it was a
‘mixed caste’ inasmuch as the work
they did involved a variety of skills
and a co-ordination of different
professions. The five monolithic
monuments in Mamallapuram were
called ‘rathas’ in the sense of ‘divine

habitations’ sculpted by men.

These shrines have been
popularly, but fancifully, named after
the Pandava heroes and their consort
Draupadi. The most interesting
shrine in this group is the one named
after Draupadi. It is actually a shrine
dedicated to the Mother Goddess.
It is architecturally simple and
artistically elegant. It is a one-celled
shrine containing the icon of standing

Durga carved in relief. The cell on

a raised platform is approached by
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a flight of three steps. The opening
is flanked by stylized ‘door-
gaurdians’ the other sides have
niches containing replicas of the icon

within the cell.

Draupadi ratha, Mamallapuram.

This represents a major shift
in the conception of a shrine. It is
not any reiic that is contained within

the cella, as it was in the stupa, but

90

an icon carved by a sculptor. And
the icon-containing chamber was not
closed but was open to the
worshipper. The square plan and
the pyramidal roof (although four
cornered) are in a way continuations
of the stapa theme: but the
suggestion of a hut is unmistakable.
The four toranas of the stiipa occur
here as four doors, three of which
are blind, and the one facing the
icon within the cella being open.The
blind doors have also the
representations of the same divinity
as the sanctum contains. Thus the
divinity is made to face all the four

quarters.

The intent of the four gateways
to the stlipa is not lost here. Further,
the sanctum, which is an innovation,
1s a small one, admitting but one

worshipper at a time. The shrine
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Arjuna ratha, Mamallapuram

was no doubt public, but the idea
did not accommodate the community
assembly as yet. This may be seen

as the beginning of a monumental
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temple. In the canonical description,
it 1s the sanctum alone that
constitutes the real temple. Here is

therefore the basic shrine. The shrine
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named after Dharmaraja, which is
located at the other end of the series,
1S actually dedicated to Siva; it has
a linga installed in the sanctum. But
the cella is surmounted by a
pyramidal and turrated vimana which
provided the model for all vimanas
in the temple of the Dravidian style.

The portico is open and pillared.

‘—

If these shrines are rather
sparse in sculptural details and
mythological representations, there
are about ten excavated rock-cut
halls nearby which are in the nature
of  pillared assembly  halls
(mandapas) where excellent
sculptural panels are carved in rock-

reliefs; the themes are mythological

Dharmara ja ratha, Mémallapuram.
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such as Varaha rescuing the earth,
Durga slaying the Buffalo-demon,
and Krshna lifting the Govardhana
hill. The patron king is also portrayed
with his two consorts. Sculptures
include secular themes and animal
portraiture. These mandapas are not
in the nature of shrines> art is of
predominant interest here and they
may be regarded as sculptu.re—

"galleries.

Ascribable almost to the same
period are the two excavated cave-
temples at Namakkal in Salem
district in Tamil-Nadu bearing éome
resemblance to the mandapas in
Mamallapuram in the matter of
sculptured panels. These, however,
are cave-shrines and are dedicated
to Vishnu. One of the caves is called
there as

in the inscription
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‘Atiyanatha-vishnu-grha’ (House of
Vishnu dedicated by the Atiya
King’). The king of Atiya (or
Adiyanman) dynasty mentioned here
was Gunasila, who ruled from
Tagadur (present-day Dharmapuri)
in Tamil-Nadu, around 750 A.D.
Three of the ten avataras of Vishnu
(Vémz}na, Narasimha and Varaha)
provide themes for some very fine
sculptures; and the narrative style
has been employed. The

representations are vigorous, if also

somewhat stylized.

An interesting group of four
cave-temples are to be found at
Badami, a charming valley in the
Karnataka region. The caves were
excavated during the regions of the
Chalukya Kings, Kirtivarman I and

Mangali$a, in the sixth century.
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These Kings were in cultural contact
with the North as well as the South,
and we find in the these cave-
temples and aiso in the structural
shrines due to them in the region,
a fusion of several stylistic details
and the emergence of fresh sytles.

Of the four cave-temples, one is

Jaina. The largest among them, .

known as cave No.lll, is also the
earliest (about 578 A.D), and was
carved at the instance of Kirtivarman
[ (566-597). It is dedicated to
Vishnu, and we have here a majestic
and splendid sculpture in relief of
Trivikrama, and another imposing
relief statue of Vishnu seated on the
hooded serpent facing the corridor.
Caves I and II, dedicated to Siva,
bear an obvious impact of the last
cave in the Ajantd group. These

cave-temples illustrate the
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combination of sancturay and

shrine.

The structural stone-temples in
the Karnataka region are of great

antiquity. Some of such temples in

Aihole (in Bijapur district) like the

Kontagudi and Lad-Khan temple
{before 500 A.D.) are earlier then
the cave-temples. The impressive
‘Durgd@’ temple on a raised platform
2.44 meters high in this small

temple-town (containing no less than
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70 temples) was begun around 450
A.D., although it was cémpleted
almost a century later. These temples
appear to have been clever
adaptations of the Buddhist Chaitya
details, but they have incorporated

the Gupta element of Sikhara.
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The Guptas (330-530 A.D.)
were great temple-builders: and the

earliest of the extant and
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independent structural temples in the
North date back to their imes. The
Sikhara as a monumental spire on
top of the sanctum evolved in the
fifth century, probably under the
patronage of the Gupta kings. As a
massive dome surmounted by an
ornamental pinnacle (stapij, it
became the characteristic feature of
the Indian temple, permitting some
stylistic and regional variations. The
relation of the expression stipi for
the pinnacle of the formalized and
pyramidal spire with Stipa as the
monumental tumulus is not
accidental; nor is it merely a
linguistic coincidence. The

involvement of the stapa idea is

fundamental to the Sikhara notion.

Besides the early temples at

Banavasi and Talagunda, which we
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goes back to the days of the
Kadamba ruler Mrgeéé—varman é
(about 455 A.D.). With the exception |
of the temples at Gudimallam and ;

® Chejerla in Andhra-Pradesh, these

E g temples are the oldest monumental

experiments in South India.

ortN
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Relief in Nakula-Sahadeva ratha

have had occasion to mention and

PANCHAMUICHA
CANAPATL

which were well-known shrines even

during the déys of the Satavahana

rulers (the first two centuries after

Christ), the Kadamba inscriptions

refer to many such temples in

Halmidi, Puligere, Halasi and

Malavalli. The Pranaveévara temple

at Talagunda was earlier that 450

AD. and the Jina temple at Halasi |
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The Parasuramesvara temple at

Gudimallam (near Renigunta in
North Arcot district) is said to be
a work of the second century A.D.
The chief interest of this temple lies
i the unusual and probably earlist
iconic representation of Siva found
in its cella. We will have occasion

to consider this interesting icon in
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some detail later on. Of greater
significance, however, 1is the
Kapotisvara shrine at Chejerla in
Andhra Pradesh. This structural
temple was built probably in the
fourth century at the instance of the
kings of the Ananda gotra lineage
who ruled over parts of the present-
day Guntar district in Andhra
Pradesh during the first few centuries
of the Christian era. Although it is
now a Siva shrine, it was
undoubtedly meant to be a Buddhist
sanctuary. It was probably the king
Damodara-varman, whom an
inscription describes as ‘‘devoted to
the feet of the perfectly enlightened
Buddha’® (samyak-sambuddha-
padanudhyata) that built this shrine,
which is modelled after the oblong
Buddhist chaitya-hall in the ‘back-

of-the-elephant’ (gajaprshtha) shape.
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There is an interesting suggestion
that the Pallava ruler Mahendra-
varman, who was a great enthusiast
of the stone-shrines, was a kinsman
of the royal family of Ananda-gotra
lineage (as also of the Vishnukundi
kings), was inspired by the Chejerla
temple. It may be noticed that rock-

cut shrines (the so-called Pandava
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rathas), especially the ones named
after Bhima and Sahadeva, bear a
definite resemblance to the Chejerla

temple.

Within the kingdom of the
Chalukyas of

Badami  was
Pattadakallu (called Kisuvolal in old
texts), now in the Badami tialuk of
Bijapur district in Karnataka. It was
an important township, especially
favoured by the Lakuli$a-Pasupata
sect of the Saivas. Even the Greek
traveller Ptolemy (around 150 A.D.)
mentions this town along with
Badami. There are about ten ancient
temples in this place, most of them
built during the seventh and eighth
centuries. The most famous among

them, the Viripaksha temple built

around 740 A.D.) appears to have

been modelled after the Rajasimha
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temple at Kanchipuram (about 700
A.D.); and it is likely that it inspired
the Kailasa temple at Ellora (built
by the Rashtrkuta king Krshna I,
757 A.D., around an old cave-shrine

dedicated to Siva).

The earlier name for the

temple was after Lokesvara, the
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Mahayana Buddhist divinity who had
close association with the Lakuli$a-
Saiva cult; there is also a suggestion
that it was named so after Loka-
mahadevi, the queen of the Chalukya
king Vikramadevi II. A remarkable,
and altogether unprecedented,
feature about the Pattadakallu temple

is that we have an inscriptional
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mention of the architect who actually
built this structure: ‘satradhari’
Anivarita-gunda. For the first time
in the history of temple-building,
the craftsmaster is given his due

recognition.

It is also interesting that in
many sculpture-pieces in Chalukya
temples, and later in the Hoysala
temples, which may indeed be
regarded as a regional variation of

the Chalukya style, we find names
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of the sculptors inscribed on them:
Changaman, Pullappan, Nrammana-
devan, Deva-arya, Baladevamayya,
Achala-deva-ayya, Narasobba,
Ganasobba, Silemuddara Sishya
sarvasiddhi-acharyara chatta
Revadi-voajja, Gundacharya,
Gammamacharya, Tenkana-diseya
achari (scuiptor from the South),
Daso6ja of Balligame, Kedaroja and
Mallitamma (of Belar, Halebid and
Somanathapura templles). It may be
noted that in the history of Indian
temple architecture the names of
sculptors have thus been recorded
only in Karnataka, from sixth century

onwards.

The " original shrine was
probably austere and one celled,
with an imposing although modest
Sikhara, but it came to have in due

course numerous pavilions.
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It became a complex structure,
but not forsaking the dominant

element of harmony. We should turn

to the Vijayeévara (now known as

Sangamesvara) temple, if we want
to have an idea of how the original
temple would have looked like
without a porch. This latter temple
was an earlier one, having been built

by Vijayaditya (696-733 A.D.).
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A still earlier temple is the one
dedicated to Siva (or Vishnu,
according to Pcrcy Brown), with a
short tower of the Papanatha,
North Indian type. An obvious and
bold disregard of the canonical
proportions characterizes this
temple, which has constructed
before 690 A.D. A narrow
circumambulatory passage, a
disproportionately large vestibule,
greatly spread out pillars, andthe
hesitantly low vimana make the
temple closer to the rock-cut shrines
than to the structural ones. In the
half-pavilion (ardhamandapa),
structurally removed from the main
shrine, is sculptured a fine Nataraja
group. The sculptor’s name
(Baladevamayya) is inscribed on the
panel near the left shoulder of the

main figure.
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The temple-complex of the
Chalukyas of Badami, scattered in
Badami, Aihole, Pattadakallu,
Kopana, Puligere and Vakkunda,
marks an important phase in the
evolution of temple architecture in
India. It not only marks a definite

transition from the rock-cut shrines

to structural temples, but it reveals

numerous experiments in stylistic
variation. Here, perhaps, was the
origin of the classical trichotomous
classification of Indian temples into

Nagara, Dravida and Vesara.

While this classification is
neither neat nor absolute, it points
to certain trends of stylistic variation,
especially with regard to the $ikhara
treatment. Texts like Vishnu-tilaka,
Manasara, Mukutagama, Si]parama,

Maya-mata and I$ana-$iva-guru-
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paddhati, which deal with this
classification, give broad hints about
their differing features. There are
texts (like Vishnu-tantra, and
Markandeya-samhita) which group
temples into nine types; in addition
to the above three, they mention
Sarvades$ika, Kalinga, Varata (the
three regional styles, recognized in
Kamikagama), Mandira, Bhavana
and Yoga. But the variations detailed
here are too minute and minor to
be of much practical significance.
The trichotomous classification alone
was regarded as valid and inclusive.
And, both Silpa-ratna and I$ana-$iva-
guru-paddhati insist that this
classification refers only to the
$ikhara. Tt is said that the word
Nagara actually means squarish,
Vesara circular, and Dravida

polygonal (six or eight sided). But

Indian Temple Traditions

i ‘"‘",h -




this refers, according to these texts,
to plinth of the temple (adhishthana)
rather than to the shape of the
towering spire. Whatever the
stylistically differentiating features,
the territorial grouping is also done
in the texts. The classical description
is that the Nagara type prevails in
the land between the Himﬁléyas and
Vindhya ranges, the Vesara between
the Vindhya rangeé and the river
Krishna, and the Dravida in the
country between that river and
Kanyakumari. There is also a variant
description, denoting the Southern
style (between Krishna and
Kanyakumari) as Vesara and the
Central style (between Vindhya and
Krishna) as Dravida. The significance
of Vesara is that it is a mixed style.

The Nagara temple 1s square or

cruciform in plan and its $ikhara has
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a vertical emphasis. The Dravida,
on the other hand, emphasizes the
horizontal aspect; its Sikhara is
octogonal or domical, or in the shape
of a vaulted roof. Another
distinguishing feature of this type is
the tall and storeyed towers on
gateways (gopuras); but this is a
later innovation. The Vesara is
circular in plan or apsidal and
combines the Sikhara-features of

the other two types.

The temples built by the
Chalukyas of Badami are said to
conform more or less to the Vesara
typology, but we find examples of
the other two types also. In fact, the
textual incorporation of these types
must have followed the actual
construction of these temples. The

tendency to emphasize the element
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Lingaraja temple, Bhuvanesh var, Orissa

of tower over the sanctum in
monumental and structural temples
which we see initiated in the

Pattadakallu complex found their
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fulfilment in both North Indian and
South Indian temples. Two fine and
early examples of the typical and

stylized South Indian Dravida
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treatment of the tower are the Shore-
temple at Mamallapurams and
Kailasanatha temple at
Kafnchipuram, both built by the
Pallava-ruler Narasimhavaraman I
(also called Rajasimha, about 680-
720 A.D.). It is probable hat the
Virupaksha temple at Pattadakaliu
was directly influenced by them. But
stylistic variations have been tried
out here. The Galaganatha temple
has the tall S§ikhara with the amalaka
motif, which undoubtedly was the
forerunner of the typical spiral
Nagara type. Likewise, the
Visveévara temple provided the

model for the characteristic Kalyana-

Chalukya tower.

The transition of the Nagara
idiom to the North is best illustrated
by the early, broad, squatty and low

vimana of the ParaSurames$vara
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temple of Bhuvanesvar {built around
750 A.D.}, which strongly reminds
one of the so-called Durga temple
at Aihole. Its development into a
typical Orissan style with a tail tower
and the tiered front pavilion roof
can be seen in the MuktesSvara
temple, built about two centuries
later, and the great Lingardaja Temple
built around 1000 A.D., in the same
town. A variant idiom was evolved
in Central India, with preference for
pyramidal $ikhara rising on an
elevated masonry terrace, as
illustrated by about twenty temples
that are extant in Khajuraho (in
Bundelkhand, Madhya Pradesh) buiit
between 950 and 1050 A.D. These
temples also reveal a tendency to
integrate the several structural details
o a neatly packed mass. However,

sculptural enthusiasm dominates the

architectural skill here.
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CHAPTER VI

THE TEMPLE AS A STRUCTURE
AND ENTERPRISE

The Indian temple is not a
mere building; it is an image of the
holy, a conception of divinity. While
it is both natural and necessary for
the image to be projected into a
spatial arrangement and concretized
by a structural monument, the image
does not necessarily depend upon
such activities for its continuance. It
is true that the urge for the
expression of the image has grown
from a simple ring of stones laid on
the flat ground to a vast complex
of shrines, chapels, pavilions,
corridors, yards, and tanks. It is also
true that sometimes townships have
grown inside the temple enclosure;

and the administrative machinery in
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many cases is elaborate and
involved. But the basic truth about
the temple is the image that people
have of it, and this centers round
the icon available for worship. The

icon is the source of this image.

It is not impossible to conceive
of an icon devoid of the temple
paraphernalia. In fact, it is not till
a late period in the history of Indian
religion that the temple as a distinct
socio-religious institution began.
Early shrines were probably confined
to the icons. The custom of building
the temple first and then preparing
an icon to be installed in it is a later

one. According to strict canonical
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considerations, a temple must be
built for the icon, and not an icon
got ready for the temple, for a
temple is really enly an outgrowth

of the icon, an image of the icon.

It is impossible to indicate
when exactly the custom of building
stvlized temples began in our
country. There is hardly a structural
shrine that can reach back to the
third or even the fourth century A.D.
But temples must have been there
much earlier. The village shrines of
thatch and mud, bamboo and wood
would not bhave been meant to
survive till our days. The builders
of such shrines had no eye for
abiding fame. They did not aspire
that their buildings should last “‘till
the sun and the moon and stars

cease shining”, as the later kings
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and chieftains vaingloriously wanted.
Early constructions were not
instruments of vanity or even acts
of piety, but necessary means of

worship.

There is evidence to suppose
that the early shrines were temporary
structures, erected when the
cccasion of community-worship
demanded, and were puilled down
later. The canonijcal concept of
‘pavilion’ (mandapa) supports this
supposition. The old  text
Visvakarma-prakasa suggests that
the purpose of the pavilion is to
accommodate the people that gather
to participate in the worship ritual.
People gather to worship at the
temple only occasionally. Every
house had its own shrine, and daily

worship would be conducted there.
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Two kinds of shrines are recognized:
‘private’ shrines, meant for the
individual devotee and for his family
(atmartha); and ‘public’, meant for
all the people in the community
(paratha). In the former case the
performers and the participants are
not different, whereas in the latier
the priests are the performers and
people are the participants. The
sanctum of the public shrine wouid
be for the performance of the
worship ritual, and the pavilions for
the participants to assemble and
partake of the proceedings.
Temporary structures would be put
up when large groups of participants

are expected to gather.

It is only later that such
structures tended to become more
permanent; and the early stimulus

came probably from the Indo-Greeks
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who became converts to Indian
religions. We have inscriptions that
reveal their influence. Heliodorus
(sone of Dion), the Indo-Greek
ambassador who resided in the city
of Taksha$ila around the second
century B.C., was a devotee of
Vishnu, a ‘bhagavata’, and got
erected a stone coluran in honour
of ““Vasudeva, the god of gods
(deva-deva)’”’. An inscription in
Brahmi characters on this garuda-
dhvaja, found in Besnagar (the old
VidiSa) near the present-day Bhilsa
near Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh,
suggests the existence of some sort
of a temple. An inscription belonging
to the same period speaks of “‘an
excellent temple (prasada) dedicated
to Bhagavan’. The Saka satrap,
Rajuvala, son of Shodasa, who styled

himself ‘the great satrap’ (maha-
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kshatrapa), tells us in an inscription
found in Mora near Mathura (Uttar
Pradesh) that he got built a stone
temple for the icons representing
five great heroes of the ‘Vrshni clan’
(bhagavatam vrshninam pafica-

viranam pratimah Saila-deva-

Sl ).

The five great ones constitute
the family of Vasudeva, the form of
Vishnu extolled in the Bhagavata
cult: Vasudeva, Samkarshana,
Pradyumna, Aniruddha, and Samba.
The first two of these heroes,
identified with Krshna-Vishnu and
his brother Bala-rama (who was later
merged in the concept of Kartikeya-
suiﬁfahmanya) appear to have been
popular divinities during the days
prior to the Christian era. There is

another second century B.C.
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inscription found at Ghosundi
(Nagari near Chittor in Rajasthan),
which speaks of a “‘stone temple-
enclosure with a garden dedicated
to Narayana’’ (pajasilaprakara-
Narayana-vatika) meant for the
worship of the ‘‘the unconqueréd

heroes and lords of all, Vasudeva

and Samkarshana’ (anihatabhyam

sarvesvarabhyam vasudeva-

samkarshanabhyam).

What these temples were like

is hard to conjecture. It is not even
certain that they were temples in
the same sense as the present-day
temples are. They may have been
only open enclosures around an icon.
Icons were older than temples. We
know, for instance, that the
celebrated temple on the top of the

Tirumala hills (in Andhra Pradesh)
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was not there during the days of the
early Alvars, the Vaishnava saints of
the South, viz., the third and fourth
centuries A.D. Their Tamil songs
describe the majestic Vengadam icon
as free-standing and exposed to
sunshine and rain; there was only
a dwarf rampart enclosing the icon.
The famous five-foot icon of Siva(?)
found at Gudimallam (near
Renigunta, in North Arcot district)
has been assigned by Ananda

Coomaraswamy to the first century

B.C. It is nvg)w housed in

Parasuramesvara temple, which is

not a structure of ény great antiquity.
It is likely that this icon also was

free-standing. We have from the

village Burhikhar (in Bilaspur district,

Madhya Pradesh) an inscribed
sculpture of the same period (first
B.C.),

century worshipped as
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‘Chatur-bhuji Bhagavan’ (four-
armed Vishnu) and gifted by some
lady Prajavati. There is, however,
no mention of a temple having been

there to house it.

The Puranas, which are
medieval works, contain not only
praises of temples but promise great
glory to the builders of temples.
Agni-purana, for instance, says that
if a person merely desired to build
a temple for Vishnu, all the sins that
he had accumulated during all his
previous lives would disappear.
Haya-sirsha-samhita proclaims that
if one should put a brick in place
for building a temple and die soon
after that act, he would have
acquired the benefits of performing

a sacrifice. Vishnu-rahasya promises

heaven even for a child that playfully
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builds a temple in the sands. Such
praises and promises suggest that
temples had already been looked
upon as acts of great merit, and that
temples were being built in large
numbers by the rich and pious folk.
This activity was encouraged by
affirmations that a single tempie built
would confer merits that one would
acquire by performing two sacrifices
together, ‘Rajastya’ and
‘ASvamedha’ {Vishrudharmottara). Tt
was the new substitute for the
probably disappearing tradition of

performance of elabroate sacrifices.

The early Puranas had focussed
the religious attention of the country
on a few places which were regarded
as especially favourite of the gods;
the divine presence was supposed

to be spontaneous and abundant in
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such spots. Their celebrity has
continued till our own day. Instances
ate Badari-vana, Kedara-natha,
Indra-dyumna (Jagannatha-puri),
Kasi (Banaras), prayaga, Somanatha,
Simhadri, Venkatachala (Tirumalai),
Setu {(Rames$varam), and
Kanchipuram. Here the icons were
reputed to be ‘self-manifest’
(svayam-vyakta), not made by man;
and therefore what remained for man
to do and what was required of him
for acquiring merit was to build
temples over them. And the places
themselves were considered holy,
and visits to them were held
especially meritorious. Pilgrimage,
which still remains as one of the
essential features of Indian religions,
was largely the contribution of the
Puranas. The essence of the holy

place was concretized in a shrine,
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often containing the icon that was

reputed to be ‘self-manifest’.
Structural additions to such shrines,
buildings to accommodate the
pilgrims, tanks to provide water to
them, free refectories to cater to
their needs, and other acts of charity
were deemed meritorious. There are
instances where whole townships
have grown out of shrines. These
are in scriptures called ‘independent’
(svatantra) shrines, in
contradistinction to the temples built
for the sake of a village or township

(‘dependent’ or paratantra shrines).

This is how vast temple-
complexes evolved in hundreds of
‘sacred sites’ (kshetras), strewn all
over the country. But when places
which did not command such
Puranic prestige emerged into

importance owing to political or
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commercial reasons, they were also
got sanctified by kings of chieftains
or influential residents through the
installation of icons and construction
of shrines. Sometimes, icons were
brought over from the ancient,
sacred sites which had been deserted
or which were not easily accessible
to people. The conquering kings
sometimes carried away prestigious
icons as booty and got them set up
in their own capitals. Or, more
frequently, replicas of icons from
the accreditedly sacred sites were
got made and installed. There are,
for instance, hundreds of Kasi-
Visvanatha temples in the country
today, and hundreds of Kedare$vara
shrines; VenkateSvara shrines have
sprung up in large numbers all over
the country and even abroad after

the original shrine at Tirumalai.
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Thus, not only architects but
sculptors got busy during the middle
ages. And, to fulfil the new need,
several texts prescribing the norms,
stvles, methods and measurements
of the temples and icons came to
be written. Craft-guilds were
organized, and kings and chieftains
undertook to be patrons of artists

and craftsmen connected with

temple building.

Craftsmen’s organization was
in terms of four classes of skilled
workers: the designing architect
(sthapati), the surveyor (satragrahin),
the sculptor (takshaka), and the
builder (vardhaki). The architect
directed and co-ordinated the
activities of others; he was in general
charge of the entire construction,

and was expected to have an expert
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acquaintance with the canonical
norms. The survéyor was
hierarchically next to the architect;
his special area of work concerned
with proportions, vertical and
horizontal (mana and unmana). The
sculptor worked with stones, cut
them into lafge and small pieces
according to plan and design; he
also sculpted images and attended

to decorations. He was free to work

as his fancy dictated, within the
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" general framework provided by the
architect. He was acquainted with
canonical  prescriptions  and
descriptions concerning icons and
sculptural ornamentation, and his
creativity was not only acknowledged
but praised. The builder put the
pieces, cut and worked by the
sculptor together, and attended to
the temple; coming up (the term
vardhaki means ‘an increaser’). His
professional affiliation was with the
carpenter’s craft. It may be
remembered that early temples were
constructions in wood, and
carpenters were the main craftsmen
who attended to them. The work of
all these four classes of artisans was
often supervised by a director or
manager (sthapaka or sthanika) who

was not only learned in temple-craft

but a priest as well; he was the
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administrative chief of the temple
who had control over the other
priests who were directly responsible
for the details of worship in the

temple.

Worsﬁip in the temple was
more formalized than domestic
worship and it involved many more
details than the latter. It therefore
necessitated many priests and
assistants. And numerous festivals
were incorporated into the normal
working of the temple. The devotees
who assembled had to be given
token food blessed by the offering-
rituals (naivedya, prasada or bhoga);
and in olden days pilgrims were also
fed in the temple. The temple had
also to provide place for assemblies
of devotees and their socio-religious

performances.
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All this meant not only an
increase in the staff of the temple
and a more elaborate administrative
procedure but a growth in the spatial
arrangement. The temple had to
have several halls, not strictly
connected with the routine worship:
audience pavilion (ranga-mandapa),
treasury and store-house (Sri-
bhandara), the chamber for the
performance of daily and occasional
sacrifices (yaga-sala), kitchen (paka-
$ala), dining hall (Siva-kita in Saivite
temples and Ramanuja-kita in
Vaishnavite temple in the South,
bhoga-mandapa in the North),
marriage-hall (kalyana-mandapa),
the rooms where the festival-vehicles
were kept (vahana-mandapa), and
the temple-tank (kalyani, pushkarini,
or teppakulam in South). And in

addition to the main icon in the
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sanctum, several other icons in the
nature of consorts (Amman or Devi),
attendants (parivara), and
companions (par$va) had to be
provided with- separate chambers,
cells or at least niches in cahonically
fixed positions. The temple thus
became increasingly complex both
architecturally and administratively.
Especially the temples that came to
be favoured by royal patronage got
even unnecessary and superfluous
halls and pavilions added devoutly
and periodically; the structure tended

to grow out of all proportion to the

function.

But the added structure does
not necessarily add to the value of
the shrine. The real temple consists
of the sanctum in which the icon

is housed, and the immediate

Indian Temple Traditions




structural involvements that are
essential for the main worship ritual.
In fact, the canonical texts describe
the sanctum alone as the real temple.
Sri-prasna declares that the sanctum
is the divinity’s body and the icon
is it’s soul (jiva). Usually it is a
stone structure, square in shape and
severely plain, although there could
be niches for other icons on the
outer walls. There will be no pillars,
and the sanctum will be altogether
devoid of windows or ventilators.
The shutting off of air and light was
meant to preserve the icon which,
in olden days, was made of wood,
stucco, or even clay. Besides
preventing the ill-effects of
weathering, the dark interior added
to the mystery of the divine presence

in the sanctum represented by an

empty and low platform (vedi,
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probably with a mystic diagram
called mandala), a copper vessel
placed on a seat (kumbha), a
sacrificial fireplace (kunda) or a
sculpted icon (bimba). Although it
is usual to find the sanctum built in
stone, constructions in brick are not
rare. Vishnu-tilaka mentions that
while the stone sanctum is the best,
the brick one is the next best; the
wooden sanctum however is inferior,

and the mud one is said to be the

worst.

The sanctum is technically
known as the ‘garbhagrha’ (‘the
womb-house’) and ‘Deul’ (in the
North). It is insisted that this part
of the temple must be constructed
first, and before the construction a
significant ceremony known as

‘impregnating’ (garbhadhana or
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garbha-nyasa) should be performed.
This ritual involves letting into the
earth a ceremonial copper pot,
.containing nine precious stones,
several metals and minerals, herbs
and soils, symbolising creation and
prosperity. The building which
contains this ‘womb’ is said to
prosper, and not the one which lacks
it (Siddhanta-$ekhara). After the
completion of this ritual, a stone
slab (adhara-sila) is placed over the
spot where the copper pot has been
buried. This stone slab will be the
foundation for the installation of the
icon. The copper-pot symbolises the
womb, and the icon the soul. The
sanctum that is built roynd it is the
body. This is the significance of the
sanctum being called ‘the womb-
house’. Texts like S‘ilpa—ratna,

Tantra-samucchaya and I$ana-éiva-
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guru-paddhati give an elaborate

account of this ritual.

The sanctum is covered by a
flat roof of stone slabs, and
sometimes by wooden beams and
planks. This serves as the base
(adhishthana) for the tower that rises
above the sanctum. This super-
structure known as ‘vimana’ or
‘$ikhara’ is an important part of the
temple, especially of the temples

built in villages and towns. It 1S
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interesting to note in this context
that holy places are classified into
five kinds in an old text named
Archana-navanita. The first variety
1s where the divinity is self-manifest
(svayam-vyakta), the second is
where the icons are installed by gods
(daivika), the third by sages (arsha),
the fourth glorified in the Puranas
(pauranika), and the last is where
the shrine is man-made (manusha).
While the first four kinds of places
are holy by themselves, the last
variety needs to be sactified by a
special effort. The background belief
was that the entire area which the
vimina overlooked was rendered
holy. Thus the vimana construction
was a means of sanctifying the

otherwise ordinary place.

The early temples were

understandably flat-roofed. The
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Gupta temples in the North
belonging to the fifth century were
flat-roofed. We have in Aihole an
early specimen of such temples in
the Lad-Khan (about 500 A.D.), on
the roof of which is another sanctum
whose roof consists of stone slabs
grooved at the points and pieced
together. Sometimes, the temple roof

resembled the roof of the huts, as

illustrated by the so-called Draupadi
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shrine in Mamallapuram. But there
was a tendency for the roof to be
vaulted or dome-shaped, probably
in order to reproduce the shape of
the ca?e—shrines Or in imitation of
the stipa-form. The mean. mud-
shrines in the villages even today
arc sumounted by a mound of earth,
as in the primitive funerary
monument. In course of time, the
tendency resulted in the pyramidal
Or curvilinear form. Thijs was
regarded as the part of the temple
that gave the structure a monumental

dignity.

The North Indian temples,
especially in Orissa, emphasized this
aspect. Perhaps the upper storey of
the temple (as in the Lad-Khan
temple of Aihole) was stylized into

this part; and several storeys were
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amalgamated into a decorative spire.
By about the eighth century, the
towers became parabolic ip
character. Legends about the
mythical mountain Sumery (or
Meru) were employed to highlight
the value of the tall towers that rose
to impressive heights. Indeed some
of the temple-complexes in Orissa
and Khajaraho appear like mountain
ranges. The vimana of the Lingaraja
temple in Bhuvane§var is 125 feet
tall; that of the Jagannath temple at
Puri is 200 feet tall, and can be seen
from a distance of six miles. In the
temples of North India, the main
sanctuary comprehending the
sanctum (garbha-grha or deul) as
well as the tower above it is called
the vimana (or Sikhara). Although

the same connotation obtained in

the South, it has become more usual
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to confine that expression l

to the superstructure above

the sanctum. L

M The North Indian vimana is
crowned by a large circular (wheel-
shaped) capstone block known as
amalaka, after the common fruit
emblic myrobelan; while its South
Indian counterpart ends in a cupola
(srnga) or wagon-roof (khakhara).
The South Indian vimana is broader
and shorter than the North Indian
one, and we find the usual tendency
is towards the form of a polygon,
on a square or rectangular plan. The
North Indian temples rise from a
pedestal (pitha) through the wall
(bara) and main body (gandi) to the
‘head’ (mastaka), which consists of
a ribbed amalaka surmounted by a
‘skull” (khapuri), on which is
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installed the kalasa (the
finial). And on top of the
finial will be seen the
‘weapon’ (ayudha) of the

eity, a trident or a discus.

In South India, there was
emphasis on the vimana in the earlier

phase of temple architecture. For
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instance, the wvimana of the
Rajarajisvara (or the so-called
Brhades$vara) temple at Tanjavar in
Tamil Nadu (built by the Chola King
Rajaraja I, and consecrated in 1009
A.D.} rises to a height of 58 metres,
“an architectural texture of great
beauty”’. But the tendency was in
favour of shorter vimanas. For
example., the vimana of the temple
at Gangaikonda-chola-puram (built
by Rajendra-Chola in 1025 A.D.)
was already only 46 metres high.
Subsequent vimanas are less
emphasized in their height, in
comparison with the tower over the
gateway (dvara-gopura). But the
sanctity of the vimana was not
affected by the diminished height.
While sculpture on the gateway-
tower could contain secular and

erotic themes, the vimana had to be
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Vimana, Brihadishvara temple, Tagjavir

austere, and could accommodate
only the prescribed divinities,
associated with the icon in the
sanctum. The practice of bowing to

the vimana as if that were verily the
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outer form of the icon continues
even today among the devout folk.
The gateway-tower, on the other
hand, does not command this
reverence. It is more a creature of
the donor’s pomp and the sculptor’s
skill than an expression of religious

sentiment.

The plan of the vimana could
be round or square: it could also be
six-sided or eight-sided. It could
either retain one form' uniformly
from its base to the top, or combine
two or more plans at different levels.
It consisted originally of several
distinct storeys, sometimes as many
as sixteen, but prevailing style is
devoid of such differentiation into
storeys. It rises directly above the
sanctum, with the flat roof of the

sanctum (bhamika or kapota) as its
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base (adhishthana). Sometimes,
however, it encompasses the area
covered by the circumambulatory
path round the sanctum as well as
the rectangular porch immediately
in front of the sanctum. Its mass
rests bn a square base, called

‘support’ (adhishthana or pitha), and

rises through stylized treatment of
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dormer-windows in several tiers to
a dome-shaped tower (Sikhara)
surmounted by a cupola (srriga or

stapi).

Alround the sanctum will be a
passage, often narrow, permitting the
devotees to pass round the sanctum
in the customary act of devotion.
This circumambulatory path
(pradakshina-patha or bhrama)
became a structural involement as
the temple grew in size; it is more
naturally open, as it was in the early
phase. The rectangular porch in front
of the sanctum (mukha-mandapa or
mukha-sala) is a pillared hall,
allowing the devotees to stand and
watch the worship rituals as they
are conducted inside the sanctum.

When the temple became popular

and the participants increased in
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number, there was need for an
additional hall of considerable
dimensions (navaranga or maha-
mandapa) to accommodate large
assemblies. In such an event, the
porch became merely a ‘vestibule’
(antarala), structurally connecting the
sanctum with the assembly-hall. This
intermediary space was open in the
early temples, as for instance it was
in the Venkate$vara temple on the
Tirumalai hills. But it tended to
become a closed hall resting on
piliars as the fortunes of the temple

prospered.

The area of the temple
comprising of the sanctum and halls
as well as the tanks and gardens
came to be enclosed by a wall

(prakara), like the ramparts of a

fort. But this was later innovation,
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and became an especial feature of

South Indian temples. Later
canonical texts provide for as many
as thirty-two such concentric and
enclosing walls, but recommend not
more than five or seven, although
the need to have more then one was
rarely felt. The Ranganatha temple
at Srirangam in Tamil-Nadu has
seven enclosing walls, encompassing
almost the entire township. Where
there are multiple walls, the one
nearest to the sanctum is styled as
‘the inner enclosure’ (antarmandapa)
and the outermost as ‘the limiting
lines’ (maryadahara). In the South
Indian temples the prakaras are not
merely boundary walls; they
accommodate a series of pillared
halls or pavilions, rooms for storage,

resting places for pilgrims, and

shrines for minor deities. Although
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their chief purpose is protection of
temple property, the walls are also

rendered elegant and artistic.

Although the texts prescribe
that each enclosure must have
doqrways, on all four sides, with a
tower over each one of them, and
although we do find large temples
(such as the one in Tiruvannamalai
in Tamil Nadu) answering to this
prescription, it is commonly the wall
facing the sanctum alone that has
the opening. This doorway is called
maha-dvara, and usually it is an
immense one, allowing the temple
clephant or small chariot to pass
thorough. Since the tenth century it
has become customary to have a
tower above the doorway. The
such as

ancient texts

Vaikhanasagama, Maya-mata and
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Isana-siva-guru-paddhati mention the
gateway-tower, but do not consider
it as important. One of the earliest
towers that can be regarded as
impressive is on the gateway to the
Avani-Kandarpe$vara temple in
Kilaiyur (near Tirucchi in Tamil-
Nadu}. The gopuras built by the
later Chola and Pandyan rulers
between the fifteenth and
seventeenth centuries are majestic
and massive, as in Madhurai,
Ticunelveli, Chidambaram,
Kumbhakonam and Tiruvanaikkaval
(near Srirafigam). They are multi-
storeyed pyramids, oblong in lan,
rising tier upon tier, tapering till the
wagon-roof $ikhara with fans (nasi)
on either end representing mythical
heads (kirimukha) calls a halt. They

really tall gopura may reach to the

height of about 200 feet. The entire
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mass, built of brick and mortar, is
filled with stucco figures and

decorations.

Despite its immensity and
artistic profusion, the gopura is not
regarded as an essential feature of
the temple. And it is unique to the
South Indian temples. Neither the
enclosing wall (prakara) nor the
gateway-tower  (dvara-gopura)
figures prominently in the North
Indian temples. And many temple-
complexes, as for instance at

Khajuraho, are devoid even of the

enclosing walls.

The sanctum, which is the most
important structural detail, is closely
associated with ‘the dispensing seat’
(bali-pitha) which is installed in front

of the sanctum directly modelled in
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the form of a flat lotus in bloom.
In the early shrines it is a mere
block of stone, but later, it assumed
a relauvely elaborate form with a
base, cornices, wall-surface and the
top-lotus. Actually there will be
several ‘seats’ of this nature,
instailed in various ritualistically
determined positions inside the
enclosure and outside the sanctum.
However, the one in front of the
sanctum is the ‘chief seat’
(pradhana-pitha), and it is on this

that the sculptor spends his skill.
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The purpose of these seats is to
offer food to the attendant and
secondary deities, after the main
offering has been made in the
sanctum. The canons specify that
the real temple comprises of the
sanctum, the tower on top of it, the
icon inside it and ‘the dispensing
seat’ in front of it. These are the
essential parts of a shrine. Some
exts even proclaim that the extent
of the shrine reaches only as far as

‘the dispensing scat’ and no further.
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CHAPTER VII

THE TEMPLE :
TRADITIONAL PERSPECTIVE

The Indian temple as an art
form has a human as well as a
divine character. It exists in its
material outfit as something that
endures in space and time and as
something that was a response to a
situational need. It is a building,
accomplished by engineers and
masons who follow the laws of the
physical world and employ their
technical skill. Indian temple has
even a mathematical basis; the
mana-orientation was almost in the
nature of an obsession with the old
temple-builders in India. But the
inspiration to the building activity
was 1n every case derived from

religious mysticism. The temple has
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also a psychological and spiritual
existence. It is in the nature of
‘sacred art’, bringing man into
contact with the divine. It enables
man to feel the spiritual presence,

and to find 1t in his own heart.

It is not so much to pray that
a devotee visits a temple as tolfeel
this presence. He could pray
anywhere, and, as every devotee
knows, the well-known and popular
temples of the present-day are the
last places in the world where one
can really get into a prayerful mood.
If one does not have an inclination
for this presence, he does not go

beyond what is physical and visible

in the temple. It is not enough for
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the devotee to believe in
God or to believe in the

efficacy of prayer. He

must have an intuitive

apprehension of the

austere setting. The
civilization of machine has
made an inroad into it. It

is no longer ‘‘static and

peaceful’” as it used to be

presence that makes the

temple a sacred enclosure, and he
must be eagar to partake of that
presence. Without such equipment,
the temple would lack meaning and

value.

Sensitivity to spiritual presence
i1s not guided b‘y considerations of
utility. The Indian temple has been
many things: art gallery, economic
institution, political power, social
organization, crafts-guild, fortress,
and refectory. All this has only
contributed to the decay of the
temple as a spiritual institution. The

temple now inclines to be in a less
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when the twin demons of
speed and utility had not as yet
possessed 1t or us. The human
perspective has altered, and the
temple has become a mere building,

and worse, an office.

The sanctity of the Indian
temple depends not on its art or its
utility but on its esoteric significance.
The texts of Indian architecture are
no doubt prolix and full of technical
details; but they do not lose sight
of the truth th.at the temple is chiefly

meant to be a tool of spiritual

tealization. The devotee goes to the

temple with faith in his heart and
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expects to find grace in the shrine.
It is only when man has faith that
he can lay claim to grace. And faith
does mnot need gnosis or
understanding of the symbolism
involved in the temple; it even
excludes intellection. What it needs
is the appropriate mood. In order
to create an atmosphere or a mood
of holiness and sanctity, which would
enable a devotee’s faith to become
more receptive to this spiritual
traditional

presence, certain

prescriptions like physical
cleanliness, postural reverence, and

ritual offering have been introduced.

The devotee would have
intuitionally apprehended the
symbolism. Ability to vocalize or
convey it is a different thing, and

may be wholly unnecessary. He
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would not be seduced by the illusion
of anthoropomorphism; he would
not mistake the human looking icon
for a mere human being, nor a
temple for a mere building. Art in
the temple will not distract him, and

technical skill will not hold his

- attention. He floats over these

obstacles and directly reaches the

shrine to receive grace.

But when the traditional hold
has been loosened, intellectual
apprehension of symbolism becomes
necessary. Understanding must
augment faith. But nothing can be
more harmful than attempting to
understand ancient images by
contemporary attitudes. We often
slip into the error of wanting to
understand things without really

involving ourselves in them. No door
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can be opened with merely
collecting an odd
assortment of keys. The
proper key must be
selected and involved in
the lock. The attitude for
understanding needs to be relevant,
legitimate and receptive. The
pretensions and prejudices of the
modern mind can easily lead one
astray. Unless sincerity and humility
are allowed to inspire the urge to
understand, the understanding is
bound to be defective and

superficial.

The Indian temple has its own
symbolism, at once profound,
mysterious and relevant for all time.
The ‘manifestation’ of this symbol-
complex is in terms of elaborate and

intricate spatial projections, material
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masses of constructions,
passionate patterns of
forms, and schematic
representations of
technical skill. Such
manifestations,
possessing an objective character,
are sought to be described and
classified according to prevalent
styles in well-defined periods of time
and within certain territorial confines.
But the ‘content’ of the temple is
an abstract something hidden within
(or revealed through) these
‘objective’ appearances, and quite
unattached to styles or periods. It
has an inner dimension which is real
for the devotee but elusive for a
visitor to the temple. The latter is
interested in what ‘is’ out there,
while the former is concerned with

that ‘may be’ in relation to himself.

Indian Temple Traditions
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This veiling of the content for a
casual person (that is to say, one
devoid of faith) is one of the
functions of art, for art does not

reveal so much as conceal.

The content cannot be
concrete. But it is real, provided the
perspective is proper. One of the
errors the casual man is prone to
is the thought that whatever is not
manifest either does not exist or is
not relevant. He does not suspect
that the things that do not appear
before the senses may appear to the
mind, that what is not apprehended
by the intellect may be understood
by intuition. Manifestation is in
reality an incarnation of the content,

which is available only to intuition.

It 1s natural that the aspect of

manifestation comes to be
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formalized. The temple is a public
institution; its appeal is collective.
The priest performs the worship-
ritual, not for his own sake but for
the sake of all (parartha), unlike in
the worship at home. For the
devotee, worship in the temple
cannot be a substitute for worship
at home. In fact, worship at home
is obligatory, while the visit to a
temple is optional. There is an
interesting account of the origin of
in a celebrated

temples text,

Vishnudharmottara

Time is divided in ancient
Indian thought into four immense
periods, Krta, Treta, Dvapara and
Kali. Kali is the dark age we now
live in, and temples appeared only
during this period. In the first of

these divisions there was no need
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for temple because gods lived and
moved amongst humans. In the next
division, the presence of gods
became scarce and they descended
on earth only when men invoked
them in sacrifices; but then they
came as gods. In the third great
division of time, men had only to
make images of these gods and
worship them; and the gods came
down in disguised forms, showering
their grace. The worship at that time
was only domestic; the shrines were
within the precincts of homes.
During the last phase of time,
temples (as public shrines) began to
be built and icons were installed.
But the gods ceased coming down
in their own or disguised forms.
However, their presence was felt
when the icons were properly

installed, and temples correctly built.
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The priests, who were professional
performers of worship, were the only
ones who were competent to compel
this presence; others could only be
participants and beneficiaries. In the
early phases of this period, the sagés
merely installed the icons, and the
divine presence was with them ever
after. But in the later and decadent
phases, the presence could be
secured only by continuous worship

and periodical festivals.

This is an interesting account,
where historical facts are combined
with symbolic interpretations.
Temples were later than domestic
shrines. In the remains of the Indus
Valley Civlization, we find evidences
of domestic shrines : but there is

no trace of a public temple. And

domestic shrines were later than the

Indian Temple Traditions
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magical procedures (sacrifices and
rituals), which came into vogue only
at a stage when man felt separated
from the supranormal forces.
Magical rites, domestic shrines and
temple-complexes may, in a sense,
be considered as distinct phases of
religious evolution; but it would be
an error to look upon that evolution
as a succession of disappearing and
appearing phases. Magical rites,
domestic shrines and temple-
complexes co-exist in Indian life,
and they have always done so. This
co-existence has been possible
because all three are essentially
symbols; and as symbols they do

not deny history but transcend it.

Thus it becomes inportant to
recognize that Indian temples have

sprung from a traditional symbol that

Indian Temple Traditions

is at once ancient and enduring. The
temple would remain an enigma for
one who fails to appreciate the
content as well as the manifestation
of this symbol. For one who stops
at the manifestations of this symbol
the temple would present itself as
‘luminous obscurity’ (the expression
of Frithjof Schuon, in another
context); and one who would be
content with considering only the
content would see it as ‘obscured

light’. The symbol is revealed not

only by its material manifestation

135



e
/

Runmniii.:

but also by a vision of its content.
The vision in this case is both

aesthetic and spiritual.

In order to enable our
understanding the aesthetic as well
as the spiritual aspects of the temple-
symbol, the Indian tradition has
crystallized a doctrinal approach

which comprehends the idea, the

method, and the purpose behind the

temple-building activity. The
approach is referred to as ‘Agama’,
which indeed is a generic expression

meaning “‘that which has come from
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a hoary past” : it is the ever-active
presence of a useful framework for
our thoughts and actions, for our
growth and fulfilment. ‘Agama’ with
reference to temple deals with the
temple-building activities as well as
the procedures of worship in
temples. The former appears to
emphasize aesthetics, while the latter
the spiritual aspect. But the
distinction between them is arbitary

and unreal, for Beauty and Serenity

cannot in fact be separated.
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There are doctrinal
formulations in ‘Agama’ regarding
the selection of proper land for the
temple, the purificatory ceremonies
prior to the construction, the plan,
‘lay-out’, direction, size, relative
proportions of the plinth and other
structural  parts, permissible
decorations and embellishments,
installation of icons and deities in
the sanctum as well as in the niches
and pavilions, rituals of daily worship
and periodical festivals, purifications
and sacramental activities, and so
on. These formulations take
manifestations and content of the
symbol as two complementary

elements.

The temple as an incarnation
or the symbol is the medium of

rituals. Ritual is active thought.

Indian Temple Traditions

Rituals are actions that lead to
contemplation, and contemplation
strives to achieve the serenity of
consciousness that lifts one from the
stress of common life. The Agama
focusses attention on the temple as
a pattern of rituals. It provides us
with a perspective to understand the
symbol and act effectively with
regard to it. It seeks to construct
for us a half-way house between the
limitations that we have and the
perfection we aim at. Limitations
are inherent in human life; we live
what

amidst pass for the

commonplace and the ugly.
Perfection is a divine quality; it is
also beautiful. The purpose of rituals
is to facilitate the passage from the
commonplace to the unique, from

ugliness to beauty, from what is

human to what may be divine.
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The Agama has an earlier oral
tradition, communicated through
generations of craftsmen and priests.
It has also a later written tradition,
consisting of hundreds of texts and
manuals meant for craftsmen and
priests. The oral tradition has almost
disappearéd, for craftsman as well
as priésts have fallen on decadent
days. The texts and manuals have,
for the same reasori, gone into
oblivion, neglected by those for
whom they were meant and ignored
by others in the community.
Fortunately, however, many of these
literary works are available, mostly
in manuscripts and some of them in

print.

The literary tradition comprises
of works that are usually classified

into three classes : revelations
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(divya), composition of sages (muni-
prokta), and writings of ordinary
men (paurusha). The revealed texts
claim a hoary antiquity and have
been relied upon by the other two
classes of works. The compositions
of sages are original works, based
on inspiration, intuition and
contemplation. They now exist only
in citations and fragments. The third
group of works is largely in the
nature of compilations of relevant

passages from the compositions of

. sages. They employ inteliigence and

reason, and are also liable to err.
They are chronologically recent, and
some of them are what the priests
and craftsmen mostly have relied

upon for several generations now.

The fundamental assumption in

this mixed tradition is that Divinity

Indian Temple Traditions
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has two aspects: the hidden and
pervasive aspect (nishkala), and the
manifest and specific aspect (sakala).
The former is abstract and is likened
to o1l in the sesasum seeds, fire in
fuel, butter in milk, and scent in
flower. It is all-pervasive and is
settied in the human heart as the
‘inner guide’ (antaryamin). It has no
form, and is not apprehended by
sense-organs or by the ordinary
mind. The latter, however, is
concrete, like fire that has come out
of the fuel, or oil that has been
pressed out of the seeds, or butter
that floats on the surface when milk
is churned. It has numerous forms,
and man can realize Divinity through
these forms; but an act of worship
1s necessary. The tradition
enumerates and describes not only

the forms the Divinify may assume

Indian Temple Traditions

to facilitate man’s approach but
prescribes rituals that are involved
in such an approach. We find in
these texts descriptions of icons as
visible symbols of Divinity and
details of worship with regard to
them (archa). This in fact is the
burden of most of these books.
Incidentally, they also discuss
associated problems of practical
import such as the methods and
materials employed in the fashioning
of icons, installation of these icons
and consecration of

temples.

Sometimes they expatiate on
alternate or accessory approaches
such as fire-rituals (homa),
meditational exercises (dhyana or
yvoga), recitations (japa), and
intellectual appreciation of spiritual

involvement (jiana).
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When iconic forms and
worship rituals became the principal
contents of these texts (espécially
those texts of accreditedly human
origin), there was naturally an
introduction of sectarian differences.
The three main sects flourishing in
India for atleast two thousand years
now, Saiva, Sakta and Vaishnava,
developed their own distinctive
lineages, their own metaphysical
positions, their own deities, and their
own rituals of worship. But the
essential framework remains
common for all of them. And there
Is a tradition of each sect borrowing
freely from the texts belonging to

other sects whenever necessary.

There were temples only as
sacred enclosures, without an iconic

representation of divinity in the
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enclosures some had sacred icons
within them, and there were temples
which later came to possess icons.
The Agama texts, do not regard the
situation as parodoxical, because the
temple has a sanctity of its own,
independent of the icon : and the
icon’s sanctity on the other hand is
dependent on the temple. The
Agama recognizes the sanctum
which is prior to the installation of
an icon in it as grha-garbha (‘house-

womb’) and the sanctum which 1S

Indian Temple Traditions
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1. Triangle 2. Square 3. Pentagon
4. Hexagon 5. Septagon 6. Octagon

subsequent to the icon as ‘garbha-
grha’  (‘womb-house’). The
expression in Sanskrit for shrine,
ayatana (‘abode’) signifies that there
is in it a power that abides, a sort
of container of certain field-forces.
Thus, strictly speaking, the shrine
could be either an icon (bimba or
bera) or a temple (mandira). The
temple is in fact regarded as a
pattern of powers (mandalaj, even
as the human body is. If the body
is the ‘moving’ mandala (chara or
Jangama), the temple is a ‘stationary’

one (achala or sthavara). The
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symbolic correspondance between
the two has already been mentioned.
If the Tantra emphasizes the human
mandala, the Agama focusses its
attention on temple as the divine
mandala. The icon represents a
condensation of the same divine
force corresponding to the ‘soul’ in

man.

The evidence for the cult of
concretely representing the mandala
occurs even in the Vedic literature.
It developed into the stapa
symbolism. Involvement of
geometrical forms (square, circle,
semi-circle, triangle, polygon and so
on) helped in the crystallization of
this cult. The Yoga-tattva-upanishad
spells out the symbolism in terms
of the five fundamental elements that

constitute the material basis for the

entire cosmos. Earth element is
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Galaga-natha temple at Aihole (plan and section)

represented by a square, water by
a semi-circle, fire by a triangle, air
by a six-angied figure, and ether
(sky) by a circle. The point without
dimensions {(dot, bjndu) is the focus
of all energy. All the other forms
are only emanations from it: the
icon in the sanctum occupies this
position, and the temple should
represent the other forms. The
architectural  details of a

sophisticated temple reflects this

fundamental symbolism.

The first architect of the

stylized temples is imagined to be
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the divine creator-sculptor, Visva-
karma (the ‘All-maker’). He is
represented as five-faced. Each face
has a name, a deity, a colour, an

attribute, and a form:

Name deity colour attribure form
Sadyojita  Siva  crysial white inertia triangular
Vamadeva  Vishnu blue knowledge  square
Aghora Brahma reddish action circular

Tetpurusa  Indra ash-coloured  mixture of  six-angled
above three

I$ana Sun  Golden-coloured pure entity eight-angled

A combination of the above
five forms is represented in a

mandala, known as Visva-karma-
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mandala, which is regarded as

fundamental to all temple

architecture. The four sides of the

mandala symbolize the four main

directions : and the corners this

square.represent four mid-directions:
and each of the eight quarters is
presided over by a deity. The inner
circle symbolises the ‘creator’
(brahma), symbolic of activity’.
Guarded by the eight direction
guardians, the mandala is symbolic
of the entire universe. The °‘All-
maker’ (creator) is also the
progenitor of the whole mass of
scripture, consisting of manuals of
architecture, sculpture and painting,
known collectively as Agama. Early
temples were reputed to be built by

this ‘All-maker’.

He had five offsprings : Manu,

the first ‘man’, the ‘contemplative’

Indian Temple Traditions
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Vastu-mandala with 64 cells (koshthas)

(man) man; Maya, the tribal architect
or designer (who is reputed in
Mahabharata to have designed the
assembly hall of Dharmaraja);
Tvashtr, the ‘carpenter {(who
fashioned the trident of Siva and the
discus of Vishnu out of the trimmings
he made of the Sun); Silpin, the
sculptor, proficient in all the three
above crafts, and in addition skilled
in metal work, weaving anc clay-
modelling; Arka (or Visvajna), the

master artisan or smith who worked
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with gold and silver. These are the
crafts-progenitors and ancestors of
guilds. The temple was their craft.
It comprehends the five deities, the
five qualities, and the five forms.

The entire group of factors is

pictured in the mandala after Vi§va-

karma.
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Vastu-mandala with 84 cells (koshthas)

Another image that enters into
the mandala back-ground of the
temple is that of the ‘lay-out of the

building site (vastu). It continues to
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be a custom in India that whenever

a building s sought to be

constructed, the area on which it
comes up is first ceremonially
propitiated. The idea is that the
extent of the earth necessary for
such construction must be reclaimed
from the gods and goblins that own
and inhabit that area. The ritual is

known as ‘pacification of the site-

deity’ (vastu-samana). During this

- ritual, a mandala is employed. It is

a square sundivided into nine smaller
squares on each side, altogether

making 81 squares. There is a
variant procedure specially meant
for

temples, according to

Hayasirsha-samhita, of subdividing
each side into eight smaller squares,
in which case the total number of
cells would be 64. The four sides
of the square contain along with

them 32 cells, and in each one of

Indian Temple Traditions
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them a deity is invoked and
propitiated. The deities include gods
like Sun and Indra, spirits like Yama,
Gandharva and Naga, ‘demons’ like
Sin (Papa) and Disease (Roga),

ancestors and ammals.

Indian Temple Traditions

The central-most  area,
consisting of nine celle (a square
with three sub-squares on each of
its sides), is assigned to Brahma, the
supreme deity and the chief object
of worship and propitiation. The
entire mandala 1s surrounded and
guarded by seven demonesses
regarded as attendants of the gods.
The conception of vastu-mandala
appears to be outside the framework

of early Vedic religion.

The legend which explains this
mandala is given in several texts of
Indian architecture and also in some
Puranas (like Matsya). The account
given in Raja-vallabha (sutradhara-
mandana) is typical. When Siva
fought fiercely with the terrible
demon Andhaka, a drop of sweat
fell from Siva’s forehead with a lout

thunder on the earth. The drop
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assumed the form of a ravenously
hungry demon, who attempted
devouring the three worlds. The gods
aﬁd spirits, however, rushed at once

on the demon and held him down.
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When fhe demon fell on the ground
face downward, the gods and spirits
lodged .themselves on themselves on
different parts of his body and

pressed him down. Because the gods
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Vastu-purusha
were lodged on him, the demon
came to be called ‘Vastu’ (‘the
lodgement of the gods’); and as his
body was spread out on the ground
he became the ‘recumbent master’
(sayya-rata-prabhu). He is pictured
as lying down, showing his back,
inside the mandala with his arms
and legs so folded as to cover the
whole area, and his head pushed
into the north-eastern corner of the
square (the Isana cell). As many as
forty-five gods are lodged on his
body directly on his limbs and joints.

It may be recalled that the mystical

Indian Temple Traditions

yantra ‘Sri-Chakra’ also comprises
of forty-five angles. The mandala
may have had a Tantrik back-

ground.

The word Vastu occurs in the
Veda (Rg. 7, 54, 1) and the ‘lord
of the Vastu’ is identified with the
chief of the gods, Indra
(Vastoshpati). Even today, during the
ritual connected with the pacification
of the building-site a hymn is
addressed to Indra. Devaraja-yajva,

an authority in Vedic interpretation,
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looks upon vastu as the mid-region
(antariksha), and the gaurdians of
this are included in the ‘Vastu-deity’.
However, the Vastu-purusha has
been regarded in later lore as a
demon, or at best as a demi-god,
whose permission is necessary
before any construction can come
up on the site. And, at the same
time, care is taken to propitiate the
deities that hold him down, for it

is important that he should not get

up.

The expression mandala 1is
classically -employed to denote the
air that encompasses the light of the
sun and the moon: the orb that spins
round the entire cosmos luminously.
It thus symbolizes the totality of
existence. The form it naturally takes

is circular because circle is perfect
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and comprehensive. Perhaps the
original shape was oval
(corresponding to brahmanda, the
brahma-egg, or Hiranya-garbha, the
golden womb), and it was
transtormed into a circle by a natural
process. Associated with this idea
was the conjecture concerning the
centre of the universe being the
mythical mount, Meru, round which
were arranged all the continents and
islands. Meru was symbolized by
the circle and the four quarters that
guarded it were represented by
forms contained in an enclosing
square. The vastu-mandala belongs
to this phase of representation; and
the central square, which is the
position of the chief deity Brahma,
stands for Meru. In the temple

architecture, the square sanctum is

the outer mandala, the vimana on
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top of the sanctum 1is the
monumental reproduction of the
mount Meru. It is usual for the
vimana to comprehend also the

several geometrical forms stylized in

the mandala of Vi$vakarma.

The reason why the sanctum
(with the tower) is regarded as the
real shrine is that it constitutes the
position of Brahma inside the vastu-
mandala. The mid-most point-inside
this central square (where the
diagonals meet) is the position of
the icon. This point is lifted out of
the mandala and transformed into
the pinnacle (stidpi) of the tower

above the sanctum. The sanctum,

being the central portion of the

mandala is a condition of
concentration of divine energy; and
the icon is the very crystallization
deities

thereof. The different

Indian Temple Traditions

prescribed to be installed on the
vimana represent the several gods
and spirits located on the limbs and
joints of the site-mandala

personified. The entire structure is

thus a visualization of the mandala.
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Superstructure over sanctum
(lapakara-vimana)

Extension of the sanctum in

terms of porch, passages, assembly

halls, pavilions and corridors is a
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Superstructure over sanctum
(chhatrakara-vimana)

projection of the basic mandala. If
we inquire carefully into the
significance of the ground-plans of
the early temples, we discover that
they are merely adaptations of the
mandala design. We find the
conventional and basic forms
(triangle, square, rectangle, circle

and so on) repeated with variations
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in size and simplicity. When a
devotee enters the temple, he is
actually entering into a mandala and
therefore participating in the power-
field. The field enclosures and
pavilions through which he must pass
to reach the sanctum are symbolic.
They represent phases of progress
in the journey of man toward the

divine beatitude.

As soon as the devotee sights
the threshold of the gatewav, he
bends down and touches a mandala
on it before crossing it: this marks
for him the transition from the ‘way
of the world’ (loka-dharma) to the
‘way of God’ (Siva-dharma). But he
continues to be in the common state
of ‘wakefulness’ until he reaches the
flag-post or the ‘dispensation-seat’.
He then has the first vision of the

sanctum, and gets into the state of
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‘dream’. As he proceeds towards
the sanctum and stands in front of
the sanctum (in the vestibule), he
sinks into the state of ‘deep sleep’.
When he looks at the icon, the
higher state of ‘semi-tranquillity’
(santodita) descends upon him. And
when he has suffused himself with
the vision of the icon, he gets into

the state of ‘tranquillity; (santa).

The altar
belonging to the

The altar
belonging to the

Sri-bhadra type ~ Padma-bandha type

In accordance with this scheme
of transition, architectural and
sculptural details vary from phase to

phase in the devotee’s onward

Indian Temple Traditions

movement towards the sanctum. To
signify the worldly aspect of the
devotee as he enters the temple, the
gateway and the tower over the
gateway as well as the niches above
the enclosing walls are filled with
secular sculptures. The ‘dispensation
seat’” 1s a miniature shrine, with
obvious mandala-details in it: it lifts
the devotee from the common
condition of worldliness onto a
dream-like vision of the sanctum.
The sculptural treatment of the
columns and the ceilings, niches and
the doorways in the pavilion has a
dream-like quality. Mythological
themes, legendary subjects, muthical
animals, and unusual motifs abound
here: they are designed to take one
away from dull and common-place

reality. The vestibule and the
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ambulatory passages are restrained
in scul;;tural decorations, and the
prevailing darkness of these areas
are suggestive of sleep-like
condition. The sanctum with its outer
walls divided by simple pilasters and
its entrance plainly adorned is
expected to lead the devotee further
to the condition of ‘semi-tranquillity’.
It enables attention to be focussed
on the icon, with minimal
distractions. The interior scheme of
the sanctum is altogether plain : it
is aiso dark, but for the oil lamps
that lit up the icon. The devotee can
here forget all the states and phases
that he has passed through and get
absorbed in the beauty and serenity
of the icon. He is now in ‘the inner

square of Brahma’ in the vastu-

mandala and direct communion with
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the chief source of power in the

temple-mandala.

Along the vertical axis, the
square sanctum is the mandala of
wakeful condition, the surmounting
circular  or

vimana (square,

polygonal) is the concrete
representation of the dream state,
and the vase (kalasa) of the deep
sleep state. Even as in sleep the
distinctions of form disappear, and
the variety gets unified, so in the
stipi the ascent of forms culminate
in a point (bindu). The ‘pot’ of the
tower, surmounted by semi-circular
lid, is crowned by an upright needle
(stichi or stapi). In the Orissan
temples, the spheroid or ribbed

amalaka is surmounted by semi-

circular ‘skull’ (khapuri), over which

Indian Temple Traditions




rests the pot of the tower. The entire
structure of the vimana, resting upon
a square base and tapering off into
a needle is a remarkable pattern of
many mandalas, animated by an

upward thrust.
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Divisions of temple enclosure

The Agama of Vaishnava
persuation has an additional
symbolism of the mandala. The
sanctum represents the concrete and
worshipful (archi) manifestation of
the divine power. The icon inside
‘inner controller’
(antaryami), corresponding to the
divine presence in the ‘heart’ of each

individual being. The vimana over

the sanctum represents the ‘glory’
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(vaibhava) aspect of the divine. The

One of the important Agama

crown-vessel on top of the vimana  texts, Suprabheda tells us -

is ‘the patterned expression’ (vyiha)

of the divine power; and pinnacle

““The Mandala is the very

which vanishes in a point is the essence of the temple” .

‘transcendent’ para) aspect.

(charyapada, 2)
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CHAPTER VIII
THE WORLD OF ICONS

The 1iconographic involvement
in India has been continuous at least
for about seven thousand years now.
The iconic specimens found in the
sites of the Indus Valley civilization
and the descriptive hymns dealing
with iconic conceptions in the Rig-
Veda provide the background,
however hazy and inadequate, for
the nation-wide iconographic
tradition that has held the field till
this day. But recorded history allows
us to have a peep only into the
north-western region of India during
the sixth century before Christ, when
Persian influence was dominant on

the region. The next date that raises

the curtain from this region is about

Indian Temple Traditions

320 B.C., when the Macedonian
adventurer, Alexander, swooped on
the Persian empire and dashed into
this corner region of India.
Hellenistic impact was in subsequent
years felt not only in Egypt, Syria,
Mesopotamia and Persia, but also in
this region of India as far as Punjab.
An aspect of this impact was the art

of making images of gods and

heroes.

The art-form that developed in
the north-western region (including
Bactria on the border) during the
days when the Indian princes
repulsed the invasions of the Greek

generals, has been called ‘Gandhara’,



after the name of the region.
Although this art-form is heavily
Greeko-Roman, it did not
materialize here when the Greeks
were in the ascendant. It is only
when the Indian princes under the
leadership of the Mauryan prince
Chandragupta of Magadha (around
304 B.C.), assumed control over the
area, allowing the Greeks to reside
here as citizens, that the Greek
sculptors and artisans were

encouraged to exhibit their artistic
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talent and temperament. They found
it expedient to integrate the
Hellenistic craft with the Indian
idiom, and this is how Gandhara art

was born.

The Greek sculptor had an eye
for the human figure; he had a
penchant for anatomical perfection.
He treated gods as robust and
prepossessing humans, modelling the
body as realistically as possible. He
introduced the detail of drapery in
a conspicuous manner. The
Gandhara artist shared this love of
the perfect human form, and the
tendency towards naturalism. We
have a large number of Buddha and
Bodhisattva images, both large and
small, in relief as well as in the
round, answering to the Gandhara

type in Taxila, Peshawar, Baniyan
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(where there is a colossal statue of
the Buddha measuring 150 feet in
height carved on a rock face),
Hadda, and Jalalabad - all in the
Gandhara region ot those days:. The
statues are designed as if they were
meant to be accommodated in an
architectural pattern, although free-
standing statues of those days are

not rare.

But Gandhara art is notoriously
impersonal. The artists (sculptors,
architects and craftsmen) were
commissioned - to execute works on
Buddhist monuments by Indian
patrons, especially by the Kushana
(Mongoloid) princes. It is unlikely
that the artists had much sympathy
for the Buddhist themes that they

were asked to handle. This becomes

evident by the rigidity of most of
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the statues belonging to this period.
The Buddha images of the Gandhara
type are more portraits than icons;
they scarcely suggest a
transcendental feeling or the divine
element. That is why the Gandhara
art was short-lived; and it
disappeared after sixty or seventy
years, leaving no lineage and no

impact.

The early Buddhist monastic
settlements were chiefly cenobiums,
and did not accommodate any iconic
worship of the Buddha, although the
lay folk that supported these
settlements were given to the
worship of numerous spirits and
demi-gods (Yakshas). Even when the
Buddha images were made, as in

the Gandhara period, they were

intended more as works of art than
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as objects of worship. The relic-
worship and the worship of symbolic
representations (like foot-print,
bodhi-tree, umbrella) were in vogue
from early times. When the theme
of the Buddha’s life and career
caught the fancy of sculptors,
especially inspired by the Hellenistic
models, it was the narrative aspect

that was dominant.

During the latter part of the
second century, Nagarjunakonda in
the South, a celebrated Buddhist
centre of Mahayana persuation,
witnessed the transformation from
the aniconic to the iconic
representation of the Buddha. A
section of the Buddhist monastic
assembly, the Mahasanghikas,
favoured iconic worship in the
devotion

shrines of common
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(Chaityas) in opposition to the more
conservative Mahisasakas who were
against both the shrine idea and
iconic representation of the Buddha
(although in course of time they

conceded the former).

The art-form that emphasized
the Indian idiom and tempered the
Hellinistic realism with idealistic
symbolism that was indigenous to
India was the one that developed in
the city of Mathura, about fifty miles
south-east of Delhi, when the
Gandhara-style was half-way through
its career. Mathura, under the
Kushanas, was an important trade-
centre and attracted large concourses
of mercantile people owing
allegiance to different religious

orders. Craftsmen, skilled in the local

style of making stylized stone and
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metallic icons of folk gods, Buddhist

and Jain deities, plied a busy trade.

Preparations of icons for
money and sale of icons in shops
were known even to Patanjali (on
Panini, 5, 3, 99). Mathurd icons
now became popular all over the
country and even abroad. The great
demand necessitated the mass
icons. The

manufacture of

iconography that originated at
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Mathura during this period (first and
second centuries after Christ)
developed and attained maturity in
the golden age of the Guptas (fourth

and fifth centuries).

It is interesting that the city of

Mathura in those days was
frequented by merchants, generals
and noblemen from Central Asia,
and other parts of northern India
(Indus Valley, Taxila, Gujarat, Gulf
etc). And there was for centuries,
in the city, generous sprinkling of
more or less resident foreigners

Greeks of Bactria, Scythians of
Central Asia, Parthians of Iran and
Kushanas of Mongolia. The
craftsmen of Mathura were thus
exposed to numerous extra-Indian

influences. Notwithstanding this

circumstance, they evolved an
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iconographic style that was pertectly
indigenous, and that was in complete
accord with the 1diom that 1s
illustrated in the canonical texts.
After a phase of initial development,
the subsequent period (marked by
the patronage of the Gupta kings)
saw a large number of canonical
works in Sanskrit in the nature of
iconographic manuals (pratiméb—

lakshanas).
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[t was about the same time
that temples also began to be built
in a manner that was different from
the stdpa, chaitya or vihara. It was
about the same time too that the
Bhagavata cult 'Wés making a
headway in the mainland of India.
And it was about the same time that
the nucleus of the Puranas had been
formed and the myths and legends
of gods were becoming popular. The
folk deities as well as the divinities
of the sophisticated classes had risen
in impertance they needed

elaborate shrines and complicated

rituals of worship.

Agama as the prescriptive
temple-literature took shape in
answer to this demand. There was
an Agama corpus in Tamil already.

It had got formed during the early
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centuries before and after Christ
(from 500 A.D., according to V.R.
Ramachandra Dikshitar and M.A.
Mehendale). The Agama of all India
relevance was naturally influenced

by the Tamil Agama.

The Vedic hold had to an
extent slackened, and the Tantrik
framework gradually assumed

considerable importance. Worship in
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a temple is of course not entirely
a Vedic 1dea although icon-worship
is undoubtedly mentioned in Rgveda
(1,155,1). There were no public
temples even in the earlier Indus
Valley phase, although there were
household icons. Now the elaborate
Vedic rituals and sacrifices as
community affairs receded to the
background, and the temple as a
public place of worship was taking

its place.

There is a curious inscription
(EC XXII, P.204) found in Ghosundi
(Nagari) near Chittore (Rajasthan),
belonging to the second century
B.C., which mentions that the King
Gajayana, a bhagavata who had also
performed an asvamedha sacrifice,
got a temple (Narayana-vatika) for

Vasudeva and Sarnkarshana.
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The inscription suggests the co-
existence of Vedic rituals of a
collective nature and the temple as
a religious institution during the
initial phases of this transformation.
It was in this context that the Agama

developed.

The bhagavata cult, which
advocated devotion to the iconic
representation of Vishnu,
encouraged the building of public
shrines. Even in the first century
A.D., we have an inscriptional
reference (EC XXIV P.194) to a
sacred shrine’ (maha-sthana) at

Mathura dedicated to the
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“worshipful Vasudeva’, during the
reign of the Saka satrap Shodasha,
son of Rajuvala; we have also
references to the icons of the five
worshipful heroes of the Vrishni

clan’ installed in this shrine.

(2) wraar geviiar  geraen gfdar:

(3) sraiewT IS 99 Saed g9 QHATT. .

The cult became wide-spread
during the rule of the early Gupta
Kings. Samudragupta performed an
asvamedha-sacrifice, but his son
Chandragupta II styled "himself a
“parama-bhagavata’’. The Varaha-
Vishnu temple in Udayagiri near
Bhilsa was a bhagavata shrine of
402 A.D. A rock inscription dated
404 A.D. at Mandsor by Nara-

Varman, a feudatory of the Gupta
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King, begins with a verse which
transforms the Vedic purusha into

a personal iconic deity.

TEal T qEyETHadsE |
R e ECRIE AR L A

The bhagavata-cult began with
an adoration of Vishnu, but its basic
creed of devotion (bhakti) drew
within its fold other popular gods
also. The later Guptas were devoted
to Siva (parama-mahesvaras) almost
exclusively. Even Patafjali, the
commentator on Panini (5,3,99),
was acquainted with “‘Siva-
bhagavatas’’, and the early Kushana
princes got ‘‘Siva-sthalas’ (shrines
to Siva) built as early as the first
century after Christ. There are
several inscriptions in Khardshti

which mention this, and there are

|
several early coins (as those of the
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Indo-Parthian ruler Gondophares and

the Kushana prince Wema
Kadphises) which unmistakably bear
iconic representations of Siva.
Besides the later Gupta Kings,
Bharasivas and the Vakataka rulers,
the Htna generals Maitrikas of
Valabhi, and the Maukhari chiefs of
Siva-

Kanoj encouraged the

bhagavata cult.

The innumerable folk divinities
were accommodated within the
general ideology of Bhagavata, which
was the irﬁpulse to partake of the
grace and glory of godhead (as the
etymological meaning of the wofd
bhakti, from the root bhaj, suggests).
The icons of the Buddha and the
budhisattvas were already being
icons  of

reverenced. The

tirthankaras (perfected saints guiding
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humanity) were objects of adoration
among the adherents of the
Sramana-tradition (Jains); these
iconic saints were accompanied by
folk divinities (yakshas and

yakshinis).

With the spread of the cult of
devotion to personal gods and
goddesses, the Agama manuals
attempted a classification of deities
and stylization of their iconic forms.
By about the fifth century after
Christ, Indian iconography was more
or less finalized and formalized.
Technical development in metal-craft
also reached a stage of maturity, so
that casting of metallic icons began
to be attempted on a mass scale.
The class of workers known as
Sthapathis, involved in the

preparation of icons, came to be

well-established.
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The expression ‘icon’ in the
word Iconography was evolved in
the West mainly in a Christian
context. The Greek original of this
expression, viz., eikon, means a
likeness, an Image, a representation
of something that is valuable. Greek
Christianity encouraged objects of
worship, like the crucifix, that could
be carried about ceremoniously in
cultic festivals. This practice is
derived from pre-historic fetishes
and totem-objects that we find all
over the world. Man not only loves
to manufacture icons as
representative and symbolic, but has
a necessity for them. An icon is
what is constructed and also what

18 utilized. It not only delights, but

S€rves a purpose.

There is a pretty legend

concerning Pygmalion, the clever
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The Egyptian deity Isis in Abidas temple

Greek sculptor. He once made an
image of a woman in stone, and it
was so life-like that he at once madly
fell in love with the woman in stone.
The love that he bore to this statue
was so intense and genuine that
Venus took pity on him and infused
life into the statue. The sculptor
married her and lived with her
happily. The legend has a point. The

image that serves as an icon must
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be artistically perfect and realistic :
it must have a profound appeal to
the onlooker or the devotee. And

it must be meaningful to him.

The portable crucifix as an
icon, for instance, has value only
when it is meaningful. Its value
consists 1n reminding us of the
person of Jesus Christ, representing
the event of crucifixion and signifying
the idea of redemption. It is only
then that it becomes an object of
veneration. An icon has a religious
significance as well as artistic merit.
The pre-historic fetishes, funeral
poles, ancestral images, totem-
tablets and sacred stones are
meaningful to the tribes in which
they operate : they direct the magical

practices of the tribe, and also

delight the folk that surround them.
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Their forms may appear crude
and frightening to us, but we must
remember that these icons were not
designed to please us. We should
not expect the artistic quality of
these objects of worship to conform
to our norms of beauty; it is enough
if it accords well with the traditional
pattern current in the tribe, for that

is what matters.

An icon is, therefore, in the
nature of a paradigm. The idea of
a paradigm, popularized by Thomas
S. Kuhn (The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions, Chicago 1962),
involves an assumption derived from
a specific achievement, and the
sharing of this assumption in a
community, which act of sharing will

facilitate co-ordinated effort. A

paradigm is a framework; it has a
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blinding function, in the sense that
it prevents the wuser of this
framework from wasting his time
and energy on trivial issues, and
helps concentrate on relevant and
specific issues. It brings into being
a way of looking at things naturally,
meaningfully and purposefully; and
it develops its own language. ‘A
paradigm’’, in the words of Margaret
Masterman, ‘is something which can
function when the theory is not
there”” (Criticism and Growth of
Knowledge, Cf. Lian Hudson, The
Cult of the Fact, London, 1973). It
is like a local roadmap, which is
used when it is needed and which

is meaningful when relied upon.

A paradigm works, especially
when it is shared in a community.

And success of the paradigm
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provides delight to the users of the
paradigm; and ‘‘humans become
emotionally attached to what gives
them pleasure’’. The role of an icon
in a tribe is exactly the same. It
binds the members of the tribe In
a generality of understanding, and
helps them communicate with each
other as well as function within a
framework. Its relevance and value
are confined to the community which
has generated it and within which

it operates.

An icon as an object of
reverance satisfies not only the
religious impulses of its user, but
the artistic expectations also. It thus
develops a ‘vital quality’, and a
‘protective role’. No user of the icon
can derive any benefit from it unless

he regards it as imbued with a living
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quality and unless he has trust in
its especial, although unseen powers.
An icon is a ‘charm’ : it can work.
The earnestness and concentration
of the user of the icon determines
how the icon is going to benefit him.
Was it not the mad love of
Pygmalion that prompted Venus to
give him the woman that he loved,
out of the inert stone that he skillfully

carved?

The temple 1s a structure
designed to house an icon, which
is both an object of veneration and
a work of art. The icon in the temple
has a cult, a tradition, a function
that is laid down as paramount within
the community. The Indian words
for icon are ‘pratima’, ‘bimba’ and
‘bera’. ‘Pratima’ emphasizes

representation of the actual object

of veneration (divinity); ‘bimba’

167



brings out the character of image;
and ‘bera’, the origin of which word
1s obscure, means an idol in which
certain ftraits and powers are
especially invoked. There is another
synonym, ‘murti’, that is sometimes
used; it signifies person-ification, in-
carnation, formation. It is making an

abstract idea concrete and practical.

The word pratima is an ancient
one, found even in the Vedic hymns
(e.g. Rg-Veda 10, 10, 130). It had
become popular in the centuries just
preceding the Christian era, for we
find it used in the sense of icons
in several inscriptions belonging to
the second and first centuries before
Christ. For instance, an Inscription
of this date on the pedestal of a
stone image of Manibhadra (a folk

god) has been found in Pol near
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Gwalior (in Madhya Pradesh); and
another in a well in Mora near
Mathura (Uttar Pradesh) which
mentions the icons of the five heroes
of the Vrshni clan (Sankarshana,
Vasudeva and others). The Rg-Veda
(6, 28, 6) employs another word
‘su-pratika’ in the same sense as

‘pratima’.

‘Bimba’ and ‘bera’, however,
are more frequently employed in
the Silpa texts. They are specifically
sculptures in stone, wood, clay or
metal, as distinguished from lekhya
(coloured line-drawing) and chitra
(painting). ‘Bera’ in particular refers
to the variety of icons worshipped
in temples in the context of different
rituals. We do not know whence
this word was derived, for it is

clearly not a regular Sanskrit word.
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Agastya samhita classifies icons

into three types : (1) Chitra

(sculpture in the round); (2)
Chitrardha (relief); and (3)
Chitrabhasa (painting or drawing).

The first is said to be the best.
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The employment of icons in
India can be traced in the oldest
strata of her recorded history.
Besides the cultic images discovered

in the remains of the Indus Valley
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civilization, many of the n\umerous
steatite seals that we find in the
same sites are clearly iconic in
function. It is unfortunate that the
egends upon the seals have not yet
been deciphered; for without an
understanding of the legends it is
impossible to determine the iconic

significance of the seals.

One of the seals has become
justly famous, although its enigmatic

character has not been relieved by

The Indus-Seal representing a divinity
identified frequently as Siva-pasupati
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a convincing explanation. It is the
seal found in Mohenjo-daro
representing a three-faced (?) male
deity with horns, seated on a stool
(asandi) in a Yyogic posture,
surrounded by four animals
(elephant, tiger, rhinoceros and
buffalo), and with two antelopes
under the stool. The deity has been
variously identified as Pasupati-Siva
(R.N. Dandekar), an earlier
prototype of Siva (Father Heras),
the Fire-god or Agni (B.A. Saletore),
an earlier form of Vishnu (T.G.
Aravamuthan), the creator-sculptor
Tvashtr-Visvarupa (S.Srikantha
Sastri), the Killer-god Kuejas
(Hrozng), and some buffalo-headed
composite deity {(K.N. Sastri). The
supposed nudity of the figure is
explained as ithyphallicism and F.O.

Schrider is impressed by its
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similarity with the Celtic god
Cernunnos. (Cf R.N. Dandekar

Some aspects of the History of

Hinduism, University of Poona,

1967).

The precise identity, however,
will not be possible until the six or
seven letters that are inscribed above
the figure are read. Whatever deity
the seal represents, it is clear that
is is iconic. It must obviously have
had a religious purpose to fulfil; and
its artistic' value can readily be seen
even today. There are many seals
like this. The deities in human and
animal representation, divinities as
trees and plants, and the ritualistic
observances in connection with them
are typical factors involved in icon-
making, and we find them in these

seals. The seals were also meant to
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be carried about, either as charms
(or talisman) or as possessions on

the person of the owner.

The religion reflected in the
Vedic literature does not make much
of veneration of icons (iconoduly),
although it is doubtless acquainted
with icons (pratima or pratika). Icons
would have been in use by the folk,
as they were during the days of the
Indus Valley civilization. Vedic age
was in most respects a continuation
of this earlier age. It is becoming
increasingly evident that there is no
ground for the distinction that used
to be made between Dravidian and
Aryan races as distinguishing the
and Vedic

Indus civilizations

respectively.

The Vedic hymns refer to

charms and talismans, magical
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powers and cultic images. Their pre-
occupation appears to have been
with nature and abstract divinities,
and not with physical representations
of the forces of nature or of divinities
derived from nature’s nucleus. The
Vedic hymns did, however,
crystallize the symbols (such as
wheel, umbrella, spear, foot-print,
lotus, noose, goid and vehicles)

which helped the iconographic

development in a later age.

The idea of the multiplicity of
divinities and legendary accounts of
aspected deities which are basic to
Indian Iconology are also Vedic. The
former is evidenced in the remains
of the Indus Civilization also, while
we have no means of ascertaining
the latter in the same context. The

gods numbered 3339 (Cf. Rg-Veda
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3,9,9,) but they were all aspects of
a much smaller number of deities
(orﬂy three in Rg-Veda, e.g., 10,
158, I, Agni, Indra and Surya). The
hymnal outlook is henotheistic (to
use the expression coined by F. Max-
miiller) : the god to whom the hymn
was addressed was regarded as the
highest of gods, even as the only
God in reality, all other deities being

regarded as aspects thereof.

But the folk religion that
continued in the Vedic period and
has survived till today, accepted in
practice, whatever the theoretical
reservations, as many  as
330,000,003 gods! The staggering
figure may indeed be a fanciful
extension of the Vedic number 33,
which is credited with some validity

in the Satapatha-brahmana and other

172

early scriptural texts. The thirty-
three gods were earth and the
heaven, twelve aspected solar
energies (adityas), eleven frightening
forces of the atmosphere (rudras)
and eight deities of the directions
(vasus). They were obviously

symbolic.

There is another explanation
of the number, which accommodates
eleven deities in each of the three
spheres (the earth, the mid-region
or atmosphere and the heavenly
vault). It should be noted that the
thirty-three divinities gradually got
condensed into three, each
representing a sphere (tri-dasa), even
in the Vedic literature: as, for
instance, the conception of the triad,
Agni (Fire on earth), Vayu (Wind

in midregion) and Strya (Sun in the
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heavenly vault). This provided the
background for the evolution of the
triad of the popular religion in later

India, Brahma, Siva and Vishnu.

Polytheism is a fact in Indian
religion, and the attempt that is
frequently made to show that Indian
thought is committed ultimrately to
monotheism 18 not only
misconceived but irrelevant. Theism
1s a matter of religious practice, and
not a philosophical tenet. Whatever
conclusion the Vedanta arrives at is
valid, not for the common folk, but
for the ‘superior’ individuals who
are able to transcend the confines
of theistic involvement. Common
people worship a variety of gods,
for a variety of purposes, in a variety
of ways. The idea of godhead is

relevant only in the context of needs
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and fears, aspirations and aversions,

pleasures and pains.

The nature and content of
Vedic hymns make this point
explicit, and the outlook of these
hymns is decidedly polytheistic. The
Vedantic wisdom advocated the idea
of ‘monism’ (the ultimate reality of
the absolutely one principle), which
also has its roots in the Vedic hymns.
It is wunfortunately not often
recognized that in India monism
and polytheism have always co-
existed, and that they do not
contradict each other. Monism is a
matter of conviction of the reality
of one principle, while polytheism
with

i1s concerned practical

approaches to aspected divinities.

And polytheism is fundamental

to Indian iconography, or, for that
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matter, to any iconography in the
world. For it is only an aspected
divinity that can be concretely
represented, or worshipped. Making
an icon involves the understanding
of Godhead in terms of shapes and
traits, personalities and powers. Even
in the Vedic hymns, the various gods
are endowed with different
personalities. Man truly makes gods
in his own image. The process of
crystallization of traits in gods
facilitated the creation of iconic
models. The icon is a condensed
word-image. That is why an icon In
India is always accompanied by a
descriptive and mnemonic verse
known as dhyana-$ioka containing
the essential features of the icon
(traits, weapons, postures and

powers).
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In course of time, while the
folk continued to worship countless
deities and spirits, the sophisticated
people accepted the group of five
deities (the four subordinated to one)
for worship : Vishnu, Siva, Sakti,
Strya (the Sun) and Ganapati. The
five  constituted a  family
(paiichayatana), free from
confrontation. But diffeent groups
insisted on different patterns in this
family. And depending on which of
the five deities was accorded the

dominant role, there was a five-fold

division of sects.

Thus, there were those who
worshipped Vishnu as the major
deity, the other four being
subordinated to him, and they came
to be designated as ‘Vaishnavas’

(with as many as 139 sub-sects,
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occasioned by historical,
geographical and social factors).
Likewise, there were ‘Saivas’ (with
103 sub-sects), accepting the
superior status of Siva; ‘Saktas’ (with
17 sub-sects), who worshipped Sakti
i the main; Sauras (with nine sub-
sects) given to Sun-worship; and
‘Ganapatyas’ (with eleven sub-sects)
who worshipped Ganapati in the
main. Whatever the affiliation, the

ritual invariably involves a degree of

syncretism.

There were also composite
deities, conceived by the more
tolerant and less exclusive. We have
images of Vishnu-Siva (Sankara-
narayana, Hari-hara), Vishnu-Sirya
(Sarya-narayana), Vishnu-Sakti
(Lakshmi-narayana, Srinivasa), Siva-
Sakti (Hara-Gauri, Uma-Mahe$vara,

Ardhanari$vara), and Ganapati with
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Ganesa in a standing posture
bronze image
emblems of one or all of the other
four deities. And each of these five
deities came to have in due course
numerous presentational forms (lila-
martis), designed principally out of
legendary material, but not
infrequently occasioned only by the

artist’s fancy.

The icons being concrete, there

was a natural tendency for the forms
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to get crystallized into traditional
patterns. The making of icons
became a protessional detail; there
were not only guilds of craftsmen
but castes into which craftsmen were
born. There was then need for
instructional literature concerning the
theoretical and practical aspects of
iconography (which literally means
providing drawings and sketches for
the making of icons). And the need
was fulfilled in an ample measure.
There is now an elaborate literature
in Sanskrit which deals with the
nature of gods, their images and
manifest forms, the craft and
technical procedures in the
manufacture of icons, the details of
rituals associated with the worship,

and the legends that provide the

background.
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As a necessary aspect of
standardization, the form of the icons
was sought to be clearly defined in
terms of anatomical proportions,
postures, and the weapons in the
hands. The axiomatic assumption
that prevailed for all time was that
beauty 1 an icon is derived solely
from the measurements prescribed

in the canons (Manasara, 51,70)-
IEEHT AT W F A A i

Thus iconic measures loomed
large in the training of the sthapati.
The iconometry, as standardized,
takes into account the most proper
height of the icon (mana), the
breadth (pra-mana), the
circumference (pari-mana), surface
of the

image (lamba-mana),

thickness (un-mana) and the space
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between limbs (upa-mana). When
the icon is to be installed in a temple
that is already built, the height and
breadth of the temple, and the size
of the main door are among the
relevant considerations. Some texts
insist that the donor’s measurements
also become important when he
causes the icon to be installed in a

temple he himself has built.

An indispensable concept in
Indian iconometry it the ‘inch-
measure’ (manangula) as the unit,
which approximates roughly to
three-fourths of the common inch.
The iconometric ‘inch’ increases in
degrees, beginning with the atomic
size (paramanu), which is unseen by
the human eye. Eight of these make
a ‘mobile speck’ (trasa-renu); eight
of these in turn is equal to the ‘tip

of a thin hair’ or the hair on the
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head, (valagra); eight of these make
the ‘tip of a coarse hair’, hair on
the body (romagra); eight of these
make an ‘egg of a louse’ (liksha);
eight of these répresent the length
of the louvse itself (yiuka); eight of
these will make the size of a barley
grain (yava). Eight of the barley
grains constitute a ‘superior’
(uttama) ‘inch measure’; seven of
them is regarded as ‘midling’

(madhyama), and six of them is

‘inferior’ (adhama).

Constituted by the ‘inch-
measures’ we have other measures
such as the ‘cubit’ (kishku) which
is twenty-four angulas (about
eighteen of the common inches),
the ‘bow-length’ (dhanus) which is
four ‘cubits’, the ‘churning-stick’
(danda), which is a variant of the

above, and so on.
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There 1s also the measure
known as ‘matrangula’, (or
‘dehangula’), the inch which
corresponds to the length of the
middle division of the middle fingure
of the sculptor who makes the icon
or the patron who commissions it.
By a combination of these two ‘inch-
measures’ (manangula and
marrangula), we have the tamiliar

practical measure in vogue.

The major gods like Vishnu
and Siva are prescribed to be made
in the ‘superior’ dasa-tala (ten-tala-
measure), viz. 124 matrangulas in
height trom the top of head to the
soles of the teet. Goddesses like
Lakshmi, Sarasvati and Parvati
should measure to the ‘midling’
daSa-tala viz., 120 matrangulas.
When they stand they should reach

up to the lower tip of their male
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consorts’ ear. The ‘inferior’ dasa-
tala 1s meant for minor deities like
Garuda, Sesha, Skanda, and
guardians of the eight quarters; the
height would be 116m. The nine-
tala measure (nava-tala) equals
108m., and it is the measure ftor
making the icons of the demi-god
Indra and demons. There are
varieties in this tdla-measure
navardha-tala (114m.) for the
planetary divinities; uttama-nava-tila
(112 m) for sylvan deities (yaksha),
celestial musicians (gandharvaj, and
dragons (uraga); and sattryangula-
nava-tala (111 m.) tor great human

beings.

In Indian iconography, the head
of the image merits the most caretful
attention of the sculptor, for it is
the ‘major limb’. In all the varieties
of tala-measure, iconometric details
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are minutely prescribed in the texts.
The face is divided into three equal
divisions, the first from the front
hair line to the eye-brow-meet, the
second from the eye-brow-meet to
the tip of the nose, and the third
from the tip of the nose to the
bottom of the chin. If we use the
nine-tala measure (108m.) which is
most often used, then height of the
face would be 12m., each division
thereof being 4m., from neck to the
middle of the breast-line 12m., from

these till the navel 12m. and so on.

Measurements vary according
to the subject-matter (gods, spirits,
human beings, animals, etc). And
each subject-matter has numerous
categories. For instance, if the icon
is that of a human being, five types
are recognized ‘hamsa’

(superhumans, kings, human
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incarnations of the divinities),
108m.; ‘bhadra’ (sages, royal priests,
chief ministers etc.) 106m.;
‘malavya’ (wedded wives, heavenly
musicians, dragons etc) 104m.;
‘ruchaka’  (nymphs, dancers,
actresses etc) 100m.; and ‘Sasaka’
(wel-known mortals), 96m. There
are also other characteristic
delineations such as webbed hands
and feet, a lump on the forehead,
forelocks turned rightward and three

lines on the palm for celebrated

human beings.

Even the aniconic
representations of the linga are
subject to well-defined icono-metric
prescriptions. Lingas are of thirty-
three kinds, grouped into three main
categories according to their

iconometric specifications. The ‘best’

lingas made in stone must measure
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nine to seven cubits (hasta) in height,
the ‘midling’ ones six to four cubits,
and the ‘inferior’ ones three to one.
A stone linga which is under one
foot high does not merit worship in
a public place. If the linga is a crystal
one, the ‘best’” may be 18° to 13°
high, the ‘midling” 12° to 7° and the
‘inferior’ 6° to one inch (Isana-Siva-

guru-deva-paddhati, 40).

Naradiya-samhita (23, 110)
recommends that an icon in stone,
bronze or wood should be made in
the nine-fala measure or the ten-
tala. For the worship rituals (known
as karmarcha), the icon should be
in metal, and should not be taller
than twelve angulas nor shorter than

SIX.

Iconometry figures prominently

with respect to two parts of the
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shrine, although they are strictly not
icons : kalasa (finial) and bali-pitha
(altar). Accounts of these parts have
already been given earlier. And it
has been shown that these two
structures are intimately associated
with the icon in the sanctum. But
the measures here are in terms of
‘parts’ (amsas), and ‘levels’ (talas).
For instance, the finial known as
kama-kumbha is composed of six
‘levels’ and the total measure is 15
1/2 ‘parts’. The ‘foot-hold’ (pada-
grahi or base) will be two parts, the
‘egg’ (andaka) five, the ‘neck’ (griva)
two, ‘lotus motif’ (padma-patrika)
three, the (karnika) two and a half,
and the top-most unit (bijapira) one

part.

The altar may be carved out
of stone, made in bricks or cast in

metal, according to Padma-Samhita
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(30, 140). The height of the altar
in front of the sanctum should bear
a definite proportion to the height
of the sanctum itself. One eighth of
the sanctum is considered the best;
it may also be one seventh or one
fifth. Breadth of the altar is also

determined likewise.

There is another reckoning
which suggests that the height of the
altar should be equal to the height
of the pedestal on which the icon
in the sanctum is consecrated. And
accordingly, many types of altars
are enumerated and named in the
manuals like Silparatna, Padma-
samhita and Vishvaksena-tantra.
Limbs or levels of the altar are also
designated and the measurements
given. There are several altars like
the Maha-pitha (21 ‘parts’), Sri-

bhadra (32 ‘parts’), Sarvota-bhadra
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(35 ‘parts’) and Sri-vijaya (37
‘parts’), which receive elaborate

consideration in the craft-manuals.

It may be noted that the altar
usually consists of many mouldings,
and texts like Tantra-samucchaya
divide the total height of the altar
into ten parts: ‘foundation’ (paduka)
at the bottom, ‘platform’ (jagati) on
top of it, and on successive tiers
‘flower-pattern’ (kumuda), ‘flower-
slab” (kumuda-pattika) ‘shoulder-
blade’ (gala), ‘neck’ (kambu), ‘dove-
row’ (kapota), ‘top-slab’ (agra-patti),
and ‘lotus’ (padma), which is the
top-most member. The earlier
tradition was to have the altar inside
the sanctum itself (as for instance
recommended n Tantra-
samucchaya), and not outside in the

open, as the case now is. The altar
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in this event would be monolithic

and not consist of several mouldings.

Icons in India have been from
very ancient times carved in stone,
or wood, made in clay, or cast in
metal. Sometimes precious stones
and crystals are also used for carving
small icons out of them. Ajitagama
lists gem, stone, metal, wood and
clay as materials to be preferred in
the order they are mentioned. Little
icons are also carved out of conch-
shell and elephant’s tusk. Icons for
permanent use and for installation
in temples are usually made of stone,
although the old practice was to
have wooden icons in the sanctum.
[cons for mobile purposes are cast
in metal. Household icons are
metallic (bronze, copper, silver and

gold) or carved out of crystal or
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gem. [cons for temporary use are

made in clay or variant material.

There are manuals (like
Aparajita-priccha) which provide
elaborate instructions for the purpose
of carving. Different icons are to be
made in different kinds of stone or
wood. Stones from the rocky
mountains are said to be most
preferable, and when they are not

available, stones from ground level
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may be used. Stones are classified
into male (pum-sila, bright coloured;
free from spiral grains and knots;
which when struck sounds like a
brass-gong; and which during
excavation throws out splinters like
sparks of fire), female (stri-sila, eight
coloured, having, streaks of grains,
which, when struck, emit a hollow
but pleasant sound), and ‘neuter’

(napumsaka-sila, dull-coloured, hard
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and not producing any musical sound

when struck).

‘Male’ stones are employed for
making major icons of gods and
goddesses, while the pedestal thereof
1s carved out of ‘female’ stones.
However, Purushottama-samhita (5,
63) suggests that ‘female’ stones
must be used for images of
goddesses, while the pedestals must
be carved out of ‘male’ stones. The
‘neuter’ stones are used for
structures hidden under the ground
(like ratma-nyasa). Among the
stones, the black-stone (krshna-$ila),
finely grained granite, is generally
recommended. Early Pallavas appear
to have preferred sandstone for
making lingas and icons. But the
manuals insist on careful examination

of stone before it is selected. Steatite
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and marble are also employed,
especially in the northern regions of

the country.

The selection of wood for
sculpting icons figures prominently
in the early manuals, for wooden
images were frequent in olden days.
The most ancient images in the
country are known to have been
wooden; stone stepped in rather late
in the history of Indian iconography.
Several trees have been named as
fit for icon carving : khadira, sandal,
red sandal, a$oka, devadaru, bilva,
sala, kadamba, champaka, bakula,
udumbara, arjuna and $almali are

frequently mentioned.

The location and nature of
trees are important considerations.
Trees in the burial grounds, on tank-

bunds, at road-crosses, and in the
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close vicinity of huge -ant-hills and
ponds are to be avoided. Trees that
have been worm-eaten, lightning-
struck, and damaged by elephants
are not regarded as fit. Trees that
are barren, very old and worn out,
with bark peeling off, are also unfit.
Trees on which birds have built
nests, and which provide shade for
the cattle are to be left alone, and
should not be cut down for icon-
making. Trees that do not have a
pleasant aspect or have fallen by

themselves, are likewise unsuitable.
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The piece of stone or the ldg
of wood selected is treated in an
elaborate manner in order to divest
it of its inert nature and to infuse
into it the power to contain the

divine image.

An interesting procedure is
given in Padma-samhita (11, 101-
104, which also occurs 1in
Purushottama-tantra, 6, 22, 27).
Before the log of weod is cut off
the tree, the priest-sculptor prays
thus to the tree: ““You have become
inert and immobile owing to your
past conduct. But I choose you for
a meritorious condition, for carving
out of you the image of Vishnu
which will confer benefits on
humanity. I shall not hurt you, my

friend, but [ shall release you from

your present inert condition. By the
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grace of God, you shall enjoy all

the worship that is done to God.”

Then he ties the consecrated
thread round the tree, sets up a
small sacrificial fire in front of the
tree, and after oblations are offered
into the fire, cuts down the tree
with an axe that has also been duly
worshipped. While cutting, he stands
facing East and recites prescribed
hymns. The same procedure applied

to stone also.

When the piece of stone or log
of wood has been cut, 1t 1is
ceremoniously brought to the
sacrificial enclosure (yaga-$ala) in a
procession. A consecrated ‘pot’
(purna-kumbha) is then installed,
and the stone or wood is treated to
an elaborate ritual before it is given

over to the sculptor.
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The carving is done, preferably
in the apartment of the temple meant
to be the sanctum, with doors
closed, during three, tive, seven or
nine days. If the apartment that is
designated as sanctum 1s not
available for this work, then a
pavilion is specially set apart to the
south or north of the temple,
covered with a decorated vifana from
which cocoanuts and fly-whisks
hang. The stone or wood is placed
in the centre of this pavilion, and
is worshipped with flowers, sandal-
paste and other offerings. The
sculptor commences his work with
an initial ritual resembling ankura-

arpana (‘seed-sowing’ ceremony).

Different methods for
preparing the clay for making the
icons are given. The usual method,

however, is the following. Soft-clay,
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red, white, black or yellow in colour,
1s collected from top of a hillock or
from river-beds, and is thoroughly
sieved. It 1s then kneaded well with
water, cow’s milk, ghee, curds,
wheat-flour and triphala-powder.
Sometimes, gingelly oil is also added.
The mass is then kept away for a
fortnight or month before it is taken
up for icon-making. After the image
1s made, it i1s dried in the sun for
a month, or baked in low fire. It
1s suggested that some gold or gems
be placed inside the clay image while
worship is done. The clay icon may

also be painted over.

The clay image is classed
among ‘temporary’ or ‘occasional’
icons, which are not suitable for
installation in temples or for
permanent worship. Such icons are

installed (avahana) just prior to the
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commencement of a ritual sequence,
and 1s discharged” (visarjana) in
water immediately after worship is
over. Besides clay, sand, cow-dung,
sandal-paste, rice-flour, jaggery or
butter is also used for making such
icons that are not supposed to last

for more than a day.

While the main icon installed
in the Brahma-position inside the
sanctum is usually carved out of
stone, there will be one or more
metallic images to serve various
ritualistic ends. The former is said
to be ‘fixed on jewels’ (ratna-nyasa),
and 1s therefore immobile. The latter
are not fixtures, and can be taken
to the sopts of several rituals
(karmarcha), such as bathing
(snapana) procession (utsava),
audience (koluvu), and food-

distribution (bali).
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Réama - an old bronze image tound at
Nagarjuna-Konda in Andhra Pradesh :
around 3rd Century A.D.

Three major metals are
prescribed for the making of such
icons : gold (pure, jatarupa or alloy,
hé,téka), silver (pure, ripya, or
impure, rajata), and copper (pure,
tamra or mixed, misrita). Although
the first is said to be the best, the
last is preferred frequently, and for

obvious reasons. More usually,
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however, bronze (kamsya) and brass
(arakata or paittala) are used for
portable icons. In the South, icons
made of a mixture of five metals
(paficha-loha) are common : copper,
gold, silver, brass and white lead.
Iron (ayasa), lead (sisaka) and tin
(trapu) are used for making images
of wicked and terrific aspects,

employed in magical rites.

The casting of bronze icons
was perfected in India even during
the days of Indus civilisation, as the
splendid figure discovered at
Harappa illustrates. We have an
excellent casket-lid of the Kushana
period (second century) found at
Shaj-ji-Dheri. The Gupta craftsmen
appear to have perfected the casting
technique, known as ‘lost wax’ or
(madhtcchishta-

cire perdue

vidhana), although Tamil-Nadu
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became the centre of this art about
the fifth century. A remarkable
specimen of the Gupta style is the
seven-foot Buddha icon, weighing a
ton and cast in two layers in bronze
and copper, found at Sultdnganj.
Nagapattinam icons in the South date

almost from the same period.

The original image is made in
wax (bees’s wax mixed with charcoal
powder), and over this model a coat
of soft clay is applied leaving an
opening,and left to dry. When
perfectly dry, the claycoating is
heated so that the wax model within
melts and comes out through the
outlet, leaving the mould of the
model. Into the opening, then, the
molten bronze is poured. When,
after sometime, the metal cools, the
clay coating is broken open, and we

have the image cast in solid bronze.
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Siva as Natardja

By a variance of the procedure,
hollow~casting 1s.also accomplished.
This is common 1in the northern
region, especially. in Nepal and Tibet.
The purpose ofv making the image
hollow is to insert into it a magical
formula inscribed on a scroll, a piece
of scriptural writing, or a precious
relic of the holy teacher so as to

infuse into the image  an
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extraordinary power that otherwise
it would not contain. The art-work
that an icon is, becomes tit for
worship only when o
accommondates a supernatural

energy.

The importance of this‘casting
technique, detailed in texts like
Silpa-ratna, consists in each classical
bronze icon in India being a unique
piece. The wax is lost and the clay
mould is destroyed. There is thus
no way of mechanically duplicating
the artist’s handiwork. Indian bronze
icons have become most valuable
on this account. It would be
impossible for the same craftsman
to produce two identical images in
metal; 1t would necessarily be
different each time. But the

workmanship is altogether traditional
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and is so highly standardized that
numerous icons fall into definite

patterns, and look alike.

Craftsmanship involved in
South Indian bronze icons has
become world-renowned. The craft
1s highly skilled, and the art is
superb.  While the
iconometry are scrupulously
tollowed, eéch bronze reveals an
individual touch that is unmistakable
in a master-piece. The crattsman
here has treed himself from a natural
and compelling impact of stone-
sculpture, for it is the stone icons
that provide models for the metallic
ones. The bronze-worker feels freer
to incorporate his turns of fancy

within the stylized pattern, as he

mainly works with wax while
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modelling. Finishing the bronze icon
1s essentially a matter of the
craftsman’s skill and experience; the
v;/ax model, on the other hand, is

In every case a work of art.

The icon-maker enjoys a
measure of freedom within the
framework of canonical
prescriptions. It is this utilization of
freedom that stamps the icon with
an individuality that is unique. The
iconometric details have of course
the beauty of the figure in view; but
the beauty they envisage is rigid and
formal. The texts insist that the
image-maker must do the work as
it pleases him, and as his fancy
takes him (yatha ruchi). And the
artist has to take into consideration

the modes of dress and decoration
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that are prevalent at the place and This provision gives the

at the time: So we read in sculptor freedom for expression, and

Brhatsamhita: plasticity in the iconic forms stylized

IS EE P R R NI EA TG IR E
Fmt afmr )
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192 &~ Indian Temple Traditions




CHAPTER IX
THE VALUE OF ICONS

The symbolism of the Indian
icon extends to its postural and
decorative details. Icons are
classified according to the classical
guna they signify or embody. It is
well-known that the theory of three
gunas, ‘sattva’ (goodness, brightness,
purity, wisdom), ‘rajas’ (activity,
‘tamas’

energy, emotion), and

(wickedness, dullness, sloth,
resistance) is an abiding contribution
of the Sankhya school to Indian
thought. The entire universe (and
every individual) is constituted of
different combinations of these three
gunas, with one of them predominant

in an object, or on an occasion.
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Images that are seated having
an aspect of traﬁquillity, and showing
the mudras (hand-gestures) of boon-
giving (varada) or offering protection
(abhaya) are said to belong to the
sattvika-group. Images that stand,
or ride on a vehicle (vahana), show
the mudras of Va‘lour or challenge,
and bear in hands weapons answer
to the rajasa description. Images that
ride on a vehicle, hold in the hands
terrible weapons of warfare, and
have an aspect of cruelty belong to
the tamasa group. The first group
is generally benign and happy
(saumya), while the last is fierce

and destructive (ugra or samhara).
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Srinivasa; a sculptor’s sketch according
to the standard tala-mana

Images of Vishnu as Para-

Vasudeva, Lakshmi-Narayana, Siva
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as Sadasiva, Somaskanda and
Dakshina-marti, Ganes$a, Aiyappa
(Sasta), Lakshmi, Rajarajesvari and
Sarasvati are illustrations of the
Sattvika type. Maya-$astra, an
iconographic manual, describes this
type as characterized by eyes looking
straight and serene, and by a
peaceful aspect (‘‘samadrishtis tu
santa cha’’); it brings quiet happiness
to the devotee and helps in the

dawning of wisdom in him.

Images of Vishnu in the
sthanaka (standing) posture like
Trivikrama, Raja-gopala, Srinivasa,
Janardana and Ke$ava; Siva as
Bhikshatana, Nataraja, Umalingana
and Vishahara; composite images
like Hari-Hara and Ardha-Nari,

images of Devi in the sthanaka

posture; Ganesa in the dance stance,
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Rama with Sitad are illustrations of

the rajasa type.

Vishnu as Narasimha, Krshna
as Kaliya-damana, Durga riding on
the lion while killing the demon
Mahisha, Skanda riding of the
peacock and leading the army of
gods against the demons, and
Virabhadra destroying Daksha’s

sacrifice belong to the tamasa type.

This typology should not be
taken to mean that some gods by
themselves are ‘good’ and others
‘bad’. A value-judgment of this sort
i1s not indicated. The sattvika icon
1s worshipped for the final liberation
of the devotee from phenomenal
involvement. The rajasa, however,
is worshipped for protection and
prosperity, and for the fulfilment of

normal desires. The tamasa images
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on the other hand, are invoked in

times of stress, danger and challenge.

Srinivasa in Chera style of the 9th century
now in the Trivandrum Museum

Any god may assume any of
these aspects. Vishnu as Yoga-
narasimha is really benign, although
his countenance is fierce. Siva as
Dakshina-murthy is actually

destructive (-he stamps on the
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apasmara-purusha with his right
foot-), although the general aspeét
is calm and meditative. Likewise
Nataraja. Durga riding on the lion
and killing Mahisha has a calm and
pleasant expression on her face. The
warrior Rama may stand .in a quiet
posture, like the warrior Skanda
standing as an innocent boy (Kumara

or Bala—subrahmanya).

Among the Vishnu images, it
is usual to notice four varieties
(according to Marichi-samhita)
yoga (meditative), bhoga (pleasant),
vira (valourous) and abhicharika
(wicked). The bodily posture, and
weapons in the hands ($ankha and
Chakra) are the same in all Varieiies;
even facial expression may be the
same. But the image is yoga when

it is meant for ascetics seeking final
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beatitude, bhoga when it is meant
to be worshipped by common folk
for the obtainment of protection andr
prosperity, vira when worshipped by
warriors for the conquest of
enemies, and abhicharika when
magicians and sorcerers resort to it
in the course of their proféssional
pursuits. However, the manuals
suggest that the yoga type of Vishnu
images is to be installed on banks

of rivers and in solitary spots; the

bhoga type in the midst of human
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The Buddha in dhyana

settlement; the vira type outside the
township; and the abhicharika on
hill-tops, in forts and in the forest

fastness.

According to Archana-prakasa,

however, yoga, bhoga and vira are

three forms of energy (sakti) in any
icon. The first refers to the pedestal
(pitha or ritualistic installation of the

icon), the second to the peculiar
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power (Sakti) that is contained in
the image properly consecrated, and
the third to the physical or material
aspect of the image (bahyalaya). The
devotee is at first in contact with
the exterior form of the icon; then
he becomes aware of the import of
the iconic form, and finally meditates
on the source of the iconic
projection. The iconic form thus is
a crutch for the devotee to move

ahead in the path of spiritual

fulfilment.

The images of the Buddha and
Jina (a tirthankara) are excellent
illustrations of icons providing
adorable models for man’s spiritual
aspirations. We should remember
that it was the Buddha image that
provided enormous encouragement

to Indian iconography. In its early
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phase of development, Buddhist
iconography was averse to
delineating the supremely
- enlightened one as a mere human
geing; he was represented by a
bodhi-tree, a royal insignia like the
wheel or umbrella, a pair of sacred
foot-imprints, or a vacant diamond-
throne (vajrasana), as illustrated by

the eartly sculptured panels of Safichi,

Amaravati and Nalanda. It was the

Gandhara style that broke this
resistance, and commenced
representing the Buddha like a
valorous, handsome young prince or
like a miserable ascetic, emaciated
and moribund. The Mathura style
corrected this trend, and emphasized

the spirit of composure and wisdom

that the Buddha image symbolized.

An image of great charm and

significance 1s that of
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Prajiaparamita, the goddess of
transcendental wisdom, within the
Mahayana framework. The image
stylized with several variants owes
its origin to the deification of teh
Prajaaparamita literature around the
first century after Christ. The deity
became very popular around 300
A.D. and its hold on the Buddhist
masses in India continued till about
the eleventh century. A manual of
rituals (of Tantrik origin), Sidhana-
mala, provides not only a description
of this image but an account of its
symbolism. She represents the
highest knowledge that enlightens

and liberates.

Seated on the adamantine seat
(vajrasana), she is in a meditative
posture, holding the Prajiaparamita
text and rosary in her hands, and

assuming a teaching (or wheel-
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turning) gesture. She is the Supreme
Female; and the feminine (or
generative) aspect of wisdom is
symbeclized by the lotus, which motif
is prominently involved in her icon.
The graphic representation of this
deity is more popular (especially in
manuscripts and on banners) than
the sculptured. But the magnificent
stone icon from Java, sculptured

about the thirteenth century and now

Jin the Leiden Museum, is well-

known.
Perhaps there was an
independent trend among the

Mathura and Gupta sculptors that
crystallized the representation of the
twenty-four tirthankara icons, with
their human individuality lost in the
general portrayal of the kayotsarga
or pratima-yoga posture but the

uniqueness of a tirthankara being
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symbolized by an emblem. The idea
of the Jina, serene and untainted by
worldly ills or cares, erect and nude,
was also an ideal. The model was
followed not only for the tirthankaras
but also for lesser saints like
Bahubali and Bharata. The Sravana-
belgola colossus of Bhaubali (called
here Gommata), measuring 58 feet
in height, is a well-known example
of the kevali-ideal translated into a
monolith. The contrasting imagery
of the tirthankara as an emancipated
saint and as a prince steeped in
worldly riches (Jivanta-svami) is a

favourite theme in Jaina iconography.

The tirthankaras are further
distinguished by characteristic male
and female guardian-angels (Yakshas
and Yakshinis), who also figure
prominently in iconography. Many

divinities of the folk religion survive
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in the Jaina framework, like Brahma
riding on the horse, Bhairavi the
terrible goddess, and Sruta-devata
the scripture incarnated. Each of
these icons represents an idea
relevant to the Jaina discipline; the
icon is more of a symbol than a
shape. The Tantrik prescription of
Yantra is also involved in the Jaina
approach to the worship of these

divinities.

Parsvanatha-tirthankara
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Among the Siva images, the

most interesting and also the most
bristling with symbolism is the
dancer Nataraja (Tandave$vara),
whose home is Chidambaram in
Tamil Nadu. This aspect of Siva is
said to have been incarnated among
the Dikshitar Brahmins of Tillai
3000, the original capital of which
was Tiruvenkada (called (Adi-Tillai).

The Chola monarch Parantaka I

Indian Temple Traditions




(907-955 A.D.) was a great devotee
of this aspect of Siva, and he built
‘the sky-hall’ (dabhra sabha),
covered with a roof of gold. It is
this hall, in which Siva is supposed
to have danced, that came to be
called Pon-ambalam or
Chidambaram. The divine dancer
whose Tamil name is Adavallan,
became the patron-god of the Chola
Kings, and under their patronage
numerous metallic icons of Natardja
were made and cast in Tamil-Nadu.
The most celebrated among such
images are the ones of
Tiruvalangadu, Kiram and Nallar.
All these belong to the latter half

of the ninth century.

The significance of the
Chidambaram shrine of Nataraja is
the representation of the 108 dance-

modes (karanas) stylized in Bharata’s
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Natya-sastra with descriptive labels
on two of the inner sides of the
gateway of gopurams ('East and
West). We find similar plastic
representations on one of the tiers
of the sanctum of the Rajaraja
Temple at Tafijavar and on the
eastern gopuram of Sérngapani

temple at Kumbhakonam. The dance
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is said to symbolize the five acts of
God (panchakrtya). creation,
preservation, destruction,

embodiment and release.

Almost every Siva temple in
the Tamil country has a separae
sanétury for Nataraja called a Sabha.
Important among them are Rajata-
Sabha (Silver Hall) at Madhurai,
where the dancer-Siva has lifted
the other foot, as desired by the
King Varaguna-pandya; Chitra-
Sabha in Tiruk-kutralam, Gauri-
tandava-sabha at Tirupputtar, Agni-
sabha in Tirunelveli, Ratna-sabha in
Tirvalangadu (where the stance is
urdhva-tandava), Mukti-sabha in
Gafijanir and Perambalam in
Kudandaik-kilkottai. Associated
sometimes with such sabhas are
Sangita-sabhas, halls with musical

pillars, as in Madhurai on the
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processional street (Uttara-adi-vidi) 4
where there are five musical pillars, |
each of them having twenty-two slim

pillarets, which produce musical

notes when struck, or in Tirupputtur

where the Nataraja-sabha has

associated with it five musical pillars

with sculptures which produce sabtle

sounds when tapped.
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Inspired by the Nataraja model,
there are images of other gods also
in dance postures. There is an
unusual sculpture of dancing
Narasimha on a pillar in the great
temple on the Tirumalai hills. Krshna
is often represented as dancing on
the hood of the dragon Kaliya or
dancing with a ball of butter in hand.
There are old sculptures of dancing
Ganesa also called ‘Wattuvar

pillaiyar’, many Siva temples have

such images during the Chola period.

Many of the hand and finger

gestures (mudras), and bodily

postures and bends (bhangis),
employed in classical dance modes,
are also involved in iconographic
delineation, with slight variations.

This renders the icons full of grace

and charm. And during the
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ascendance of the Chola style, the
gestures and bends became all too
prominent, especially in metallic

icons.

The characteristic weapons,
like the discus, conch and mace for
Vishnu; trident, kettle-drum, and fire
for Siva; nooe and goad for Ganesa;
bow and arrow for Rama; skull-
mace (khatvanga) and lone spear
(sala) for Durga; broad sword and
shield of Virabhadra, and so on
together with the manner in which
they are held, got stylized during
the Chola period of Indian
iconography. The weapons have
their own specific symbolisms, which
contribute to the general symbolism
of the entire icon. Some of the
symbols have a Vedic background

(wheel, fire, lotus, spear, bow etc.);

and some can be traced back to the
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Tantric prescriptions : khatvanga,
skull, bell, bijapara, etc.); and some

to the Puranic legends (antelope,

conch, mace, thunderbolt, broad-
sword etc).
Symbols assist in

contemplation. An icon is
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worshipped in order that it can serve
as an effective foundation for
sustained attention on the divine

nature and power-

FAAFTH JTUAT &4 Il |

The devotee seeks to rise from
the details that symbolize to the
subject that is symbolized. The
artistic quality in the icon facilitates
the holding of attention there, and
the stylized details (like posture,
gestures and weapons) quicken the
mental processes of ready
superimposition and abstraction. The
foundation (adhishthana) viz., the
icon, is only initially important; what
is of relevance throughout, however,
is the figure that is sought to be
abstracted from this foundation
(aropya), viz., the nature of
Godhead. The expression prati-ma

or pratika for the icon signifies that
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being different from Godhead (being
a material thing, made by man) it
indicates and brings about the

experience of Godhead-
dielced |fd qarshed Seieheaq, |

As a symbol, an icon need not
be in human form. By a conventional

association, any natural object could

function like an aniconic icon

rounded ammonites with spirals cut
naturally in the holes (Salagrama)
stand for Vishnu, white quartz for
Siva, metallic stone for Devi, crystal

for -Sun, and red stone for Ganesa.

Salakara-lupha

Lupha type of Temple
Chhatrakara-luphd
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Mantapakara-lupha
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CHAPTER X

INDIAN ICONOGRAPHY

Siva is chiefly worshipped in
~ the aniconic linga, alhough his iconic
representations (mdarti) are popular,
especially in South India. It is not
accidental that the form of the linga
resembles the phallus, and the word
itself means ‘gender’, or more
specifically the male generative
organ. However, this detail does not
dominate over the Indian imagination

with regard to Siva-linga.

The expression ‘linga’ also
means, and in a more significant
manner, ‘‘sign’’, ‘““symbol’’, index :
it is an image of the unmanifest but
omnipresent divine principle. It is to
be noted that lingas (called bana-

linga) worshipped in homes usually
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take the form of unusual pebbles
picked up from some sacred river
(like Narmada), and they do not in
any way remind one of the phallus.
Nor do the worship rituals, or the
texts recited during them, contain
even a remote reference to the cult
of the phallus. It is a fact, however,
that many puranic legends bring in
sex to explain the origin of Siva-
linga. The folk fancy that is
illustrated here has not survived in

the sophisticated take-over.

A suspiciously phallic
representation has been recovered
from the site of the Indus Valley
civilization, and it is identified as a

linga. We cannot be sure of this
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Linga trom Indus culture

identification, but the sculptured
lingam found at Gudimallam (Parasu-
rameévara temple) in Andhra
Pradesh is unmistakably phallic in
delineation. The date of this curious

image carved out of a foot-thick

hard stone and polished, has been

given as second or first century
before Christ (according to Ananda
K. Coomaraswamy). The art
involved in it is decidedly prior to
the Kushana stylization. On the front
part of the shaft has been carved
in bold relief a male deity with a

batle-axe, a water-vessel and a ram
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in his two hands, standing on a
crouching dwarf. The five-foot tall
icon is indeed remarkably realistic.
It may be the earliest iconic
representation of Siva within the
aniconic framework of a linga; there
is neither the characteristic pedestal
(pitha) nor the typical arghya of later

lingas.

Likewise an early Siva image
(now in the Lucknow Museum)
found at Bhita is a composite one,
aniconic as well as iconic. This
image, may be said to belong to the
mukha-linga variety, containing a
human face in the linga framework.
Here, not only the head but the
deity’s bust also is sculpted in relief,
one of the hands in the abhaya
gesture and the other holding a water
vessel. The image has been inscribed

in Brahmi characters which suggest

Indian Temple Traditions




an early date (about the first century
before Christ). The art employed in
the icon has been described as a
specimen of the Sunga style which
matured in Magadha around the

same period.

The Kushana coins (gold and
copper) of the first and second
centuries A.D. portray Siva in a
decidedly anthropomorphic manner.
The early Ujjain coins have only the
two-armed  Siva  (like the
Gudimallam icon), holding a club in
one hand and a water-vessel in the
other; some coins make him hold
a trident or a stick. Siva is found

also to be represented in these coins

in a theriomorphic manner by a bull.

Patanjali (third century B.C.)
i1s acquainted with Siva icons, and

not with the aniconic linga. Going
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back, we do not come across any
reference to linga worship in the
Vedic literature, although Siva
(Rudra) was a recognized divinity
even in Rgveda. And we have the
well-known and so-called Pasupati-
seal in the remains of the Indus
Valley Civilization. It may indeed be

a representation of Siva.

From the available evidences,
the conclusion suggested is that till
about the first century A.D., Siva
was worshipped only in the
anthropomorphic and iconic form.
The employment of linga as his
symbol may have come into vogue

in the subsequent period.

Siva is said to have ‘manifest’
(vyakta) or iconic, ‘unmanifest’
(avyakta) or abstract, and ‘both

manifest and unmanifest’ or aniconic
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(vyaktavyakta) forms. The linga
illustrates the third form : it is
manifest and is symbolic of divine
presence, but devoid of details that
could be regarded as human.
However, the linga is further
classified into nishkala (having no
parts) and sakala (having identifiable
parts). The former variety of linga
is a mere monolithic shaft, from one
inch to as much as 144 inches in
height. The second variety consists
of parts such as the linga proper
(shaft or protuberance), a flat
container (yoni or gauripatta), a
pedestal (pitha), and sometimes a
round ball on top of the linga (known
as vajra). The scriptural prescription
is that the whole piece should be
monolithic, and should have no

joints except for the vajra.
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A reference in the Mahabharata
(Sauptika-parvan, 17,13-14) gives a
clue to the source of the latter
variety. Siva appeared in answer to
the prayer of Aévatthama as a gloden
altar (vedi) with fire emanating from
it. The linga-shaft stands for the fire
element, and the altar is the earth
element (mrnmayam sthandilam, as
suggested in the episide of the hunter
and Arjuna in the ‘Vanaparvan’
section of the epic). An iconographic
and Tantrik text, Ajitagama,
describes linga as a “‘pillar of light”

(jyothi-starhbha), and explains it as

the fire in which all beings disapper
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(I) and from which all beings burst

forth as sparks from fire (ga).

The Iinga has three distinct
parts. The top one-third of the shaft
is visible, and this is the linga proper
that is worshipped. It is called the
Siva-aspect (Rudra-bhaga or Pija-
bhaga). The middle one-third of the
shaft is unseen, hidden in the
pedestal. While the above is looked
upon as ‘male’, this embedded detail
is considered the ‘femalg’, although
it is called the Vishnu-aspect
(Vishnu-bhaga). The bottom one-
third goes into the structure known
as Nandyavarta, accommodated
inside the earth. This is the Brahma-
aspect, regardéd 3s ‘neuter’.
Iconographical prescription
recommends the top portion to be

in the round (cylindrical), the middle
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eight-sided, and the bottom squarish

(Ajitagama).

There are differential
iconometric details which are
prescribed for the three parts, thus
resulting in several varieties of the
linga. When the three parts are equal
(the proportion being 1-1-1), the
linga is designated ‘sarvato-bhadra’.
When the Siva and Vishnu-parts,
themselves being equal, exceed the
Brahma-part, it is ‘Svastika’ (4-4-
3). Texts like Aparajitaprccha
mention thirty-three kinds of lingas,
both ‘mobile’ (chala) and ‘immobile’
(achala), from 24 inches in height
to 216 inches.

Making a linga under a cubit
is not recommended. The lowest
kinds of lingas are between a cubit

and three cubits; the intermediary
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ones range between four and six
cubits, while the best ones are
between seven and nine. Metallic
lingas are of eight kinds, and when
between three inches and sixteen
they are regarded as ‘mobile’, and
when this limit is exceeded, the linga
must be installed in a place

permanently.

Temporary lingas may be made
out of sand, rice-grains, cooked rice,
rice-flour, clay, cow-dung, sandal-
paste, jaggory, butter, tender sprouts
or flowers. Twelve varieties of such

lingas are enumerated, and no
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iconometric regulation is involved in
them. They are to be dissolved in
water as soon as the worship is

over.

Permanent lingas made in stone
are of four types, according to the
variety of stone (coloured white,
dark red or yellow). The minimum
height prescribed for a stone linga
is 24 inches, and the maximum 216

(according to Aparajita-prccha).

Wooden lingas are likewise
distinguished by the type of wood

used, and they are of eight kinds.
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There is a prohibition against making
an wooden linga under sixteen inches

in height.

While these are man-made
lingas, the natural lingas are said to
be obtained in sacred spots like Sri-
$aila, Amara-kantaka and Narmada
river-bed. These are called ‘bana-
lingas’, and the prescriptions of form

and size do not apply to them.

The part of the linga that is

in fact is called the linga. The top
of this portion is never flat but
rounded off. But there are four main
types of rounding off (Sirovartana)
in the manner of an egg of the hen
(kukkutanda), a gourd (trapusha),
an umbrella (chhatra), or half-moon
(ardhachandra). There is a fifth kind
which resembles a water-bubble
(budbuda). The iconometric

proportion of these types in terms

of the three parts of the linga (Rudra,

worshipped is the visible shaft, which Vishnu and Brahma) are : 9-8-7 in
S
(Trapusha) (Chhatra) (Ardha-Chandra) (Kukkutanda)
Varieties of Sirovartana
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the ‘egg’ type; 8 1/2-8-7 3/4 in the
‘gourd’ tupe; 8-8-8 in the ‘umbrella’
type; and 7 1/2-8-8 1/2 in the

‘half-moon’ type.

On the Siva portion of the linga
(the visible shaft) may be carved
and flattened with vertical strips
(dharas), usually, five, seven or nine.
The strips may be as many as 64.
Or there may be the carving in relief
of the human face on the linga, in
which case the linga is called
‘mukha-linga’. This type of linga
which is iconic-aniconic is an ancient
one. The earlier practice was to have
just one face, but later three, four,
and even five faces became
common. Two faces are never
carved, except in the linga meant to
be used in black magic (I$ana-$iva-

gurudeva-paddhati, 2,40). It is a rule
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that it is only the linga where the
Siva’s part is in excess of the other
two that the faces could be carved.
The texts prescribe that the Siva’s
part of the linga is to be divided into
three equal parts, and the face
should cover one and a half of these

parts.

When the face is not sculpted
on the linga, there may be decorative
designs such as ‘“‘the elephant’s
eyes’’, “‘cow’s ear’”’, trident, circle,
bud, outline of the conch or
umbrella, or paddy-grain. This
marking 1s | known aS
‘lakshanoddhara’ or ‘brahma-siatra’.
The rule is that the Siva—part of the
linga be divided into three parts,

only the lower two parts being used

for such marking.
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We have mentioned earlier that
despite the wide employment of the
aniconic linga for worship of Siva,
his iconic representations are
popular. Texts mention several of
these stylized representations : 16
according to Kasyapa-$ilpa and 18
according to Silpa-ratna. And these
have been grouped into two main
divisions: ‘benevolent’ (anugraha)
(samhara). The

and ‘malevolent’

former is distinguished by the gentle
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and benign aspect and is represented
as conferring boons on devotees,
while the latter is fierce and found
in the act of killing or subduing the

wicked.

Being seated in an easy posture
(sukhasana), donning the moon on
his matted locks (Chandra-$ekhara),
riding his bull (Vrshavahana),
accommodating Ganga on his head
(Gangadhara), teaching the great
sages (Dakshina-marti), bestowing a
boon on his attendant Chande$a or
on Arjuna (Vara-pradana), and
emanating with an iconic form from
the aniconic linga (Lingodbhava) are
among the situations that inspire the
‘benevolent’ icons. Illustrations of
the other division are subduing death
(Kalari), tearing down the demon in
elephant’s form (Gajasurasamhara),

and fighting with Tripura (Tripurari).
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Interesting among the iconic
representations of Siva are Nataraja,
Ardha-nari (half male and half
female), Hari-Hara (composite
Vishnu-Siva), Kalyana-sundara
(while wedding Parvati) and
Bhikshatana (on his begging round).
Every one of these iconic

representations has a Puranic legend
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in its background. South Indian
temples belonging to the Chola
period contain numerous metallic
icons of excellent workmanship
illustrating the above situations in

which Siva is glorified.

Vishnu is a divinity of Vedic
antiquity. The prevalence of the
Bhagavata cult during the centuries
prior to the birth of Christ
popularized his worship all over the
country. Panini and Pataiijali (several
centuries before Christ) were
acquainted with the iconic worship
of Vasudeva and Sankarshana (later
Balarama and in a variant form of
Subrahmanya, the Sanke-deity). The
heroes of the Vrshni clan were being
worshipped in temples (vatikas) and

in the shape of icons (pratima).
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Kalyana-sundara

The iconic form appears to
have been crystallized as early as
the first century before Christ, for

there is an inscribed sculpture of the
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‘four-armed (chaturbhuji)

Bhagavan™ of tht date, found in the

Burhikhar village in Bilaspur
(Madhya-Pradesh). The image
217



Madhukeshvara at Banavasi -
processional image

carries discus and mace in its two
extra hands. Curiously, however, the
normal hands assume the afjali
(supplication) posture, suggesting
that the icon may be that of an
attendant of Vishnu. It is usual for
the attendant of a deity to be
distinguished by the emblems and
weapons of the deity itself. The
worship of Vishnu seems to have
been popular with the Hellenistic

satraps and the early Gupta kings.

218

The iconography of Krshna as
a variant of Vishnu also dates back
to a distant past. Krshna’s relation
with Indra (Vedic hero) has been
mentioned even in Rgveda (8, 96,
13-5). Ghata-jataka knows him as
a prince of Mathura. Panini suggests
his association with the Pandava hero
Arjuna. Patafijali refers tohim as
‘revered’’. Kautilya’s Arthasastra
(14,3) recommends the worship of
Krshna before collecting medicinal

herbs.

Harivamsa makes the tribal
goddess Ekanamsa (a prototype of
the later Devi image) a sister to
Krshna and Balarama. The worship
of the three (Ekanams$a as Subhadra)
has survived to this day in the
famous Jagannatha temple at Puri

(Orissa). The belief that all three of
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these deities, especially Krshna-
Vasudeva, are human incarnations
of Vishnu had gained ground even
in the centuries prior to the Christian

cra.

Apart from the inscrutable and
unmanifest divine presence, there
were abstract emanations from that
source (vyiiha) responsible for the
evolution of the entire cosmos, as
well as concrete incarnations
(avatara) in human and animal-
human forms. The Vedic literature
is acquainted with the animal

incarnations of Prajapati, which were

now projected on Vishnu.

Ripamandana enumerates as
many as 24 images of Vishnu, of
which man-boar (nara-varaha) is
one; all the others are completely

human or celestial. Haya-Sirsha-
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samhita, however, speaks of the

‘man-fish’ (nri-matsya), ‘man-
tortoise’ (nri-kiarma) and ‘man-lion’
(nri-simha) forms in addition to the

emanations of Vishnu.

The ten popular incarnations
(avataras) frequently represented in
icons presuppose specific needs of
devotees, and among them Rama,
Krshna, Parasurama, Vamana and
Buddha (or Balarama) are entirely
human; Matsya (Fish), Karma
(Tortoise), Varaha (Boar) and Simha
(Lion) are animal forms; and Kalki
is the incarnation in future, appearing

either as the hero riding on the horse

or as the horse itself.

Besides these ten, Vishnu has

other well-known iconic
representations, such as Haya-griva

(Horse-headed), Dhanvantari (The
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First ~ Physician), Dattatreya
(composite sage, incorporating
Brahma, Vishnu and Siva) and Vyasa
(the sage who compiled the Veda).
Bhagavata-purana lists twenty-two
iconic forms of Vishnu, while Agni-
purana twenty-four. And some of
them have several variations, like
Narasimha having as many as
seventy-four (according to
Vihagendra-samhita, 4, 7), Varaha

five, and Krshna eight.
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Narasimha is an interesting icon
the occasion for this incarnation was
to portect the young devotee
Prahlada, and to kill his wicked
father Hiranya-ka$ipu. The main
aspect is therefore fierce, but there
are relatively milder forms, as when
he is with his consort Lakshmi
(Bhoga-) or while in themeditative
posture (Yoga-). There are fine icons
in the South representing him as
seated, standing (sthanaka), dancing

(nrtya), bursting forth from the pillar

i
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(sthanu-), ferocious and flaming
(jvala), tearing open the breast of
the demon (ugra), benign (varada),
alone (kevala); and having two,
eight, ten or sixteen arms. There is
a curious 1mage of five-headed
Narasimha, described in I$vara-
samhita (4, 76), and a composite
figure of Varaha-Narasimha

(Parasara-samhita, 30, 21).

The iconic yantra of Vishnu’s

discus, Sudar$ana, will usually have
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on its back an image in relief of
eight or sixteen - armed Narasimha;
known as Sudarsana-Narasimha.
Narasimha is here regarded as
located in the heart of Sudar$ana

(Padma-samhita, 31, 257).

Narasimha, the incarnation of
Vishnu, is said to have continued to
be fierce, even after the demon was
killed; and the gods trembled for
their safety. Then Siva is supposed
to have assumed the form of the
mythical animal, more ferocious than
the lion, ‘Sarabha’ to frighten
Narasimha to sanity. We have icons
of Sarabheévara in the South. The
story continues that Narasimha,
instead of getting pacified, assumed
a still more terrible form, a mythical
bird-animal, ‘Ganda-bherunda’.

However, iconic illustrations of these
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two forms are rather rare. Narasimha
as Ganda-bherunda is the rarer of
the two, but we have a drawing of
it from the Mysore Court, done over

a hundred years ago.

It is usual for the Vishnu icons
to be associated with Lakshmi or
her incarnation (as Sita with Rama,
and Rukmini with Krshna).
Independent representation of
Lakshmi (S11 or Sirima-devata) who
is a Vedic goddess, can be found
in the relief-sculptures of Barhut and
Safichi stupas. Regarded as one of
the aspects of Mother-goddess, she
is the presiding deity over wealth,
agricultural plenty, and prosperity;
she is associated with beauty and
lotus. There are eight iconic

representaions of Lakshmi with

many arms, familiarly known as
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ashta-lakshmi, which are

independent of Vishnu.

‘Maha-lakshmi’, in particular,
has Tantrik involvements, and is
closely related to Durgi. As the
consort of Vishnu, she is usually
represented as a two-aemed goddess
seated by his side or on his lap (as
for instance in the Lakshmi-
Narasimha or Lakshmi-Hayagriva
icons). She is also symbolized by a
triangular mole-mark (Sri-vatsa) on
the right chest of Vishnu when he

is shown alone.

It may be recalled that in the
Siva-linga, the middle ‘Female’ part
(called yoni or Gauri-patta, which
receives the water poured over the
linga in the ceremonial bath given

to it) is known in texts as Vishnu’s
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part. We have other references that
indicate the feminine role of Vishnu
(as in the story of Mohini).
Iconographically, the most usual
representation of Durga with the
discus and conch, which are typical
emblems of Vishnu suggests the
close association of Durga with
Vishnu. Puranic legends make her
Vishnu’s sister; Krshna’s association
with the tribal goddess Ekanarnh$a
(Bhadra or Subhadra) has already
been mentioned. When Devi
(Bhagavati) is worshipped, the
thought that she is Siva’s spouse is
vague and irrelevant. She is either
a divinity in her own right or is
regarded as ‘Vaishnavi-$akti’, the

energetic aspect of Vishnu.

Polytheism is the characteristic

feature of Hinduism. But no Hindu
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seriously believes in a multiplicity of
Gods. He is aware that each of the
many gods that he worships is
merely an aspect of the One God,
who is also the God of other
religions. Sectarian strife is thus a
non-issue with the Hindu population,
which is divided into an almost
infinite variety of sects, creeds,
castes and cults. It is not merely a
question of tolerance; but a positive
conviction that God is one, whatever
the name or form in which He is
conceived or invoked, underlies the

religious life of a Hindu.

But the devotee revels in
multiplying the images of the one
God, who, he knows, is really
beyond imagination and above all
images. he invokes in a thousand

names the One God whom speech
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cannot reach. He makes icons of the
One God, who can never be
adequately represented. And he
houses in a temple the One God
who envelops the entire universe
and rises above .it by ‘ten inches’.
The God that transacts with man
intellectually and emotionally is
never mistaken for the God who is
the abstract source of all existence,

animate as well as inanimate.

The god that the devotee
choses to worship is an approach to
the God who has need neither for
worship, nor for the devotee. The
god is worshipped for material gains,
health, security, and happiness; the
god is also worshipped to cleanse
the human constitution so that the
light of God may shine through it.

The latter worship, of course, is the
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highest form of worship. But it
appeals but to a few; the larger
section of the population is content
to seek from the gods this or that

benefit.

When human beings are in
need of gain or comfort, they invent
gods according to their own needs,
and temperaments. The group-mind
then stylizes the forms as well as
the rituals connected with these
several gods who are but creatures
of human need. This is the
framework of polytheism. There are
gods of diverse shapes, moods and
modes of appearance; they are
specifically related to the variety of

human needs.

The devotee knows that the
image of a god is a mere artefact

and toy, unless it is properly
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consecrated. And consecration
involves the investment of the
devotee’s devotion and passion, and
getting the devotee effectively
related to the particular god invoked
in the image. Rituals are naturally
important for transforming an
artefact into an icon. The icon is
meant to accommodate the rituals,
so that human devotion can flower
out in the light of God that is

reflected through the icon.

! Rituals are acts done by the
devotee’s body, speech and mind.
The icon.is seen and handled. But
it is the first step. The icon must
evolve into a verbal image, a
concept. This is aided by descriptive
hymns, mnemonic words strung into
an articulated garland or repetition
of power-laden epithets or god. God

as a verbal concept (mantra),
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subtler than the material icon
(mirti). But subtler still is the
thought-complex (yantra) in which
speech is transformed into essential
ideas that ultimately merge in a
(bindu),

‘point’ where God’s

presence is focussed.

Thus the icon by itself is
incomplete; it should be
accompanied by its effective verbal
counterpart (mantra) as well as the
appropriate ideational representation
(vantraj. This is an important detail
of Indian iconography that is often
ignored by writers on the subject.
The god suitable for worship is both
iconic and graphic; what binds the

two aspects i1s the involvement of

stylized articulation.

The craftsman whose job is to

fashion icons to fulfil the needs of
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devotees must naturally - be
acquainted with the relevant mantras
and yantras. But more importantly
he must be familiar with the
descriptive mantras, known as
dhyana-slokas, which specify the
posture, the mood, the number of
hands, the weapons, decorations and
other formal details of the particular
icon meant for worship. Many of
these mantras are mnemonic in
character. The training of the
traditional sculptor necesarily
included committing of these
‘dhyana-slokas to memory, so that
he would be ready to translate any
stylized verbal image into an equally
stylized icon in stone, metal or

wood.

The ideal procedure is claimed
to be this. When a sculptor is

commissioned to fashion the icon of
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a particular deity for purposes of
worship in a temple, he prepares
himself elaborately and meticulously
by rituals -and regimen. He
undertakes to give up the ordinary
routine, eschew common company,
and withdraw into a sort of serene
isolation. He continuously
contemplates on the dhyana-$loka
of the deity (the image of which he
is to fashion) so as to crystallize the
image in his mind. He eats his food
with this preoccupation, goes to
sleep with this thought, and allows
no distraction to interfere with this
constant and intense contemplation.
When the image in the mind is
perfectly and enduringly formed, he
takes up his tools and gets ready
to translate this image into an icon.

It is only then that the icon becomes

worthy of worship.
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The sculptor pours into his
work not only the skills of the craft
he has acquired, but his spiritual
fervour in a sort of penance
immediately before he undertakes
the wbrk. During this period of
preparation, he is so constantly
absorbed in the descriptive hymn of
the deity that he begins to see the
deity alround him and all the time.
He can vividly discern the form of
the deity in the block of stone or
wood that he has selected. He has
only to free this form from the block
by chipping off the unwanted and
obscuring masses,and by chiselling
the finer details. The form occurs
to him as a revelation, and he is
but an instrument in its hands to get

itself materialized.
There are numerous texts in
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Sanskrit which incorporate such
descriptive verses relating to several
deities. The Tantrik manuals of
Vajrayana Buddhist pursuation are
especially replete with dhyana-
§lokas, for they are props for
visualization during sessions of
contemplation. They serve the
purposes of the meditators as well
as the icon-maker. And, true to the
intent ofithe verses, the meditator
or icon-maker tends oftentimes to
identify himself with the form that
he can readily and vividly project.
There is a familiar saying that the
devotee who is not a deity himself
must never worship the deity (‘na-
$ivo-bhutva §$ivam pajayet’). This
applies equally well to the icon-
maker : unless he becomes one with
the form of the deity, he can never

fashion the form well enough.

227



This phenomenon explains why
some icons exude a compelling
power about them, even when their
aesthetic quality is not considerable.
There are, on the contrary, icons
which are very pretty which are
nevertheless spiritually flat. Icons
acquire power to the extent their
makers pour themselves into their
handiwork. Texts insist that making
of icons for worship must always
follow a period of ritualistic
preparation of the icon-maker as
well as the material chosen for
making the icon. Convention again
imsists that the icon-maker (Silpin)
must be ceremohiously honoured
before the worship for the icon
begins, for he is in a sense ‘‘the

parent of the deity”.

The custom of manufacturing

icons for sale is also an old one.
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Even in the centuries before Christ,
icons were being made as
commercial propositions. Panini (5,
3, 96) mentions ‘‘prati-krti’’ in this
sense; Patafijali, the great
commentator on this remarkable
grammarian, records that
Mauryas(?) manufactured icons
(‘archa’) only for procuring gold
(hiranya) (Mahabhasya, S, 3, 99).
But the ancient grammarian also
knew that all icons were not made
for money (5, 3, 99). Some were
not meant to be sold (apanya), but
they served as a means of livelihood
(jivikarthe). Some icons that were
especially well-made and contained
some power, were exhibited before
the devotees, who made gifts to the
owners of these icons. Sometimes,
the priests carried such icons from

door to door, collecting fees from

the houséholders for viewing them.
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These were obviously small
icons, possibly metallic ones, not
designed for installation in a temple.
The later expressions, used for these
‘worshipful ones’ (archas), viz.
‘body’ (vapu, tanu, vigraha) and
‘form’ (ripa) indicate that the icons
were no longer regarded as just
symbols or reflections (pratima,
bimba), or representations (pratika,
pratikrti, sandrs$), but as divinities in
their own right. A mere look at
them was believed to confer great
benefits. The owners of such icons
would also arrange to get copies
made of them of course for a

consideration.

Mathura, which was situated
on the trade routes of the country
and was therefore a busy commercial

metropolis, became the place where
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icon-makers also gathered. Traders
and political agents, who belonged
to different religious groups
(Buddhists, Jain_s, the Bactrian
bhagavatas, sun worshippers, $aivas
and the followers of folk cults)
visited Mathura and dwelt there for
protracted periods. Icon-makers
carried on a flourishing business,
catering to their religious needs.
There was need to manufacture

icons and ritualistic implements and

utensils on mass basis.

Art, pressed for a commercial
end, naturally departs from the
traditional norm, and seeks to adapt
to the prevalent fashion. The
aesthetic quality also degenerates to
an extent, when duplication becomes
the frequent need. The craftsman

involved in this enterprise can ill
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afford to devotee his time for
ritualistic preparations or for
visualization of the dhyana-sloka; his
motivations are different. The icons
that he made thus were no longer
‘spiritual products’, but pieces
conforming to a dull and stereotyped
convention. A large number of icons
that we find now in the country
belong to this class of uninspired
artefacts. And most of them are very
faint and distant reflections of the
relevant dhyana-$lokas, because the
acquaintance of the craftsman with
the textual prescriptions was meagre

or second-hand.

If the craftsman was clever,
and the need of the patron unusual,
the craftsman would evolve his own
style of making an icon, entirely

outside the framework of dhyana-
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$lokas. And numerous minor
divinities and folk-deities which
became popular in course of time
and in different parts of the country
did not have dhyana-slokas any way;
and the craftsman had to follow his
own genius and inclination. The
custom of making the icons
altogether independent of the
dhyana-$lokas has continued to this
day. The craftsmen do not feel the
need to be guided by the canonical

texts any more.

There is, however, a provision
made in the texts that the icons
should conform to the regional styles
of dress and decoration
(Brhatsamhita). 1t is also laid down

that the craftsman must bring into

~play his own taste and skill while

making an icon, within the broad
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traditional framework. The dhyana-
$loka specifies the number of hands
and the nature of the weapons held
in them; but it leaves the artist free
to mould the hands, portray the
weapons and invent the manner of
the hands holding the weapons, in
the way he chooses. The dhyana-
Sloka of a deity may indicate that
the icon must be represented in a
dancing posture; but it does not
specify what the precise posture
should be like. The artist has to
decide upon the postures depending
on his own familiarity with dance-

postures.

Simplistic stylization which
obviated the necessity of dhyana-
Slokas is best illustrated in the images
of Buddha and the Jina. While both

Buddhist and Jaina icons conform in
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general to the traditional framework
in which the classical deities were
represented, there were some unique

features about them. The icons of
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the Buddha and the Jinas are to be
found only in two postures, sitting
and standing. Seated icons of both
persuations are in the conventional
lotus-posture (padmasana). The
Buddha images are shown either as
engaged in contemplation (dhyana)
or as teaching (or chakra-pravartana
‘turning the wheel of dharma’), as
offering comfort (abhaya), or as
calling the earth below as witness
for his own integrity (bhami-sparsa).
The position of the hands vary in
these situations, while rest of the
body remains rigidly alike. While
standing, the Buddha is represented
either as preaching (vyakhyana), or

as on his begging round.

The images of Jinas are always
shown as absorbed in contemplation

(dhyana), whether seated (in
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padmasana) or standing in an upright
posture known as khadgasana (or
the position of a drawn sword).
While seated, his hands are poised
on his locked legs, the right palm
over the left; but while standing, his
arms hang down on the sides. The
standing posture is commonly known
as kayotsarga or pratima-yoga,
which expression actually refers to
a practice undertaken by the Jain
ascetic for heightening the rigour of
his austerities (tapovrddhi) and for
abandoning the effects of karma

(nirjarana).

The i1mages of Jinas are
altogether nude (although some
images of the white-robed sect are
shown wearing a strip of cloth
covering the genitals), whereas the

Buddha 1is invariably shown as
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wearing an upper cloth (samghati)
in addition to the normal under-
robe. Neither the Buddha nor the
Jina, however, is shown as wearing

any ornament whatsoever.

The differences among the Jina
icons become important in view of
the fact that twenty-four Jinas
(tirthankaras) are recognized, the last
of whom was Mahavira,

contemporaneous with the Buddha.

The simplistic stylization would

represent all the ftirthankaras as
exactly alike (with the exception of
Parsvanatha, the twenty-third Jina,
whose head is shown as sheltered
by a many-hooded serpent). But they
are differentiated by the emblems
appropriate to the Jinas (like bull for
the first Jina, Vrshabha-natha, conch

for the 22nd Nemi-natha, snake for

233



the 23rd, Par$va-natha, and lion for
the 24th, Mahavira), carved on the

pedestal.

The Bahubali or Gommata
images, which are usually huge
monoliths (as the one in Sravana-
belgola in Karnataka) are invariably
free-standing, with no shelter over
them. They are similar in posture
to the standing Jina images, except
of course for the emblems which
are absent in the images of
Gommata. On the other hand, the
Gommata image is identified by the
madhavi-creeper that gracefully
entwines the legs, thighs and arms;
ant-hills are also shown about the

legs.

Icons are classified into four
general categories: painted on

canvas, paper, wall or pot (chitraja),
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moulded in clay or any other plastic
material like sandal-paste and rice-
flour (lepaja, mrnmayi, or paishti),
cast in metal (pakaja, lohaja,
dhatittha); and carved in stone,
wood or precious stone ($astrotkirna
. $ailaja, daravi, or ratnaja). Early
icons were made in clay or carved
in wood. And the images so prepared
were covered by layers of paint,
often bright and variegated. This was
necessary to preserve the image for
a length of time. Stone icons did not
need this treatment, although
instances of painted stone icons are

not rare.

Painting is an early form of art
that man mastered, and employed
for religious ends. Besides the
prehistoric cave-paintings, there are
also the painted funerary jars, urns

and pots which belong to a distant
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past. Iconographic elements may be
traced even in these early paintings.
But painted pots (ghata) and cloth
or canvases (pata) are worshipped
in India from very early times. It is
not strange, therefore, that drawing
and painting are fundamental to

iconography.

The icon (pratima) is actually
described in the early texts as what
i1s painted on a piece of cloth, on
a wall, or on a vessel, clay or
metallic (‘pate, kudye, patre cha
chitraja pratima smrta’). The
expression was later extended to
clay, stone or wooden icons, because
painting (lepa) continued to be an
important aspect of the icon installed

for worship.

Several early texts on art and

architecture (like’ Vishnu-
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dharmottara, Chitra-lakshana of
Nagnajit which is available only in
its Tibetan translation, Silpa-ratna,
the ‘pata-vidhana’ section of Arya-
Manjusri-mala-kalpa and
Hayasirsha-samhita) contain detailed
information about the painted icons.
Hayasirsha-samhita even goes to the
extent of insisting that Vishnu must
be worshipped only in a painting on
cloth or canvas (‘patasthah pljaniyas
tu devo Narayanah prabhuh’), for it
1s bnly In a painting that charm
(kanti), ornaments (bhiishana) and
expressions (bhava) can vividly be
portrayed (sphutam); Vishnu’s
presence in the painting is constant
chitre  harir

(‘lepye nityam

sannidhanam upaiti hi’).

The yantras associated with
icons, were always painted in bright

colours, although this custom was
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gradually given up. It survived only
where Tantrik rituals were involved.
The extensive use of colourful
mandalas in the Sikta cults as well
as in the Vajrayana aspect of
Buddhism is well-known. When the
Tantrik hold weakened, the yantras
became mainly line-drawings, and
as a rule were inscribed on metallic
sheets or drawn on paper. The inner
spaces of these diagrams werc left
unfilled so that the appropriate
mantras (or  seed-syllables,
bijaksharas) could be written in them

whenever desired.

Occasionally, the stone or
metallic icon would be installed on
such yantras, with the supposition
that the icon would thus acquire
greater power; and the worship
rituals would involve the articulation
of the relevant mantras. The three
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Iconography strictly means

yantra and mantra)

(pratima,

“drawing’” or etching of an icon. It

together constitute the theme of

refers to a sculptural representation

Indian iconography.
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only by an extension of this meaning.
The earlier practice was to draw in
lines, sometimes filled with colours
also, thé image of the deity for
purposes of meditation, adoration
or worship. Before sculpture in stone
‘or wood appeared, the practice was
to draw in outline or sketch on the

material. Paintings and drawings to
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serve an iconographic purpose were

in the nature of natural evolutes.

There is a légend that
Narayana, the great God, drew on
earth (Urvi) with mango-juice the
drawing of a charming feminine
form, and infused life into it. Thus

was the nymph ‘Urvast’ born. Then
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Narayana composed texts on painting
and iconography and handed them
over to the celestial architect-
sculptor Visvakarma. Narada-$ilpa
classifies painting into ‘those on the
ground’ (bhaumika), ‘those on the
walls’ (murals, a.nd frescoes, bhitti),

and ‘portraits’ (bhava-chitra). The

first two were stationary, while the

last was meant to be portable.

Portraits and wall-paintings
were involved in iconography, the
former being regarded as ‘mobile’
(chala) and the latter ‘immobile’

(achala). The wall-paintings were
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done in four stages. White-washing
the surface of the wall (dhauta),
mounting a coat of boiled rice on
it (ghattita), drawing of the outline
in charcoal (lanchita), and finally
filling in the colours (varna-ramjita).
The same procedure was followed
when, instead of wall, cloth (pata)
was employed as the medium. The
manner in which portraits were
prepared was - slightly different. It
was done in the following stages :
initial outline drawing (rekhapata),
modulating the light and shade, and
finalising the sketch (vastava),
arranging decorative  details

(alankara), and colouring (Varha}.

An old verse mentions that
masters are attentive to drawing,
experts to modulations, women to

decorative details and common
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people to bright colours. The import
of this verse is that outline sketches
are regarded as possessing a
relatively high artistic value.
Differentiation of forms (rapa-
bheda), accommodation of
proportions (pramana), projection of
feelings and aspects of beauty
(bhava-lavanya-yojana), bringing out
the resemblance (sadrsya) and
putting the colours on (varnika-
bhanga) are regarded as the ‘six
limbs’ of drawing, according to

Ya$odhara’s gloss on Kama-sutra.
o
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Among the six details that are
here enumerated, it is the last one
alone that makes the sketch a
painting; the other five relate to

drawing.
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The importance of line-drawing
is to be gleaned from numerous
medieval treatises on painting like
Vishnu-dharmottara, Samarangana-
sutra-dhara (Bhoja), Abhilashitartha-
chintamani (Somes$vara), and Hara-
Vijaya (Ratnakara). And the
application of this outlook is to be
found in the wall-paintings of Ajanta,
Bagh, Badami, Sittanavasal, Hampi
Virapaksha Temple, the Anegondi
palace, Lepakshi Papanasa temple
and Vardhamana temple, Taiijavur
Brihadi$vara temple, Sravana-belgola
Jaina-matha and Seebi-Narasimha

temple.

A strong iconographic style
evolved from these wall-paintings in
two principle divisions : the Jain
style in Gujarat (principally in
illustrated manuscripts) and the

Tafjavar style of painting icons on
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pots and paper. It is the impetus
provided by Tafjavar style that
contributed to the iconographic
development in Karnataka, especially
under the patronage of the ruler of
the erstwhile State,

Krshnaraja Wodeyar HI (1794-
1868). This king, who was himself

Mysore

an author of no mean merit, got
many iconographic manuals written
and also got them profusely
illustrated. Sri-tattva-nidhi is an
encyclopaedic work in Sanskrit that
he got compiled, and this work
contains a profuse collection of
iconographs. The names of the artists
who were responsible for such
icono-graphic studies in the Mysore
court have come down to us:
Veeranna, Yellayya, Sundarayya,
Tanjavir Kondayya, Nagunalli

Naranappa and Alasifigrayya.
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Two of the iconographic
collections by the king mentioned
above are interesting in that they
contain not only excellent drawings
of the gods and goddesses but also
portraits of well-known saints and
pontiffs. The first of these books,
Devata-nama-musuma-manjarj, (in
two parts) written about 1859,

contains 1, 178 verses in Sanskrit,

descriptive of several gods popularly
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worshipped in the South, and also
minor deities (like Bali, Kartavirya,
Manmatha and Vyasa) mentioned in

older iconographic manuals.

The other book Devata-
dhyana-malika, is a smaller one,
containing only 236 verses in
Sanskrit describing sixty icons. Both
these books, the authorship of which
is ascribed to the king himself, are
profusely illustrated with remarkable
line-drawings, slightly coloured. The
artistic merit of the icono-graphs of
the former book contains some
unusual representations of forgotten
deities like Pratyangira, Siméumara,
Nidra and Jvalajjihva. The
iconographs are authoritative as they
correctly accord in most cases with

the classical. descriptions contained

in the manuals.
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CHAPTER XI
ICONS FOR WORSHIP RITUALS

Mention has already been
made of polytheism being an
essential characteristic of Hinduism,
and thus being fundamental to Indian
Iconography. Innumerable are the
deities that receive worship from
the Indian masses, from earliest of
times to the present day. In fact, the
number of deities that merit
adoration is increasing over years.
Besides the major gods and
goddesses that have scriptural
sanction and are of national status
(like Vishnu, Siva, Ganesa, Durga,
Hanuman), numerous heroes, saints
and benefactors of regional
significance are periodically accorded

divine or semi-divine status; and
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people look wupon them as
incarnations or emanations with
peculiarities of their own. Cultic and
folk deities form the bulk of Indian

polytheism.

Generally, however, five deities
constitute the normal or core
pantheon of Hinduism : Vishnu and
Siva (both of whom have a Vedic
background), Devi (the mother-
goddess who goes back to a more
remote past), Ganes$a (the folk god
of universal appeal in our country),
and Surya (the solar divinity, whose
cult has been popular all over the
world at some time or other). The

Sun (Strrya) is often regarded as an
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aspect of Vishnu (Sarya-narayana),
and is represented by Fire (Agni),
especially the sacrificial fire. Thus,
in effect, there are four major

divinities.

But the custom of pentadic
worship (pafichopasana) has gained
currency in the country. It is difficult
to ascertain when exactly this custom
commenced, but we find it
recommended in the Puranas and
the smrti-texts. Samkaracharya
(early 7th cent) is supposed to have
been responsible for its prevalence.
But we find nothing about it in any
of his authentic works; and from
what he says about worship, it
appears unlikely that he encouraged

this pentadic worship.

The - custom is closely

associated with the concept of
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monotheistic primacy of the deity of
the devotee’s choice (ishtadevata).
The arrangement of the five gods
on a common platform would signify
their equal status. At the four corners
and the centre of a square base
(vedi) would be located the five
deities. But a Saivite, for instance,
would place Siva in the centre and
the other four deities in the four
corners. A Vaishnavite, on the other
hand, would make Vishnu occupy
the central position. There is thus
a sectarian involvement in the

arrangement of the five deities.

The pre-supposition is that the
central deity is in fact the only deity
receiving worship, the other four
being only aspects of this central
deity. There is thus a monotheistic
tendency even in the pentadic

worship. There were during the
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v middle ages, five
VISHNU

sects that had

y ' become
GANESA

important : the

DEVI A Saivites

worshipping

SURYA . Siva, the

Vaishnavites

SIVA ° devoted to

Vishnu, the
Saktas given to the cult of Devi
(Sakti), the Ganapatyas adoring
Ganapati, and the Sauras
worshipping the Sun. Each sect
looked upon its object of adoration
as the God, but accepted the gods

of other sects also.

o! v

Ganesa - parchayatana

The devotee given to the
pentadic worship does not actually
worship five gods; he worships only
the God, but accepts the other gods
as belonging to the same family
(parivara). The texts explain that, in
accordance with the five elements
that ultimately are the stuff of which

the entire universe is made, human
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Sitrya - pafichayatana

245



beings are of five types : the earth
type, the water type, the fire type,
the air type, and the akasa type.
Although the elemental
predominance is the distinguishing
feature, no element can possibly do
without the other. In due
consideration of the elemental types
(‘pratyeka tattva-prachuryam
vimréya vidhi-purvakam’), the

pentadic worship is instituted.

The association of the five
elements with the five deities is
variously given. However, the
commonly accepted
correspondances are : Ganapathi-
earth; Siva-water; Devi-fire; Strya-
air; and Vishnu-akaéa. There 1s
another account where Siva
corresponds to the earth element

and Ganapati to water. They are
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represented by distinctive yantras in
order; square (chatursra), crescent
moon or hexagen (shatkona),
triangle (trikopa), circle (vrtta) and

dot (bindu).

The five deities are represented
on the platform either by these
geometrical designs, or by icons.
More frequently, however, they are
represented by five natural objects:
Ganapati by a red stone (rakta-
prastara-khanda), Siva by white
quartz from rivers like Narmada
(bana-linga), Devi by metallic stone
(dhatupatra or yantra), Strya by
crystal (sphatika), and Vishnu by
ammonite from Gandaki river

(salagrama).

The positions of the four deities

with respect to the central deity are
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specified irll the texts. The deities
being on the same platform, worship
offered to the central (main) deity
is shared by the other deities. Each
deity has a gayatri formula of its
own, and the sectarian worshipper
will utter the gayatri of the central

deity during worship.

1. Ganapati :
‘Tat purushaya (or karataya)
vidmahe, vakratundaya dhimabhi,

tan no Dantih prachodayat’

2. Siva

‘Tat  purushaya vidmahe,
Mahadevaya dhimahi, tan no

Rudrah prachodayat’

3. Devi

‘Tad ganga-gauchyaya vidmahe,
Girisutaya dhimahi, tan no Gaurl

prachodayat’
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4. Surya

‘Tad bhaskaraya vidmahe,
Prabhakaraya dhimahi, tan no

Bhanuh prachodayat’

5. Vishnu

‘Tat Keshavaya vidmahe,
Narayanaya dhimahi, tan no

Vishnuh prachodayat’

The philosophical
interpretation of the pentadic
worship has been given in some
texts. Ganapati, as the lord of the
group of fourteen worlds, signifies
the phenomenon of bondage, which
obstructs the dawn of enlightenment
(hence called Vighnesvara). Surya is
the principle behind creation (from
the root ‘s@’ to produce). Vishnu is
responsible for the preservation of
the created world, and Siva for its

destruction. Devi is the principle of
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the power of wisdom (jiana-sakti)
which liberates the devotee from
phenomenal bondage. It is well-
known that Ganapati is worshipped
for worldly success, Surya for health,
Vishnu for wealth, Siva for
dispassion, and Devi for the
liberating wisdom. Further, the five
elements that are represented by the
five deities are translated into the
five constituents of the inner
constitution of man earth-ego
(ahamkara), water-object awareness
(chitta), fire-primary consciousness
(buddhi), air-mind (manas), and
ether-‘the heart’ (hrdaya, the seat
of consciousness). Thus, this mode
of worship is sought to be integrated
into conceptual and symbolic frame-

work.

Each of the five deities has

many iconic forms in which it is
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worshipped. Examples are Rama,
Krshna, Narasimha, Trivikrama and
Hayagriva, (among the forms of
Vishnu), Virabhadra, Bhairava,
Dakshina-marti and Natataja (among
the forms of Siva), Kali, Tripura-
sundari, Lakshmi, Mahisha-mardhini
and Kanya-kumari (among the forms
of Devi), Siddhi-Vinayaka, Heramba,
Sakti-Ganapati and Haridra-Ganapati

(among the forms of Ganapati).

Strya, however, does not
appear in many forms. Usually he
is represented as standing with two
hands holding lotus flowers, drawn
in a chariot to which several horses
are yoked and driven by Aruna (*‘the
dawn”). He is often represented as
the chief among the nine planets

(grahas).

When the deity has iconic

variants, there is usually a legend
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to justify the iconic details like the
posture, number of hands, weapons
and expressions. The Puranas, some
of which are sectarian (like Siva-
purana for Saivas, Vishnu-purana for
Vaishnavas, Markandeya-purana for
Saktas, Mudgala-purana for the
Ganapatyas) contain these legends.
And as part of the worship, these
legendary accounts are read in order
to crystallize the iconic form of the

deity that is worshipped.

The pentadic worship is current
among the followers of the Smrti-
texts (the Smartas), who owe
allegiance to one or the other of the
monastic institutions claiming to have
been founded by the great
Samkaracharya. The Vaishnavas or
do not

the Saktas, however,

recognise this mode of worship,
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although they do honour and worship
the other four deities (besides their
own chosen deities viz. Vishnu or
Devi), separately and on different
occasions. Their daily worship is
conducted exclusively to Vishnu or

Devi.

Whether Saivas, or Vaishnavas,
the Devi is invariably worshipped
along with Siva or Vishnu. She
becomes some form of Durga when
associated with Siva, and of Lakshmi

when associated with Vishnu.

Ganapati is also commonly
worshipped, though exclusive
worshippers of Ganapati (the

Ganapatyas) are extremely rare now.
The sun is adored during the
sandhya-ritual, but not in any iconic
form except as one of the nine

planets.
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Ganesa modelled after Bala-Krishna

Iconic differences are usually
indicated by the posture (bhangi),
the number of hands (hasta),
weapons (ayudha), ornaments
(bhiishana), hand-gestures (ﬁ)udra*)
and facial expressions (bhava). The
postures can be seated, standing,
reclining or mobile. Vishnu as
Krshna is often shown as a child on
all fours (Bala-krshna), or as an
infant lying on its back on a leaf of

the banyan tree (Vatapatra-sayin).
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We find Ganapati also being
represented as a child moving about
on all fours, but rarely. No other

deity is represented in this posture.

Seated and standing are
common positions in which icons of
all deities are represented. But there
may be variations in these postures.
While seated, the posture may be

easy and relaxed (Maharaja-lila,
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e.g. Ganapati, and Para-vasudeva),
alert, lotus-like (padmasana), e.g.
Miukambika, Lakshmi, Sarasvati,
Brahma, Tirthankara and Buddha),
riding an animal (vahana, e.g. Ganga
on the makara), in a Yogic stance
(yoga-patta, e.g. Yoga-Narasimha,
Dakshipamurthi and Sasta), or with
one of the legs bent (Kunichitapada,
e.g. Sadasiva, Samhara-
Dakshinamairti, Lakshmi-Narayana,

Lakshmi-Narasimha and Lalaitd).

While seated or standint, it is
usual for the Vishnu and Siva images
to be accompained by their consorts
in the same posture (Lakshmi and
Parvati respectively). Rama with
Sita, Siva with Gauri, Sarya with
Chhaya, Gane$a with Lakshmi,
Narasimha with Lakshrni, Nataraja

with  Sivakami are common
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examples. There are some gods who
have consorts on either side of them:
Vishnu, for instance, with Bhi-devi
(the goddess of earth) and Sri-devi |
(the goddess of wealth); Subramanya
with Deva-sena (personified army
of gods) and Vaili {a human spouse);
Ganapati with Siddhi (success) and
Buddhi (wisdom); and Krshna with

Rukmini and Satyabhama.

If the god is alone, it is called
‘kevala’. Several Vishnu and Siva
icons answer to this descriptions :
Para-Vasudeva, Yoga-Narasimha,
Bala-Krshna, Venu-Gopala, Kevaia-
Hayagriva, Srinivasa, Dhanvantari,
Bhairava, Virabhadra, Bhikshatana,
Dakshinamurti, Dattatreya, Sasta and
Sarabhesévara. It is usual for Gane$a
images to be represented alone,

although in some forms (e.g. Sakti-
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Ganapati, Lakshmi-Ganapati and
Ucchishta-Ganapati) he is shown
with one, two or eight consorts.
Bala-Subramanya is likewise a loner,
but in some forms he has two
consorts. Hanuman and Garuda are
invariably single icons, and so is

Sudar$ana.

The standing posture involves
the delineration of flexions or bends
(bhangi). When the plumbline passes
through the navel (nabhi) from the
tip of the crown ($ikhamanij to a
point between the two heels on the
pedestal (pitha), it is ‘samabhanga’;
upright, symbolising perfect poise.
This position is devoid of any bends,
and the body is held erect, firm and
even rigid. The images of the
tirthankaras in the kayotsarga

posture are excellent illustrations.
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Madjuéri - a Vajrayana divinity

However, to heighten the
aesthetic effect, bends are delicately
introduced. If it is only a slight bend
in both the upper and lower parts
of the body, it is abhanga; if the
bend is conspicuous and great it is
atibhanga. If there are three bends
noticeable (the plumb-line passes
through one of the eye-pupils and
descends to the middle of the chest,

and then it passes through one side

of the navel, right or left, and finally
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comes down to the heels) it is tri-
bhanga (head, trunk and lower
limbs). When the sweep of the curve
in this posture is imphasized (‘‘like
a tree caught in a storm’’), it

becomes atibhanga.

Feminine and dancing deities
are shown in abhanga and tribhanga
postures. The atibhanga is a rare
posture, especially in sculpture. But
drawings of Vajrayana divinities in
Tibet frequently employ this posture,
the excessive flexion being suggestive

of violent passion (krodha).

Vishnu is shown in the dance
stance only as Krshna (Kaliya-
Krshna, dancing on the hood of the
dragon Kaliya, Navanita-Krshna,
dancing with balls of butter in one
hand or in bothl hands). A pillar in

the temple atop the Tirumalai hills
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shows Narasimha dancing; and this
is altogether a rare depiction. Siva
as Nataraja is a celebrated image.
But there are several variant postures
in this, which are not so well known
as the famous Tiruvalangadu icon.
Ganapati and Sarasvati are also
shown sometimes as dancing.
Several Devis with Tantrik
background, like Kali and Aparajita,
are also shown in dancing postures,

or in semidancing (alidha) postures.

Reclining is a posture that is
almost exclusive to Vishnu.
Ranganatha in Srirangam Ananta-
$ayana in Trivandrum and
Sesha$ayana (terra—cotté in the Sth
cent. temple at Bhitargaon and relief
in stone from Deogarh, 6th cent.)
are familiar examples. Rama is

occasionally depicted in this posture,

with Lakshmana sitting at his head
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may aiternately be an illustration of
the epiéode of Lakshmana fainting
during the great war, and Rama
deputing Hanuman to bring the

safjivani drug..

Mobile postures include Vishnu
as Varaha rescuing the Earth, as

Trivikrama measuring the upper

regions, as Narasimha rushing out

An unusual pose of dancing Narasimha of the pillar to slay the demon, and

on a pillar in the Tirumalai temple
as Venugopala playing the flute (in
and Hanuman standing at the feet, @ standing posture); Siva as the

as in a Vijayanagar panel. This panel ~ conqueror of the three reaims

Vishnu as Ranganatha
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(Tripurari), as the ascetic on his
begging round (Bhikshatana), and as
Virabhadra destroying Daksha’s
sacrifice; and Devi as Durga setting
out to kill the buffalo-demon,
Mahisha, and™ as Tara shooting

arrows.

For main worship, however,
the seated and standing postures of
the deities are preferred it is usual,
therefore, to find such postures in
the sanctum of the temple (with
some exceptions like Srirangam).
Vishnu is usually represented as
standing, and Sakti as seated, either

on a seat (pitha) or on lion.

For seated figures, texts like
Ahirbudhnya-samhita, prescribe as
many a eleven variant postures,
‘lotus’ (padma), ‘tortoise’ (kidrma),
‘cock’

‘peacock’ (mayira),
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(kukkuta), ‘lion’ (simhaj, ‘heroic’
(vira), svastika, ‘firm’ {(bhadra),
‘free’ (mukta), ‘cowhead’ (go-
mukha), or in a tantrik diagram
(chakra). Usually, however, the
lotus-posture is employed by

sculptors.

The seats on which the iconic
representations are lodged also figure
circular

in various forms

{padmasana), rectangular
(simhasana), triangular (anantasana),
octogonal (yogasana), hexagonal
(vimalasana) and so on. It is also
customary to use detachable seats
of different forms in different stages
of the worship ritual like simhasana
for bathing, yogasana for invocation,
anantasana for witnessing

amusements, and vimalisana for

receiving the offering made.



Linear representation of Sri-Chakra

Speaking of the geometrical
forms, we need to remember that
all icons have their graphic
representations (yantras) as well as
verbalizations (mantras). During the
worship, the yantras are prepared
and employed, and mantras are
chanted. The Devi is often
worshipped in the ‘Sri-chakra’,
either as a linear diagram (rekha-

yantra) or as an aniconic image
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(meru). This is regarded as the most
powerful of the yantras. It is also
most intricate in its design, and the

worship involves an elaborate ritual.

The objects of worship are
broadly grouped into two sorts :
abstract (nishkala) and concrete
(sakala). The abstract is without a
material representation : it consists
merely of an imagery or a thought-
construct. It is unmanifest (avyakta),
so far as the worship situation is
concerned. The concrete, on the
other hand, is an icon, the handiwork
of an artist-craftsman which
represents the traditional idea of a
worshipful deity. It can be practically
involved in the worship ritual. It is
usual to have the iconic
representation in imitation of the

human form. Parama-samhita (3, 5,
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10) explains the anthropomorphic

necessity of iconic representations :

“Worship can be done only
for the deity with form, and
not for an abstract idea. It is
therefore that icons are made.
They help concentration,
contemplation, adoration and
worship. The icon is a
representation of the deity,
and whatever is offered to
the icon is really received by
the deity. The devotee being
human, he can communicate
well with an icon with the
human form. The human
being therefore will reach the
highest goal conceiving the
really abstract Godhead in a

human form, and worshipping

the icon with great devotion™ .

It is wusual therefore for
concrete objects of adoration in India

to be human in aspect. Such objects
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have limbs and meanings (sa-kala).
Instances are the Vishnu images,
images of Rama and Krshna, the
sportive forms of Siva, and the icons
of goddesses like Lakshmi and
Durga, as also several minor
divinities. There are also several
composite deities included in this
group. Animal-human admixtures in
the iconic representations are not
unusual. Consider, as instances,
Ganes$a (god with elephant’s head)
Nara-simha (‘man-lion’) Haya-griva
(human form with the horse’s head),
Pratyangira (goddess with the lion’s
head) and Kakamukhi (a yogini with

the face of a crow).

Several iconic representations
involve humanization of animals
animals represented in human forms.

We have the icons of Hanuman
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(monkey), Garuda (kite), Nandi
(bull), Subrahmanya (serpent),
Daksha (ram), and incarnations of
Vishnu such as Matsya (fish), Kiarma
(tortoise), Varaha (boar), and Kalki
(horse). Elemental Principles have
also been endowed with iconic
forms: fire (Agni), air (Vayu), water
(Varuna), Sun (Surya), mountains
(like the Kailasa, Meru and
Vindhya), rivers (Ganga, Yamuna
and Kaveri), trees and plants (like
Asvattha and Tulasij have also their

iconic representations with human

involvement.

Vishnu in his twenty-four forms
according to (Agni-Purana) is
conspicuously and almost invariably
represented as pleasantly human,
although his worship is also

conducted through the aniconic

$alagrama stone. Siva, on the other

258

hand, is usually worshipped in the
aniconic linga form, although he has
about twenty sportive forms (lila-
martis) which are human in
delineation. Aniconic representation
comprehends both the abstract and
concrete sorts; it is described as
‘ubhaya’ (both) or ‘miérita’
(combined). The expression ‘linga’
strictly means a sign, a symbol. The
aniconic linga is the symbol or an
index of divine presence and power.
It has no readily recognizable human
or animal, or composite form. It is
not, in this sense, concrete. But it
does have a material shape with
identifiable parts (like the pitha,
Gauri-patta, linga and vajra).
Sometimes a human face is
projected on the linga part (mukha-

linga); or Siva-is represented as

coming out of the linga (lingodbhava-
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mirti). Whatever the details, the
linga is a shape that symbolizes the

abstract idea of Godhead.

Icons are again divided into
‘immobile’ (achala) and ‘mobile’
(chala). The former are usually
carved out of a monolith and fixed
to the pedestal in the sanctum. It
may be iconic like the representation
of Vishnu or Durga; or it may be
aniconic like the linga of Siva.
Oftentimes, the Devi images are also
represented in the form of a linga,
especially in the coastal region. It
is not unusual to find even Vishnu
images so represented; many
Ranganatha and Narasimha shrines
in the South contain only lingas in

the sanctum.

While the stationary icon in

the sanctum is doubtless the main
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object of worship in a temple, it is
not suitable for all the rituals
enjoined in the texts and stylized in
tradition. Portable images made in
metal are, therefore, meant to
officiate for the main icon in the
rituals which are conducted outside

the sanctum.

The mobile or portable icons
are prescribed to be exact replicas
in metal of the stationary stone icon
in the sanctum. But when the main
object of worship in the sanctum is
an aniconic linga, its mobile counter-
part will be Siva or Devi in a human
iconic representation. It is altogether
unusual to find the linga form among
the mobile icons. The sportive forms
of Siva were first stylized in metal,
and it is only later that the forms

were imitated in stone. Divinities
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belonging to the Siva group, viz.,
Durga, Ganapati, Kartikeya (known
by several names such as
Subrahmanya, Kumara and Skanda)
and Nandi are, like the Vishnu
images, human and iconic in form,
both in the stationary and portable

versions.

The icons in human form are
further classified into three types,
depending on their bodily postures
: seated (asina), standing (sthita) and
recumbent (Sayana). There are,
however, other postures also, like
dancing (Nataraja), measuring the
heavens (Trivikrama), killing the
demon (Durga and sportive forms of
Siva in the destructive aspects,
(samhara-miurtis), running

(Hanuman), fighting (Virabhadra,
Aghora) and teaching (Dakshina-
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mirti, Vyasa and images of teacher-

saints).

But these (with the exception
of Durga images) are not usually
icons meant for main worship; they
serve an occasional or accessory
function. We do not, therefore,
frequently find these postures
depicted in the immobile icon in the
sanctum or its chief mobile
representative. The main icons of
worship are chiefly

standing,

occasionally  seated  (mostly
goddesses and Ganes$a) and rarely
recumbent (as the Ranganatha or
Anantasayana images). The portable
icons meant for processional purpose
will be as a rule in the standing
posture, even when their originals
in the sanctum are seated or

reclining.
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The ritual sequences in the
temple necessitate several portable
icons. In the Vishnu temples it is
a common practice to have four
such images in addition to the
immobile and mélin icon in the
sanctum (pafchabera system). The
normal temple-tiruals involve bathing
the deity (snapana); making the first
offering of food to it, and then in
its presence to the attendant deities
(bali); processions on the roads
round the temple (utsava); and an
assembly of devotees for several
purposes in front of the deity
(koluvu, sabha). One can see that
offering food to the attendant deities,
processions and assemblies are
ceremonies that have to be gone
through only outside the sanctum.
Even elaborate bathing is hard to be

conducted within the small enclosure
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of the sanctum. Portable icons would
naturally have to be used for these

purposes.

Bathing the deity is an
important ritual. In the Siva shrines,
ceremonial bath is given to the main
linga in the sanctum every day (and
several times during the day on
occasions), and a mobile icon for
this purpose is seldom used. But in
many Vishnu temples, the main icon
is not given a bath every day; in
the great temple at Tirumala-

Tirupati, for instance it is given once

a week, on Friday.

Many early icons are not in
granite or sandstone which stand
frequent washing. When the main
image is wooden (as Jagannathapuri

in Orissa or the earlier Varadaraja
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'shrine at Kafichipuram, Tamil-
Nadu), daily bath is ruled out, for
the wood would decay. Many of
such icons are painted over and are
permanently decorated. Or the icon
may be a stucco brick and mortar
(sudha) work, as are the main images
in Srirangam (Ranganatha) and
Kafchipuram (Ulaganda-Perumal),
both in Tamil-Nadu. Normal bath in
this case would damage the icon;
special preparations (like taila-kappu
in Srirangam) are to be made in

order to preserve the icon.

Even images carved out of soft
stone would wear out by frequent
baths, as can be seen in Palani (the
original icon) and Tirucchengode
(Ardha-nari) in Tamil-Nadu. Marble
(which is a kind of chalk, calcium

corbonate) would also suffer by
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continuous exposure to water. It is,
therfore, that a metallic image is
specially assigned to receive the daily
bath that is actually meant for the
main icon in the sanctum. This icon

is known as snapana-bera.

After the daily food is offered
to the main deity, the scriptural
prescription is that other deities who
are attendant (parivara-devatas) and
resident within the temple enclosure,
as well as spirits and goblins that
hover round the shrine, must be
fed. This is called ‘bali-harana’, or
carrying the sanctified food to the
attendant deities, with the permission
of the main deity to whom alone
all offerings are made. These
attendant deities would be

symbolized by the bali-stones (or

altars) that are located in several
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spots within the premises of the
temple, the principal one being right
in front of the sanctum. The
procession of priests who carry the
food-offerings to these altars is led
by another small metallic icon who
is supposed to deputize for the main
and immobile icon in the sanctum.

This icon is known as bali-bera.

In most of the Siva shrines,
the bali-icon will be in the form of
a trident (tri-sala) or a spear (sala),
as also in many Devi shrines. In the
Vishnu shrines, however, it will be
a replica of the main icon, or a
conventional Vishnu in the standing
(sthanaka) pasture. In any case, the
bali-icon will be a small one, and
is often carried about by a priest in
his arms or on his head. In the more
however, a

affluent temples,
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palanquin ($ibika) is used for the

purpose.

Processions round the town on
occasions is a regular feature in all
temples. And for this purpose, a
specially prepared metallic icon
(utsava-bera), richly decorated with
ornaments and flowers is taken out
on several stylized vehicles (vahanas)
such as chariot (ratha), horse (asva),
elephant (gaja), sun and moon, the
celestial tree (kalpa-taru), the bull
(vrshabha), the kite (garuda), and

Hanuman.

Most of the celebrated South
Indian bronzes belong to the variety
of processional images. They will be
of considerable height, although the
canonical prescription is that a

mobile icon should not exceed
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sixteen (according to a variant
authority, nine) angulas in height. If
an icon exceeds this limit, it should
be regarded as a stationary image
although metallic, and should not be

carried about.

Besides these iconic and
aniconic representations, several
mandalas or yantras (also called
chakras) are installed in many shrines
for ceremonial worship. Such a
device is essentially aniconic, but an
intricate  geometrical pattern
predominates here. The basic form
is a triangle, representing spiritual
energy of the mother-goddess. The
yantra has been characterized as
symbolic of the cosmos in its
entirety. The most well-known of

the yantras is the $ri-yantra (or

Srichakra), which is composed of 43
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triangles (trikona), 28 ‘secret’ spots
(marma-sthana, the meeting place
of three lines), 24 ‘joints’ (sandhi,
where two lines meet). The design
Is an integration of nine chakras,
four of Siva (the ‘male’ principle)
and five of ‘Sakti’ (the ‘female’
principle), which are superimposed
on each other to show the union of
the two principles.' The whole yantra
is said to be a representation of the
Devi, Raja-raje$vari. There is a
corpus of Tantrik commentarial
literature explaining the significance
of this yantra and prescribing the

details of ritualistic worship.

There are two types of
representation of this yantra, graphic
and iconic. The first type is where
the yantra is inscribed (or etched)

on a flat copper plate (or a gold or
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silver sheet). The second type is an
aniconic representation like the linga,
sculpted in quartz, crystal, gem or
stone, or cast in metal, usually
paiichaloha. This second
representation is styled Meru as it
resembles the mythical mountain of
that name. There are several temples
in South India where the worship of
Srichakra figures prominently, like
Kafichipuram (Kamakoti),
Chidambaram (Sammelana-Chakra),
Kurtalam, Avadaiyar-koyil,
Jambuke$vara (Lalita), Sringeri
(Sarada), Kollar (Mukambika) and

Tiruvidaimududur.

Among the aniconic Srichakra,
the one carved in crystal or made

in gold is said to be the best, after
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which comes the one made in silver;
and next in merit is the one made
in copper or alloy of five metals.
There is no size restriction when it
is carved in stone, crystal or gem,;
but when cast in metal the weight
of the metal should not exceed eight

tolas.

The specimens are of three
types : ‘mobile’ (chara), which are
infused with life every time they are
worshipped, ‘stationary’ (achala or
sthira), which are permanently
installed at a place, and ‘fit to be
worn’ (dharanayogya), viz. which are
suitable for being carried on ones

body, either as a pendant in a

necklace or inscribed on a ring.
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CHAPTER XII
WORSHIP IN TEMPLES

The temple is distinguished
from a household shrine not only in
its structure and organization but
also in its rituals and forms of
worship. The worship manuals
known as ‘agamas’ lay down
procedural details for worship in a
temple, while worship in the
household shrine is largely ruled by

family traditions and customs.

Worship in the household
shrine is by necessity a simple ritual
of comparatively short duration,
conducted mostly but once a day (in
the morning at no fixed time).
Generally, the head of the family or
member of the

some older

Indian Temple Traditions

household would attend to it; and
he does it not only for himself but
on behalf of alli the members of the
household. Actual participation in
the worship, however, is not
obligatory for the other members.
Even when the ritual tends to be
elaborate, there would be little of

ostentation and less of formality.

Worship in a temple is
characteristically elaborate, and is
conducted three, five or six times
during twenty-four hours. In many
of the more famous temples, worship
rituals are almost continuous during
the day and stretch far into the night.

And the ritual sequences are meant
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to attract and impress crowds of
devotees. The priests who officiate
in temples carry out the worship not
for their own sake but for the sake
of the public, the state and for the
welfare of all humanity (so at least
the scriptures say). In fact, the priest
employed in a temple is expected
to finish his own household worship

before he comes to the temple.

Worship in the household
shrine is largely guided by family
traditions and customs rather than
by set rules, although there tends
to be some uniformity in the rituals
owing to belongingness to religious
groups. But the worship-manuals
known as ‘agamas’ describe
procedural details for worship in a

temple both elaborately and with

precision. They have done it so
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consistently and for so long that
worship in the temples has acquired
considerable uniformity despite
sectarian affiliations (like Saiva,

Vaishnava, and Sakta).

While it is true that temples
in the South differ from the temples
in the North both with regard to
their structures and to their ritual
details, closer inquiry would reveal
that these differences are more
apparent than real, more superficial
than deep. It may appear at first
glance that the hold of the ‘agamas’
is stronger in South Indian temples
than in their North Indian
counterparts, but among the more
celebrated temples in the North (like
Varanasi; Dwarakd, Puri-Jagannath,

Kamakhya, Badari etc.) ‘agamas’ do

play a very significant role in the

Indian Temple Traditions




worship procedures. But the
‘agamas’ of the North Indian temples
have not been either as numerous
or as widely familiar as the ‘agamas’
in the South. When, however, the
two classes of the ‘agamas’ are
compared, they will be found to
contain prescriptions which are very
similar and symbolism, derived from

da common Ssource.

The most significant aspect of
the worship in a temple is its
collective character. Worship in a
household shrine is termed ‘svartha’
(viz. for the sake of one who
worships, or for his immediate
family), while worship in a temple
is carried out by the priest for the
sake of othgrs, and hence called
‘parartha’ (viz. for the sake of other

devotees who gather there). The
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temple is a public place, and belongs
to the community. the priest who

worships there expects to be

compensated in some way (such as

wages, donations by the devotees,
provisions by the management, share
in the proceeds etc.). The privilege
to conduct the actual worship in a
temple is not acquired solely by
heredity, or by inclination or even
by proficiency in the ‘agamas’; it
has to be conferred by the
management of the temple, the
trustees or administrators on behalf
of the entire community, by a
contractual arrangement. The priest
in the temple worships only in return
to the benefits he has access to.
Therefore, the worship that he
conducts is in fact symbolic of the
worship  conducted by the

community.
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Because the community is
actually or symbolically involved in
the worship conducted in the temple,
the rituals acquire a public character.
Worship must be carried out in full
view of the devotees that have
gathered there. In the temple
architecture, a provision is always
made for a viewers’ hall in front of
the sanctum called nava-ranga,
ranga-mandapa, or mukha-mantapa.
This is usually a highly elegant and
elaborately ornate structure. The
devotees prefer to be viewers rather
than priests owing to several
practical considerations such as lack
of the knowledge of the worship
rituals, lack of inclination, lack of
time, difficulties of accommodation
and so on. But they are the true
worshippers, and the priest only

officiates on their behalf.
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The public character of
worship in the temple is emphasized
by the numerous processions and
festivals involving the participation
directly of the whole community.
The ‘agamas’ prescribe a large
number of festivals which are to be
conducted in the temple for the
benefit of the people residing in that
locality, for the welfare of the state
in which the temple is situated, and
for the good of the entire mankind.
At the end of each festival, a formal
blessing is invariably invoked on the
community, the administration and
humanity. The most important
among these festivals is the
‘rathotsava’ or the °‘car-festival’,
when the deity, normally worshipped
within the temple, is taken out and
made to go round the town, so that

all the people (even those who are
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otherwise disabled) have an

opportunity of viewing and

worshipping.

Such festivals are, for obvious
reasons, excluded from household
worship. The images worshipped are
never taken out of the shrine-room,
nor displayed to visitors. And the
occasions for festivals in a household
are much fewer ‘than in a temple.
Free and sumptuous feeding of all
the participating devotees is a
necessary feature of a temple
festival, and to facilitate this the
more important temples will have
adequate financial resources. Such
practices are obviously impossible
in a household. Thus, the family
members are the only participants
in household worship, even when a

festival is being celebrated.
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The temple, even the modest
one, is basically an organization. It
1s  structurally designed to

accommodate large or small

. gatherings of devotees on occasions,

and also to house the images,

vessels, vehicles, clothes,
adornments and other material
required for festivals and
processions. Functionally it involves
the services of several people.
Besides the priest or priests, a
temple of some means would have
assistants for the priest, staff to clean
the premises, personnel for looking
after several details of a festival,
guards and watchmen. Occasional,
voluntary and free service of
devotees is also availed of. Thus, a
temple is a social and economic

organization, apart from being a

religious institution.
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The worship in a temple is,
therefore, multi-dimensional. It is not
so much spiritual as religious; and
religious phenomena are a complex
of social, economic, recreational and
educational processes. A temple in
its intent comprehends all these
aspects. Activities in the temiple,
especially during festivals, represent
a mosaic of the individual’s life
within the community. The history
of the celebrated temples (like the
one at Tirumalai, or the one in
Chidambaram, or the one in Puri-
Jagannath) illustrates how important
the temple is in the evolution of the
ethos of populations through dynastic
successions. The interest shown by
kings, chieftains, - officers and the
wealthy folk in the culture of temples
has always been remarkable, and

records suggest that the interest was

not always religious, much less

spiritual.

Another particular also merits
mention in this context. The priests
officiating in the temple tend to form
a class of their own, quite distinct
from others belonging to the priestly
profession such as the purohits (or

those who officiate in special

religious events like the marriage,

investiture, funerary rites, obsequies,
sacramental rituals and so on),
vaidiks (or those who visit
households and assist in the worship
rituals daily or occasionally), and
pandits (or learned brahmins who
teach scriptural texts, or give public
discourses on religious subjects). The
temple-priests usually belong to the
priestly families who have served in

the temple for generations. They
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have their own especial initiations
(diksha), and their training involves
an acquaintance with the ‘agamas’
of particular sectarian pursuations.
It is this that qualifies them to
conduct worship in temples, for the
other priestly brahmins do not
undergo the special initiation, nor

acquire a knowledge of the ‘agamas’.

In fact, the more learned and
conservative among brahmins
consider worship in a temple not
suitable for a truly religious person
who is evolved. For one thing,
idolatry itself is the lowest form of
worship, prescribed in the texts only
for a person of ordinary equipment
and inclination. For another, carrying
on worship in public smacks of
exhibitionism; the display of religious

fervour in public is denounced in

Indian Temple Traditions

the scriptures as vulgar. For still
another, worship which involves
remuneration or recompense is in
reality a business transaction, and
fails to bring about spiritual benefits.
For yet another, all acts of worship
can only be personal; scriptures do

not commend collective worship.

Thus there is a prejudice
among the orthodox against temple-
priests, in fact against all professional
priests. Manu denounces even a
learned brahmin who teaches sacred
texts and gets payed for it as a
‘hireling’ (bhrtakadhyapaka). This
prejudice has resulted in relatively
well-defined, closed, endogamous,
and distinct classes of temple-priests
of Saiva, Vaishnava and Sakta
inclinations. They have been for
of the

generations custodians
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scriptural lore concerning worship
in temples. And they have been
responsible for the temple-culture
that has prevailed in the country
since the early centuries of the

Christian era.

The arguments of the orthodox
against temples and worship of
images in them are not unknown to
the authors or compilers of the
worship-manuals (‘dgamas’). They
concede that the best form of
worship is contemplation on the
invisible God as the inner-controller
(antaryamin) abiding in ones own
heart (‘muninam hrdi daivatam’);
and they are aware that it is only
people with little intelligence that
see God in an icon (‘pratimasvalpa-
buddhinam’). This opinion is quoted
in the Smrti ascribed to the great

Apararka.
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While this is so, the ‘agama’
texts point out that it is exceedingly
difficult, if not impossible, for one
to contemplate on the divinity
without conceptualizing a form (‘na
cha ripam vind devo dhyatum
kenapi $akyate’, Vishnu-samhita, 29,
51). It is in the very nature of mind
to conjure up images. If the mind
is forbidden to do this, it may lapse
into drowsiness or get withered up.
Mind has necessarily to be employed
in worship, and therefore one finds
an image of God a great advantage.
Another text (Parama-samhita, 3, 5-
10) suggests that a human form for
God is very helpful for the devotee
to meditate on the divine attributes,
to offer prayers, and to approach

with love and devotion.

It is therefore that the temples

contain images of God in human
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form excepting the Siva shrines
where the image in the sanctum is
a lingam (but the processional images
even there will be in human form).
It was usual in the medieval times
for pious kings and chieftains to
build temples, and the underlying
idea was that God was the overlord
even of the kings. If the king ruled
over a region or territory, God rules
over the entire world, nay over all
the words that be. The God in the
temple reminded the devotee of the
king in his palace. The old Sanskrit
expression for the temple, ‘prasada’,

means also a palace.

Thus all honour that was due
to an earthly king was considered
due on a more magnificent scale to
the God, who is the king of kings

and before whom even the kings
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bow their heads. All earthly kings
derive their glory from Kubera-
Vaisravana who is addressed as the
‘overlord of the lords’
(maharajadhiraja) and who bestows
wealth and power on mortals; and
this Kubera attends oﬁ God. Thus,
worship in a termple tends to

incorporate customs and formalities

of a typical royal court.

I

RITUAL REQUIREMENTS

Worship in a temple is a
complex of ceremonies which are
essentially religious in significance
and of events which are essentially
soéial in import. The former pertain
to the rituals meant to preserve the
spiritual power of the image in the

sanctum and to promote the sanctity
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of the shrine. The latter, however,
are the means of attracting the
devotees and of improving the image
of the temple in the eyes of the
people. The former may be
described as ‘rituals’ (karmarcha),
while the latter are the ‘festivals’

(utsava).

There will be procedures to be
carried out, inside the sanctum or
outside it, every day by the priests
at the appointed hours in complete
or partial seclusion. They are not
meant for public view, nor do they
involve participation by the lay
devotees. These activities, being in
the nature of rites, must necessarily
be carried out, and in precisely ‘the
manner prescribed in the manuals.
The ‘agama’ texts contain the

prescriptions in minute detail, and
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a thorough acquaintance with these
prescriptions is one of the major
qualifications for a priest. And these
are activities which only a priest can
perform, by virtue of the initiation

that he would have received.

These activities include the
preparations for the day’s worship,
like cleaning the enclosure, cleaning
of the vessels for use in worship,
removal of the old flowers from the
image in the sanctum, collection of
fresh water for the day’s rituals,
gathering of flowers for decorating
the image and trimming the oil-lamps
in and around the sanctum. These
are not necessarily carried out by
the priest himself, unless he has no
assistants or the temple has no
provision for attenders (paricharaka).

They are not rites proper, and so
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do not require initiation. But in
temples where the rule of C(;usom
is old and strong, no one other than
the qualified priest is allowed to
enter the sanctum or touch the
image, and therefore much of these

preparatory services falls to his lot.

Water for use inside the
sanctum has to be rituali’stically pure,
and can be collected only by the
priest when he is ready for the day’s
service. Flowers, fruits and other
materials required for daily worship
may be brought by others, but they
need to be sanctified before being
taken inside the sanctum. It is only
the priest that can so sanctify them.
He does it by sprinkling water on
them, and ‘this water must have been
previously sanctified by him, having

been collected by himself.
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Scriptural texts insist that water
for use in worship must be collected
from a running stream, a spring, a
natural lake or a pond, or a well
exposed to sunlight and fresh air. It
was customary in the olden days to
select the site for building a temple
in close proximity to a natural and
perennial source of water. It is usual
to find in old temples a natural or
artificial pond, called ‘pushkarint’,
which will not only provide water
for various services in the temple
but will facilitate the festival called
‘jala-keli’) or ‘nir-attam’ in Tamil)

or ‘teppotsava’.

The use of water in a temple
is manifold and much. And water
for rituals needs to be freshly
collected every morning. Generally,

the use of water with reference to
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the image in the sanctum is four-
fold : (1) water offered to the image
for washing the feet (padya); (2)
water offered for sipping or rinsing
the mouth (achamana); (3) water
offered as oblation (arghya); and (4)
water for bathing the image (snana).
Scriptural texts insist that water used
for different functions must be
differently got up. The water for
washing the feet is mixed with four
substances, viz., khus khus (usira),
sandal-wood pieces (chandana),
blades of durva-grass and white-
mistard (siddha). Water for sipping
is mixed with six articles, viz.,
cardamom (ela), cloves (lavanga),
camphor (karpira), the fruit called
Jjambi, jasmine (jati) and the fruit
called priyangu. Water for oblation
must have eight substances put in

it : gingelly (tila), rice (vrihi), tips
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of the kusa-grass, milk, wheat,
winnowed grains (tandula), mustard
(sarshapa), and water from the

conch.

Water for ceremonial bath is
elaborately prepared with numerous
herbs, spices, flowers, grains and
unguents. The bath is also given by
a herbal decoction (kashdaya) made
by the barks of seven trees : palasa,
udumbara, asvattha, madhiika,
plaksha, patala and jambid. Water
from the tender cocoanut (nalikera)
is also employed. A preparation
known as ‘pafichamrta’, consisting
of an amalgum of fruits like plantain
and mangoes mixed with five
substances (milk, curds, clarified
butter, honey and sugar), is used for

administering a bath on festive

occasions.
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Purificatory bath is conducted
with the mixture of five products of
cow (parichagavya) : clarified butter
(ghrta, representing Rudra, and
regarded as most adorable), curds
(dadhi, representing Soma and
productive of progeny), milk (kshira,
representing Sukra, and helpful in
eliminating enemies), cow’s urine
(go-miitra, representing Nata and
productive of prosperity) and cow’s
refuse (go-maya, representing Arka
or Sun, and beneficial in warding off
diseases). This bath is given on
astrologically significant days (like
" ayana, vishuva), or during solar or
lunar eclipse, or during any
auspicious occasion. There is a
standard method of preparing this
concoction: the cow’s refuse is first

mixed with cow’s urine, and then

this is put in clarified butter,
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which in turn is mixed with curds,
and finally the whole is put 1nto

milk.

It is usual in the temples to
keep five large vessels to contain
water for the above mentioned
purposes, arranged on a large
circular plate made of gold, silver
or copper, standing on a tripod. The
water for oblation (arghya) is placed
on the South-East corner, the water
for washing the feet (padya) on the
South-West, the water for sipping
(achamaniya) on the North-West,
and the water for bath (snaniya) on
the North-East. In the centre is kept
the vessel containing water for
general purposes (sarvartha-toya).
This will contain only a few tulasi
leaves, some flowers, gingelly seeds

and sandal paste.
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The tripod (wooden) on which
these vessels are kept, is placed in
front of the image in the sanctum,
close to where the priest sits and
offers worship. There are also
prescriptions about the seat and
posture used by the priest while
worshipping and what direction he
should face while sitting. An wooden
plank (darvasana) is said to be the
best seat, for it is conducive to
prosperity. Sitting on a piece of cloth
spread on the floor is health-giving;
woollen blanket used as a seat
removes sorrow; and sitting on the
deer-skin facilities the obtainment
of wisdom (AmsSu-maty-agama).
According to Karanagama the best
posture for a worshipper is to squat
so that the knees and the tips of
the feet are close together, and to

focus the vision slightly on the tip
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of the nose. This is known as
ruchirasana, described as ‘beneficial

in all worship’ (‘sarva-paja-hita’).

Among the other articles
necessary for worship, conch
(Samkha), bell (ghanta) and utensils
for waving lights before. the image
(arati or aratrika) are important. The
conch is used in bathing the image,
and for sanctifying the articles of
worship as well as the worshipper
himself. Legends describe that the
ancestral conch emerged from the
ocean of milk when it was churned
by the gods and demons for the
sake of ambrosia, and that it was
adored by all the gods and received
by the hand of Vishnu. Called
‘Paficha-janya’, it is said to be a
divinity in its own right. Sun and

Moon are said to reside in it;
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Varuna, the god of waters, is said
to abide in the middle portion;
Prajapati, the first born and the
progenitor of all beings in its tail
portion; and the twin river-goddesses
Ganga and Sarasvati in its front

portion.

Vishnu himself is said to be
represented in conch. Conches are
called in Sanskrit ‘Samkha’, which
expressions signifies elimination of
all misfortune (‘samyati asubham
asmad iti’). Hence they are
auspicious. Conches are blown on
festive occasions, and no ritual can
dispense with it. Conches occur in
many sizes and shapes and are
classified into many types. There
are ‘male’ conches (having the tail-
portion and the head-portion equal),

‘female’ conches (with the head-
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portion thick), and ‘hermophrodite’
conches (with the tail-portion thick).
They are also grouped into brahmin,
kshatriya, vaiSya and $adra varieties.
But the most significant is the
grouping into ‘left-inclining’ (vama-
varta) and the ‘right-inclining’
(dakshinavarta). The latter are
regarded as very valuable and
sacred. The ‘superior’ conches are
said to be got from the river
Tamraparni, while the ‘ordinary’
ones from the river Ganga, and the
‘inferior’ ones from the river
Narmada. Conches are held so
sacred that they are never placed on
the floor, but always on a special
stand meant for it. The conch is
worshipped before the worship for

the image begins, and also after the

worship is over.
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The bell (ghanta) is an other
indispensable article in ritualistic
worship. It is sounded even before
the actual worship commences, in
order to invite the gods to assemble
and to drive away the evil forces.
The sound from a good bell is
uninterrupted, reverberating, deep
and sonorous. There are bells
specially made which will produce
the long strains of the sound ‘Om’.
The ringing of the bell accompanies
several worship-sequences, such as
waving of the light (arati),
administering the ceremonial bath
(snana or abhisheka), and the
offering of food (naivedya). The
body of the bell is said to represent
the divinity of time, viz., Ananta,
and the °‘tongue’ the goddess of
the handle

speech, Sarasvati;

signifies the vital principle (prana-

282

sakti} in the form of Hanuman,
Garuda, Nandi or Chakra. The bell
without a handle in one of these
forms is forbidden to be used in
rituals, as it would bring about

misfortune.

Waving of light before the
image is a ritual known as ‘dipa’,
‘nirajana’, ‘arati’ or ‘aratrika’. It is
done towards the close of the
worship sequences. For this purpose
either camphor (karpira) is used or
a set of three, five or seven cotton
wicks dipped in clarified butter
(ghee) or in oil. The worshipper
who waves the light during worship
as also the devotee who witnesses
this procedure will be said to
conquer the dark worlds (viz.,

ignorance) and burn up all evil done

in this life. Even if the ritual of
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worship has been deficient owing to
some lapse concerning the mantras
used or some sequence in the
procedure, it is said to be made
good by the waving of lights
(Skanda-purana). The waving of the
light is accompanied by the ringing
of the bell (ghanta), blowing of the
conch ($ankha), or beating of a flat
metallic instrument known as ‘jaya-
~ ghantd’. Hymns of praise are also

recited while this is done.

This ritual tends to assume
considerable importance, as it is
always done before the gathering of
devotees. It is considered meritorious
for the lay folk to participate in this
ritual sequence. And therefore the
ritual is elaborately gone through.
Several rounds of waving the lights

are resorted to. And different kinds
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of implements made in silver or bell-
metal are used for this purpose, in
order to enchance the effect and
make the occasion very impressive.
Among such implements are those
that are shaped like a water-pot
(kumbha), a tortoise (karma), a
serpent with seven hoods (naga), or
a tower with the wick-containers
arranged in a tapering manner
(gsopura). Commonly, however, a
large round plate is used for the
purpose; sometimes a small plate
with a long and ornamental handle

is used.

Flowers constitute an important
article of worship. The image in the
sanctum is decorated with garlands
of flowers, and flowers (unstrewn)
are required for several sequences

in the worship. The texts contain
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prescriptions about the flowers that
may be used in rituals. In general,

flowers with strong odour or without

fragrance at all; the flowers that are

still unblossomed or have become
old, flowers that are bitten by insects
or otherwise mutilated, and flowers
that have been kept unused for a
day are avoided. Flowers grown in
a garden (arama) are considered the
best; flowers collected from a forest
(vana) rank next, and flowers bought

(vikrita) are regarded as inferior.

Flowers are classified with
regard to their colour, fragrance,
shape and origin. A three-fold
classification is mentioned in the
texts (1) the ‘sattvika’ (or the
‘superior’) variety includes flowers
like $vetarka (white calotropis),

nandyavarta, drona (Leucas linifolia),
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Sveta-padma (white lotus), jati
(jasmine), mandara (coral tree,
Erythrine Indica), malati (Jasminum
Grandiflorum), punnaga (Rottleria
Tinctoria), kurava, S$ata-patrika
(Anethum sowa, a kind of rose) etc.;
the ‘rajasa’ (or middling) variety
consists of flowers like brhatr
(solanum), dhattara (white thorn-
apple, Datura alba), raktotpala (red
lotus), palasa (Butea frondosa),
patala (trumpet flowers) etc.; the
‘tamasa’ (or ‘inferior’) variety
includes flowers that must not be
used in daily rituals (varjita), like
the blossom of the cotton plant
(karpasa), Pandanua odoratissimus
(ketaki), Saccharum spontaneum
(kasa, a variety of grass), china rose
(japa), a variety of lotus ($ri-parni,
Gmelina Aroborea), Terminalia

Bellerica (vibhitaka) and Pentapetes
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Phoeniciea (bandhika). The last
mentioned variety, while forbidden
in the daily rituals, may however be
used on festive occasions, as for
instance in decorating the image that
1s carried about in procession. Along
with flowers, some leaves are also
used in worship, like the tulasi
(basil), the bilva (bel) and the dirva

grass.

According to Suprabhedagama,
in decorating an image for worship,
one part must be covered with
flowers, one part with cotton or silk
apparel, two par‘és with jewels and
other ornaménts, and one part must
be left clear for worship (piijabhaga).
It is usual for colourful garlands to
be hung round the neck of the deity,
reaching the ankles. Unstrewn

flowers are placed at the feet of the
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deity, the ritual being called

‘pushpanyasa’.

Aromatic incense is also burnt
during worship. It is usually a
preparation of the exudation of the
tree known as Amyris Agallochum
(guggula) mixed with clarified butter.
The best quality of it, however, is
said to contain one part of agaru
(Agallochum), two parts of niryasa
(fragrant gum resin), and three parts
of chandana (sandal paste), all well
kneaded with camphor (karpira) and
honey (madhu). Offering incense
precedes the waving of light, and
hence the two offerings are often
together called ‘dhﬁpa—di;;é’, before
the food-offerings (naivedya) are

made.

Different kinds of seats (dsana)

for the image are prescribed to be
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employed in different sequences of
the ritual. Usually five are employed:
an octogonal seat called yogasana
for inviting the deity for worship
(avahana), a square seat called
simhasana for giving bath (snana),
a circular seat called mahdpadma
for actual worship (archand), an
hectagonal seat called vimala for
offering food (naivedya or bhojana),
called

and a triangular seat

anantasana for relaxation or
recreation (vinoda). Details of the
pentad {pafichasana) are given in
texts like Chandra-jianagama and
Suprabhedagama. The former work
also provides the information about
the symbolic significance of the five
seats: the five asanas represent the
five primary elements, fire (agni),
water (apah), air (vayu), akasa, and

earth (prthivij, respectively.
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After food is offered to the
deity (naivedya), it is customary to
present tambila consisting of some
betel leaves (naga-valli-dala), areca-
nut (piogi-phala), mixed with some
camphor-powder (karpiira) and
spices for aroma and fragrance. Even
when no prepared food (consisting
of the four varieties of food, viz.,
bhakshya, bhojya, choshya and
paniya) is available for offering, the
tambiala is offered along with a
coconut and some fruits (plantains,
mango etc.). This would be an

adequate substitute for the food-

offering (naivedya).

In temples where the Vedic
influence prevails, fire-oblations
(havis) are offered daily in the
morning or at noon. It is usual to

have a separate enclosure for this
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ritual known as homa or agni-karya.
This enclosure may contain a formal
platform (vedi or sthandila) or a
fire-pit (homa-kunda), or may have

a mobile metallic fire-container

(chulla). The temple may also have

a supply of all the implements (like
the sruva and sruk) that are required
for the ritual, as well as the vessels
to contain the articles for oblation
(ahuti-dravya). However, priests
tend to content themselves with
carrying out the most essential
details of the ritual, which has now
become incidental and routine, if
indeed it is performed at all. It must
be borne in mind that this ritual
bears no natural, nor necessary,
relevance to the worship rituals that

are conducted in a temple.

After food is ceremonially

offered to the main image in the -
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sanctum, portions of food are laid
on the altar (balipitha) and on several
spots around the sanctum, in order
to propitiate the attendant-divinities
(parivara-devata). Food is also
offered to the ‘door-keepers’ (dvara-

pala). In temples which are affluent,

- this usually assumes the character

of a procession, where some priests
along with the bali-icon (bali-bera,
a representative of thé main image
in the sanctum) go about the temple
premises, to the accompaniment of
music (nagasvaram, pipe and drums)

and ringing of the bells.

II

DAILY RITUAL

The word paja (meaning
‘worship’) signifies the fulfilment of

the prescribed rituals (‘paryante
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sarva-karmani) and the obtainment
of the knowledge of the divine
(‘jayate jidnam atmani’)
(Karanagama). Thus the rituals
constitute the necessary part of
worship. This aspect is emphasized
in words synonymous with ‘pdja’,
viz. saparya, archa, varivasya,
paricharya, and upasana (Amara-
kosha, 2,7,34). The several rituals
’that constitute the worship are called

‘upacharas’ or services.

There are as many as Sixty-
four ‘upacharas’ listed in texts like
Tantra-sara and Siddha-yamala. But
in actual practice not more than
eighteen are recognized. And it is
usual to offer only sixteen upacharas;
hence the popular expression
‘shodashopachara-ptja. They are
fashioned after the details of the

customary reverence shown to an
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honoured guest. They are : (1)
seating (asana), (2) welcoming
(svagata), (3) offering water to wash
the feet (padya), (4) offering water
to wash the hands (arghya), (5)
offering water to sip and rinse the
mouth (dchamana), (6) providing a
bath (snana), (7) offering fresh
clothes and decorations (vasana-
bhushane), (8) offering a fresh
sacred thread (yajiopavita), (9)
offering aromatic substances like
sandal paste (gandha), (10) offering
flowers (pushpa), (11) burning
incense (dhipa), (12) waving lights
(dipa), (13) offering four kinds of
food (naivedya), (14) offering
tambiila (betal leaves, areca nut,
camphor and spices), (15)
prostrations (namaskara), along with
circumambulations (pradakshina)

and (16) send-off (visarjana).
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If the worship has to be brief,
only five upacharas are gone through
(pafichopachara) (1). inviting
(avahana), (2) seating (sthapana), (3)
establishing communion
(sannidhikarana), (4) worship
(pajana), including offering water for
the feet (padya), offering sandal
paste (gandha), offering flowers
pushpa), burning incense (dhipa),
waving lights dipa) and offering food
(naivedya), and (5) send-off
(visarjana). This is a normal routine
in house-hold worship which is also
followed in the temples with

moderate means.

In affluent temples, however,
many other details are added like
offering of ornaments (abharana),
decorations (alankara), holding a

mirror (darpana), applying unguents
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(anulepana), fanning with a fly-whisk
chamara-vyajana), presenting dance
and music (nartana, gita-vadya),
reciting laudatory verses (stuti or
stotra), presenting fire-oblations

(homa), and providing bed (Sayana).

Tkese do not include the rituals
that the priest has to perform
preparatory to worship. The day for
the priest commences with a bath
after the morning ablutions. It must
be noted that the bath itself is a
ritual for the priest, for there are
prescriptions about the water to be
used (well-water or water from the
running stream is preferred), the
place where the bath is to be had
(open), the hymns that must be
recited during the bath (snana-
mantra), and the clothes that must

be worn after tha bath (vastra). The
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bath is followed by the ritual of
internal purification by means of
sipping sanctified water (achamana),
regulating the breathing process for
the specified duration (pranayama),
and investing the various parts of his
body with divine presence (anga-
nyasa, kara-nyasa). Then he
performs the ‘customary ritual of
sandhya-vandana, which is
indispensable for the twice-born, and
proceeds with the ahnika or the
day’s rituals which are incumbent
on him to perform. Then he finishes
his household worship (the worship
of his tutellary deities in accordance
with his family-custom and according
to the initiation that he has received),

before he goes to the temple for

conducting worship there.

Opening of the temple-door for

the day is also a ritual. Custom
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requires that the priest at dawn
carries the keys of the temple on

his head goes round the temple

_thrice, and prostrates before the

main door of the temple. It is only
then that he reverentially unlocks
the door and enters the sacred
precincts, along with the attendants.
He again circumambulates the main
shrine (or the sanctum) thrice, and
looks at the tower over the sanctum
(vimana), before he opens the
sanctum. He bows to the deity and
offers a short prayer. In temples
where the entrance of the sanctum
is flanked by ‘door-guardians’
(dvara-péala), they receive the first
homage, even before the doors of

the sanctum are opened.

The priest, or his attendant,
trims the wicks of the oil lamps, and

provides fresh oil for the lamps. The
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precincts of the temple as well as
the vessels used for worship are
cleaned, water for the rituals is
collected, flowers and other articles
required for worship are gathered.
The sanctum has to be cleaned by
the priest himself, for texts forbid
a lay person from entering the
sanctum. He also attends to the
lamps, which have been left burning
all through the night in the immediate
vicinity of the deity. Then he
proceeds to formally ‘wake up’ the
deity to receive the day’s worship.
This is technically known as
‘prabodhana’. This completes the
series of preparatory rituals and
signifies preparing (or getting ready)
the deity for the sequences of the
ritual worship (18, 16 Or 5).

Worship in the temple is

usually conducted three times in the
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course of twenty-four hours:

morning (pratah), noon
(madhyandina) and evening (sayan).
This is known as ‘trikala-paja’. This
is regarded as the minimum number
of times beneficial worship may be
conducted; for worship conducted
twice only is inadequate, and once
only altogether ineffective. But the
number may be increased, and some

texts provide worship as many as

twelve times.

Most of the texts, however,
prescribe six times of worship as
most beneficial. Known as ‘shat-kala
ptja’, this worship involves worship
at early dawn (pratydsha, about 5
a.m.), early morning (kala-sandhi,
about 6 a.m.), pre-noon (upa-sandhi,
about 9 a.m.), noon (madhyahna,

12 noon), evening (sdyankala, 6
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p.m.), and late night (ardha-yama
10 p.m.). Sometimes an early-night
worship (known as pradosha-puja,

at about 8 a.m.) also is conducted.

The Vaikhanasa texts provide
for worship six times, whereas the
Saiva texts insist on the ‘pradosha-
ptja’ as the sixth, before the ‘ardha-
yama paja’, is conducted. The
Pancha-ratra texts suggest even 12
times, if possible. However, some
texts, which are more realistic,
prescribe six times as most desirable,
but do not preclude three times,
two timés or even once from the

benefit.

Worship at different times have

different benefits, according to the

texts. Worship early in the morning

(pratyusha, or arunodaya) is said to
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increase the cattle-wealth and
progeny in the community; in the
morning (prabhata or pratah) to
promote religious fervour among the
people; at noon, to secure prosperity
of the kingdom; during afternoon,
to eliminate enemies and destroy
demonic forces; in the evening, to
increase wealth and production of
grains, and late in the night, to help

spiritual welfare of the people.

The ritual of daily worship
consists of five main ingredients :
(1) The first is inviting the
represented divinity to partake in
the ritual (avahana). (2) The second
is invoking life-force (sthapana) in
the representation of the divinity so
that the image worshipped is for the
time being the divinity itself. This

is necessary in household worship,
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but is not relevant in temples, where
the images installed according to
agamic prescriptions are always
‘alive’ and fit for worship without
formal ‘infusion of life-force’ (prana-
pratishtha). However, the ritual detail
of sthapana involves seating (asana)
and other formalities of preparing

the deity for the day’s worship.

This is followed by (3) getting
the deity in proper communion with
the worshipper (sannidhi-karana), so
that the worship conducted becomes
effective. The worship proper, (4)
puja or archana, is the main stage,
which will be described in some
detail presently. The final aspect of
worship is (5) the formal bidding
farewell to the deity (visarjana,
literally ‘dismissing’), which marks

the completion of the ritual.
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according to the

While the above five details
are of universal validity and are in
actual practice, customs and
sectarian traditions have brought
about variations in other particulars
which constitute the full ritual. There
are variant hymns used and different
procedures adopted, according to
Vaikhasana, Pancharatra, Sakta, and
Saiva prescriptions. But the five
sequences mentioned above are
common to all these traditions, and
there is in them not much of
variation in hymns or in procedures.
Thus there is a fair degree of
uniformity in the worship, despite
differences in the agama followed.
What follows is the ritual sequence,

Vaikhanasa

tradition, as an illustration.

The priest sits to the right of

the image and rings the bell, in order
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to invite the gods for worship and
to scare away the evil spirits. he
utters a humn to this purport. Then
he cleanses the earth (bhi-suddhi),
purifies the elements, and recites
the resolve to worship, known as
‘sankalpa’. He invokes blessings on
all the residents of the village, as
he is conducting the worship as a

representative of all of them.

The priest then removes the
old flowers from the icon, starting
from the East and proceeding in a
clockwise fashion to North-east,
uttering a hymn which seeks to
remove diseases and throw away
the evil forces. He then obtains
permission from the deity to proceed
with the worship ritual, and cleans
the place of worship with water and

lays flowers at the feet of the deity
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(nirmalya-$odhana and pushpa-

nyasa).

This is followed by the
transformation and accommodation
of all the elements that constitute
both the worshipper’s own body and
the world around (bhita-samhara-
nyasa). Then comes the ritual of
bringing into being the elements that
help the worship ritual (bhata-srishti-
nyasa), preparatory to the infusion
of life-force into the icons that are
meant to be worshipped as
representatives of the Highest Spirit.
This latter ritual sequence, known
as ‘prana-pratishtha’ is an important
one, as it establishes the necessary

communion between the worshipper

and the deity worshipped.

The ritual of investing the

physical icon with life, so as to make
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it ‘alive’ during worship is a highly
symbolic procedure wherin the
worshipper draws out (of course
symbolically) the vital currents from
his own ‘heart’ and infuses them
into the icon before him (bimba),
and at the same time he draws the
presence of the Highest Spirit
paramatma) into his own individual
being (jivatma). In the Vaikhanasa
tradition, however, the temple ritual
is meant to draw the ever-present
‘life’ in the main, immoveable stone
image (dhruva-bera) and invest it in
the small moveable, metallic image
that is used in worship (chala-bera).
The main image will not thereby be
deprived of any of its own life, and
the situation is likened to a lamp
lighting other lamps, and burning as
bright as ever. The ‘life’ present in

the main image is assured to it at
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the moment of consecration and
does not need to be renewed,
whereas the moveable images need
to be invested with ‘life’ every time

the worship is conducted viz., daily.

After this ceremony, the
worshipper proceeds to prepare
himself for the worship, by securing
competence to worship (bhagavad-
aradhanadhikara-yogyata-siddhi)
through the ritual of ‘brahma-nyasa’
(involving the sequences of invoking
divine presence in his heart, in his
head, and in the tufts of his hair,
and protecting himself from
disturbing factors by means of a

visualized armour, called kavacha

and astra).

Having thus prepared himself,
he sanctifies the water that is kept

ready for the worship in five vessels.
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When the water is duty purified, the
other articles of worship as well as
the platform on which the worship
is conducted are purified by
sprinkling some of this water on
them. The worshipper then conjures
up the five forms of Vishnu (Satya,
Purusha, Achyuta, Aniruddha and
Vishnu, and offers flowers at the
feet of the main image, which is
now connected with the metallic icon
on the platform by means of a silken

or golden cord sambandha-sitra).

He then contemplates on the
resplendent form of the deity he is
worshipping (dhyana), and removes
the icon from its position on the
platform (vedi) to a separate seat
for bathing (snanasana), while
reciting an appropriate hymn.

Commencing with the feet (which
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are reverentially washed), a bath
with clean water is given to the icon
to the accompaniment of a recital
of sacred hymns like ‘Purusha-
stkta’. Before the administration of
the bath, the icon is formally
welcomed (svagatam), offered water
to wash the feet (padya), offered
water to wash the hands (arghya)
offered water to sip (achamana),
offered water to clean. the teeth
(danta-dhavana), offered water to
wash the tongue (jihva-sodhana) and
finally offered water once again to
mouth

sip and rinse the

(achamaniya).

It is customary to use water
sprinkled with sweet milk for the
second round of bathing, after which
the icon is rubbed with turmeric,

and again washed with clean water
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(suddhodaka). The bath being over,
the icon is dried with a piece of
cloth (plota) while a hymn is being
recited, and then is returned to its
former position on the platform.
Sometimes, after the regular bath,
a shower-bath with a silver plate
containing a thousand holes (sahasra-
dhara) is given, before being shifted
to the platform. The ritual bath is
known as snana, or abhisheka or
marjana. It is usual to employ a
conch for giving bath with clean

water (Suddhodaka).

When the icon is returned to
the platform, the formal worship
(pija) begins by offering the deity
garments (vastra and ufttariya),
ornaments (abharana), sacred thread
(upavita) and flowers (pushpa). The

sequence constitutes the main
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worship, when flowers, sandal paste
and consecrated rich (gandhakshata),
incense {dhapa), light (dipa), food
(naivedya) and tambiala are
ceremonially offered. It is during this
sequence that one hundred and eight
names (ashtottarasata) or one
thousand names (sahasra-nama) of
the deity are recited, offering a

flower or tulasileaves or consecrated

rice while reciting each name.

The different offerings during
worship are said to have different
benefits water for the hands
(arghya) is to please the gods {‘deva-
priyartha’), sandal-paste (gandha) is
the favourite article of Brahma,
flowers (pushpa) favour prosperity
(‘vrddhi-prada’), incense (dhipa) is
dear to the god of fire (vaiSvanara-

priya’), waving lights (aratri) is
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conducive to victory (‘jaya-prada’)
and food offering (naivedya or havis)

is for abundance (‘samrddhi’).

On occasions a variant bath
known as ‘pafichamrta-snana’ is
administered. After the first round
of bath in water a bath in milk
(dugdha) is given, followed by a
bath in curds (dadhi), a bath in ghee
(ghrta), a bath in honey (madhu),
a bath in sugar (Sarkara), and a bath
in cocoanut water (narikela-jala or
phalodaka) are given in order,
reciting an appropriate Vedic hymn
for each article. Finally, bath in clean
water (Suddhodaka-snana) is
administered. Before the five articles
are used, five forms of the divinity
are invoked in them : Vamana in
curds, Vishnu in ghee (clarified

butter), Madhusidana in honey,
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Achyuta in sugar and Govinda in
milk. The vessels containing the five
articles are placed before the deity
in a definite order: curds to the
East, ghee to the South, honey to
the West, sugar to the North, and
milk in the centre. And before the
offering is made, the priest sanctifies
tha articles with a symbolic gesture

known as ‘dhenu-mudra’.

It may be noted that the vessels
containing water for different ritual
sequences are also placed in a
prescribed manner: the vessel
containing water for arghya is placed
to the North-West, the vessel, with
water for padya to the South-West,
the vessel for achamaniya to the
North-East, and the vessel containing

water to be used for giving the bath

(snana) to the South-East. In the
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centre is placed the vessel containing
what is known as ‘madhu-parka’
(literally, ‘a mixture of honey’, but
containing curds, milk, ghee, honey
and sugar). The last is the offering
usually made to an honoured guest,
offered

and in worship it is

immediately before the bath is given.

Towards the end of the
sequence of worship comes the final
waving of light (nirajana), very
elaborately done, following by
hymnal offerings (mantra-pushpa),
recital of laudatory verses (stotra),
seeking pardon for the lapses
(kshamapana), circumambulations

(pradakshina) and prostrations

(namaskara).

On special occasions, the deity

after normal worship is seated on
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a throne and is treated like a king:
an umbrella (chhatra) is held over
the head, fly-whisks (chamara) are
(adarsa) is

waved, a mirror

presented, and the deity 1is
entertained by music (gita, vadya),
dance (nrtta) and recitals from the
Vedic literature, poetical works,

puranic narratives, kalpa-sitras and

smrti-texts.

11

FESTIVALS

The Samskrit word for festival
is ‘utsava’. Derived from the root

3

s’ (meaning  ‘generating’,
‘producing’), and with the prefix ‘ut’
(meaning ‘up’, ‘rising’, ‘excitement’),
the word signifies an event that
generates happiness or excitement

(‘utsute harsham’). Thus the lexicon
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Amara-kosha gives ‘kshana’ (‘great
moment’), ‘uddharsha’
(‘excitement’), ‘mahah’ (‘auspicious
occasion’) as synonjfms of ‘utsava’.
The word also is taken to mean ‘up-
lifting’ (‘un-nati’), ‘prosperity’

(abhyudaya).

The agama texts give other
explanations. The Uttara-
karanagama (4,1) takes ‘ut’ in the
sense of wisdom {‘jianam’) and
‘sava’ in the sense of what causes
all benefit (‘savah kalyana-
karanam’). Purushottama samhita
(32, 2) however, means by ‘ut’ what
is excellent (‘uvtkrshta-vachanah’),
and by ‘sava’ sacrifice (‘yajia’),
Naradiya-samhita (18) and I$vara-

samhita (10, 3) give yet another

interpretation : ‘ut’ means
‘obstacles’, ‘impediments’,
300

(‘vighnah’) and ‘sava’ is ‘throwing
out’ (‘udgatah’). Thus ‘utsava’ is an
eliminate

event calculated to

impediments. Other texts fe.g.
Aniruddha-samhita 20, 1, Padma-
samhita 2, 10) explain that ‘sava’
iIs misery, misfortune (‘amangala’)
and ‘ut’ is the act of tiding across;

‘utsava’ enables us to cross over all

SOITOW.

Festivals constitute a necessary
aspect of any religion. Besides the
benefits which are purely religious,
they make for group-feeling and
participation and channelize the
individual energies towards a
common social concern. They are
especially important in the Indian
religions, both in households and in

communities. Joint families and rural

communities encouraged these
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festivals for social, economic as well
as spiritual purposes. The temple
being essentially a collective
institution and a centre of sccial
interaction, it attaches significance

to festivals, for festivals attract more

crowds than the daily worship.

Temples have more festivals
than households can possibly
manage, and many of them are
different from household festivals.
Festivals in households are largely
calender events with astronomical
signiﬁcaﬁce (e.g. Yugadi, Sankranti,

Onam, Chittirai, Adi, Diwali,

Vasantha-pafichami, Sravani,
Vaisakhi etc.), or in honour of a
divinity (e.g. Rama-navami, Krshna-
janmashtami, Maha-$§iva-ratri,
Durga-puja, Vara-lakshmi-vratam,

Narasimha-jayanti, Naga-pafichami,
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festivals,

Ganesa,chaturthi, Skanda-shashti
etc.) or for participation in a
community activity (e.g. Raksha-
bandhana, Dasara, Vana-yatra,

Kaveri-mutla, Guru-parnima etc).

Special worship is offered in
temples on all these occasions, but
they do not exhaust the number of
festivals conducted in temples. In
fact, the house-hold festivals are not
of much importance in temples,
except when the divinity who is
worshipped in a festival is also the
main deity in the temple (e.g.
Krshna-janmashtami in a Krshina
temple, Maha-Siva-ratri in a Siva
temple, GaneS$a-chauti in GaneSa
temple). Temples have their own
which are meant to
‘contribute to the alround prosperity

of the people as well as the nation’
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(‘prajanam api rashtrasya

sarvabhyudaya sadhakam’,
Purushottama-samhita, 23, 6), to
‘undo the evil effects of calamities,
famine and terrible portents’
(‘durbhiksha-durnimittadi-ghoranam
santidam’, ibid) and to ‘bring about
welfare of the people by securing
for them the four-fold values in life
viz., virtue, wealth, pleasures and
liberation’ (‘dharmartha-kama-

mokshandm purushartha-pradam

subham’, ibid. 7).

Festivals in temples are
described in texts as greatly
meritorious, as they achieve renewed
sanctity for the deities worshipped
(‘devanam api sarvesham
pavitrikaranaya cha’, I§vara-samhita,
11, 275), as they help‘ people

accomplish all their cherished

objectives in life, enhance celebrity,
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and increase prosperity and prolong
life (‘ayushkaram yaS$askaram
saubhagya-vivardhanam....sarva-
kama-phala-pradam’, Parva-
karanagama, 141), and as they

assure success and victory for the

kings (‘rajiiam vijaya-vrddhim’ ibid)..

Padma-samhita (10, 5) tells us that
gods in olden days celebrated their
victory when they defeated the
demon Vrtra, and that this was the
origin of, and model for, festivals
in the world of mortals. Another
text (Sri-prasna) informs us that

Indra, when he defeated Vrtra in

-the battle, celebrated the glory of

the great God Vishnu who in fact
gave Indra the strength and guidance.
All the festivals on earth are in
memory of this festival which Indra
and the other gods celebrated in the

celestial realm.
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Temple festivals are classified
into three kinds : (1) nitya (routine,
recurring, necessary), the annual
festivals conducted according to the
month and fortnight which are
considered auspicious, (2) naimittika
(occasional, ‘nimitte sati kalpitah’),
festivals conducted for pacification,
in situations like earthquake, eclipse,
fall of meteor, appearance of strange
objects in the sky, damage to the
tower of the temple by lightning,
fire accidents in the temple premises,
famine, floods, excessive rain,
disturbance in the position of the
main image in the sanctum, sight of
a second sun, damage caused to
the icons in the temple, death
occurring within the enclosure of
the temple, or defilement caused to
the temple in any other way (I$vara-

samhita, 10, 1-7; Parame$vara-
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samhita 19, 5-7; Purushottama-
samhita, 23, 6; Sn‘-prasina, 31, 9
etc); and festivals conducted when
a grave calamity befalls the people
of the locality, an epidemic, threat
of war or illness of the king
(Anirudgiha—samhité, 20, 2-9;
Padma-sancharya, 20 9-18); and (3)
kamya (to accomplish the cherished
goals of the people), festivals
conducted to commemmorate the
building of the temple or the
installation of the main icon, or when
desired by the people (Naradiya-
samhita, 18, 6; I§vara-samhita, 10,
8, Aniruddha-samhita, 20, 10;

Paramesvara-samhita, 16, 7-8).

Of the three kinds of festivals
mentioned above, the first is
described as sattvika or activities

done in the spirit of an ordained
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duty, with no desires attached to
them, while the second is described
as rajasa, or activities done to avert
a disaster, repair some damage, or
cleanse and purify. The third kind
of festivals belongs to the misra or
mixed type. Some texts, however,
describe the nitya festivals as
‘sattvika’, kamya as ‘rajasa’ and
naimittika as ‘tamasa’ (e.g. Sri-

prasna, 31, 16).

Festivals can be conducted only
after the daily and customary rituals
of worship (nityarchana) are
completed in the sanctum. Any
festival is a special occurrence, and
cannot take the place of daily
worship, much less gain precedence
over the latter. In fact, in temples

where ancient customs continue to

prevail, festivals are conducted quite

independently of the worship that
goes on in the sanctum. In the temple
on top of the Tirumalai hills in
Andhra Pradesh, for instance, the
procedure of worship within the
sanctum remains altogether unaltered
despite the large number of festivals
that are conducted there. Not an
extra flower is offered, not a single
special item of food offering is
allowed, not a fresh hymn is recited
within the sanctum, even on festive
occasions. All the details of the
festival are to be found only outside
the sanctum. The daily worship to
the main deity follows strictly an old
tradition, and brooks no departure

even in the minutest detail.

That is why it i1s common to
find in temples two varieties of icons

- the immoveable main image in the
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sanctum, which gets daily worship
(mila-sthana, dhruva-bera) and the
moveable icons (chala-bera) to
which are conducted rituals
connected with festivals (and hence
called utsava-bera). In the
Vaishnava-shrines, it is common
practice to have different icons for
different sequences in the worship
outside the sanctum . (e.g. the
snapana-bera to receive the daily
bath, béli—bera to dole out the food-
offerings to the subordinate divinities
in the temple, utsava-bera to be
carried about in processions on
festive occasions, koluvu-bera to
preside over the daily court held in
the hall of the temple, etc.). The
system of having five icons (including
the main image in the sanctum) is

known as ‘paiicha-bera’. While the

main image is in stone or wood, the
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other images are metallic. However,
the principal icons are only two :
the immoveable image in the
sanctum (mila-bera) and the metallic
image that is used for festivals

(utsava-bera).

If the daily worship
(nityarchana) takes a few hours to
perform, the festival will usually
stretch for the whole day and part
of the night, and there are festivals
that go on for several days. Texts
like Raurava-kriya (18, 8-9) classify
festivals according to the days they
take to be completed (cf. also
Chandra-jnana, 21, Ajitagama 27,
2-7, Diptagama, 83 and
Parvakaranagama, 141, 2-3). The
festival that is over in a day is called
‘sambhava’ (acc. to the Saivite

agama; ‘brahma’ acc. to the
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Vaishnava texts); if the festival goes
on for three days, it is ‘maukta’ (or
Saiva); if for five days, it is ‘brahma’
(or ‘Aindra’); if for seven days, i}t
is ‘arsha’ (in both Saiva and
Vaishnava divisions); and if it is for
nine days, it is ‘Sakta’ (or
‘Vaishnava’), (Raurava-kriya, 18, 8-

9 and I$vara-samhita, 13).

There are also festivals that
stretch for twelve days, and they are
called ‘Saura’ (acc. to Diptagama
83) or ‘paitrka’ (acc. to Pirva-
karanagama, 141, 4-3). Festivals
that go on for thirteen days are
called ‘Kaumara’, for fourteen days
‘Savitrya’, and for fifteen days
‘Chandra’ (Ajitagama, 27, 21-23).
Diptagama, which recognizes all the
mentioned above,

nine types

classifies the last three (from 13 to
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15 days) as ‘superior’ (uttama), the
middle three (from 7 to 12 days)
‘midling in merit’ (madhyama), and
the first three (from 1 to 5 days)
as ‘inferior’ (kanyasa). However, the
Vaishnavite texts generally prohibit
festivals that go beyond twelve days
(e.g. HayaSirsha-sambhita, 36,4),
although there are texts which extend
the limit to 21 days (e.g. Naradiya-
samhita, 18, 93).

~Different benefits for festivals
of different duration have also been
mentioned in the texts. Uttara-
karanagama, for instance, says that
the nine-day festival brings about
happiness (saukhya) to the people
while the seven-day and five-day
festivals bring about success (vijaya),
and the three—day, two-day and one-
day festivals cause prosperity
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(rddhi). According to I§vara-samhita,
the one-day festival is beneficial to
the upper castes, the three-day
festival eliminates diseases, the five-
day festival prevents famine, the
seven-day festival increases the
power of the people and the
influence of the king, and the nine-
day festival protects all people in all
ways (‘sarva-rakshartham’).
Narayana-sambhita (44) mentions that
one-day festivals please Brahma,
three-day festivals Siva, seven-day
festivals Lakshmi and nine-day

festivals Vishnu.

There is another classification
of festivéls suggested in Karanagama,
24, 424-5 which emphasizes the
rituals involved rather than the days.
Festivals, according to this text, are
kinds: (1)

of four ‘sakalya’
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(‘complete’, involving all the rituals,

with no exception); (2) ‘pavana’
(‘purifying’, involving all the rituals
except hoisting the ceremonial flag,
pataka); (3) ‘$anta’ (‘bringing about
peace’, involving fire-rituals or homa
in the morning, food-offerings or
bali, at noon, and festivities, utsava,
in the evening); (4) ‘mangalya’
(‘auspicious’, involving whatever
rituals are preferred by the donor,

yajamana).

Festivals are further classified
according to how they begin
utsavarambha). Texts like
Pirames$vara-samhita (16, 28-29)
and Naradiya-samhita (18, 7-8)
make a three-fold classification, in
terms of the ritual marking the
commencement of the festival, which

is regarded as the ‘chief ceremony’
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(mukhya-kalpa) : (1) ‘sprout-offering
(ankurarpana), which causes all
happiness and prosperity (‘sarva-
sampat-samrddhidam’); (2) ‘beating
the drum’ (bheri-tadana), which
delights the gods (‘devanam priya-
vaham’); and (3) ‘hoisting the
flag’ (dhvajarohana), which causes
happiness for all creatures (‘sarva-
prani-sukhavaham’). The benefits
mentioned above are according to
Pirva-karanagama (141, 3-4).
According to Parames$vara-samhita
(16, 30), however, the benefits of
the three kinds of festivals are :
causing liberatibn for all beings
(‘sarvesham mokshadam’), resulting
in enjoyment of heaven (‘svarga-
bhoga-phala’), and causing welfare

of the kingdom and the king (‘raja-

rashtra-sukha’), respectively.
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It is usual for one-day festivals
to commence with the ‘beating of
the drum’ bheri-tadana), which
signifies invitation for the celestial
beings to assemble and participate
with the human beings in the festival.
Ajitagama (27, 23) precludes
‘hoisting of the ritual banner or flag’
(dhvajarohana) from one-day, three-
day and five-day festivals. For all
other festivals, it is a necessary
preparation. Raurava-kriyagama (18)
prescribes that festivals which are
meant for pacification ($antika) and
nourishment (paushtika) should not
have the flag-hoisting ceremony,
while in festivals for victory (jayada)
the flag-hoisting is optional, and in
festivals for wealth  (dhanada) and

fulfilment of desires (kamada) it is

indispensable.
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The day for the hoisting of the
flag is to be determined in relation
to the day on which the concluding
ceremony known as tirtha-yatra or
avabhrta-snana (the ceremonial bath
of the icons as well as the devotees
in a tank or river, marking the
conclusion of the festival), as the
latter is regarded as the most
significant event in the festival. The
day for this event is ascertained by
consulting stellar positions and
. constellations. In fact, there is a
classification of festivals in terms of
this event. If the ceremonial bath
takes place on the ninth day, it is
a ‘superior’ (sattvika) festival; if on
the seventh day, it is of midling
merit (rdjasa) and if on the fifth day
it is ‘inferior’ (tamasa) (Sn'—pras’na
31, 15). Thus the texts insist that

the auspicious day for the ‘tirtha’ is
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first to be determined
(Purushottama-samhita, 23 ‘ni$chitya
tirtha-divasam yaga-karma
samarabhet’ ; Parva-karanagama,

141, ‘tirtham adau vini$chitya’).

The flag-hoisting for the
festivals (excluding the one-day,
three-day and five-day festivals is
performed twenty-one days earlier
to the day fixed for the ‘ceremonial
bath’ (tirtha-yatra), according to
Naradiya-samhita (18, 17). The flag
or banner on which the figure of
Indra, (the chieftain of the gods), of
Garuda (the carrier of Vishnu}, or
of Vrshabha (the vehicle of Siva),
or an emblem of a god is painted
ritualistically and hoisted in front of
the temple, to indicate that the
festival has begun. Once the flag is

hoisted, custom requires that no
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domestic festivity or function
(marriage etc.) can be held within
the village until the flag is taken
down after the ceremonial bath
(tirtha-yatra). Human celebrations
are precluded during the period
when celebrations are being
conducted in honour of the deity

(Padma-sancharya, 10, 42).

In a seven-day festival (called
‘jayada’, for it is said to ensure
success and victory in all
enterprises), the first day is devoted
to the preparation and worship of
the flag or banner, which is hoisted
on the second day. The third day
marks  the  ‘sprout-offering’
(ankurarpana). Seeds of nine (or ten)
kinds of grain (rice, gingelly, millet,
tail-pepper, black-gram, mustard,

bean called mudga, a legume called
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$ha, Dolichos uniflorus or Kaulattha)
are sown in twelve earthern pots
filled with mud ceremonially
collected and placed on a specially
sanctified mandala, offerings are
made to the spirits in the eight
directions, invoking them to protect
the sprouts. This ceremony is done
during night, because moon is
regarded as the lord of plants. The
subsequent days are meant for fire-
sacrifice (yaga), a ritual called
‘chiirnotsava’, offering of oblations

(bali) and the final ceremonial bath

(tirtha).

In case the festival is elaborate,
it covers fifteen days, beginning with
‘sprout offering’ (ankurarpana) on
the first day and the following rituals
on the remaining days : hoisting of

the flag (dhvajarohana), purifying
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bath (Suddha-snana) or the beating
of the drum (bheri-tadana or
bherika-ghosha), fixing up of the
icons and other details (sthapana),
fire-oblations (homa), offering of
food to the attendatnt divinities (bali-
pradana), the ritual called
‘chiirnotsava’, or the procession of
the icon in a decorated car in all
gaity and splendour (mahotsava or
ratha-yatra), carrying of icons to the
tank or river for ceremonial a bath
(tirtha-snana, or avabhrta), the ritual
called pushpa-yaga, offering of gifts
and money to the officiating priests
and all others who partook in the
festival dakshina-sampradana),
and finally taking down the
ceremonial flag (dhvajavarohana),
marking the conclusion of the

festival (Vishvaksena-samhita, 27,

12-16).
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The most important festival in
a temple is known as ‘brahmotsava’,
so called because the chief of the
gods, Brahma, himself is supposed
to conduct this festival in honour of
the presiding deity of the temple. It
is usually very grand, spectacular,
colourful and full of gaity; it draws
huge and enthusiastic crowds of
devotees, and the village assumes a
festive look. It is of considerable
social, economic, and political
significance, besides the religious

import. The celebrity of a temple

depends on how grand and popular

its ‘brahmotsava’ is.

Texts speak of five varieties of
brahmotsava : 1) ‘brahma’, which
is only a day’s affair, meant to
increase the spiritual power of the

temple (brahma-tejo-vrddhi); (2)
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‘Saiva’, which goes on for three days
and is meant to remove all obstacles
to the people (vighna-nasana); (3)
‘aindra’, a five-day affair meant for
preventing famine and draught
(durbhiksha-nasa); (4) ‘arsha’ (also
called ‘manusha’), which is
conducted for seven days, meant to
secure prosperity for the kingdom
(rajya-vardhaka, lakshmi-priti-kara),
and (5) ‘daivika’ (or ‘vaishnava’), a
nine-day celebration meant to bring
about alround protection and
happiness of the people (sarva-
rakshartha, praja-sukhavaha). The
brahmotsava of nine-days is
regarded as ‘superior’, viz., most
beneficial (sattvika), and the festivals
of seven and five-days are
respectively ‘of midling merit’

(rajasa) and ‘inferior’ (tamasa).
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The most impressive event of
the brahmotsava is of course the
procession of the presiding icon in
an elaborately decorated and
tastefully got-up chariot (ratha), to
the accompaniment of music, dance,
chanting and incessant cheers from
the crowds of devotees. The
procession leaves the temple in an
auspicious and previously
determined moment and goes round
the main roads of the village or
town. As the chariot carrying the
deity winds its way, pulled by eager
crowds, householders stop the
chariot in front of their houses and
offer flowers, fruits and gifts to the
deity. The car-festival, as it is
generally described, marks the
climax of the brahmotsava series of

rituals.
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Besides procession in the
chariot, the presiding deity of the
temple is also carried about in
procession on different impressive
models of birds and animals, vehicles
(vahana), on different days of the
festival. Among the popular
‘vehicles’ are : palanquin (Sibika),
lunar orb (chandra-mandala), solar
orb (siirya-mandala), lion (simha),
horse (asva), elephant (gaja), swan
(hamsa), snake (ananta or Sesha),
parrot (suka), flower-pavilion
{pushpa—pf,tba}, and the mountain
Meru and the wish-fulfilling tree
(kalpa-vrksha). In Saiva temples, bull
vrshabha), and in Vaisnava temples,
Garuda and Hanuman are also used
as ‘vehicles’; in temples dedicated
to Skanda (Subrahmanya), peacock

(mayira) is used. These ‘vehicles’

are usually made of wood with metal

Indian Temple Traditions

cover (often gold-plated), and will
be splendid specimens of metal craft.
They will be among the proud
collections of the temple, and will
be displayed in a separate pavilion

(vahana-mantapa).

Texts prescribe what ‘vehicles’
are to be used on different days of
the festival. They also include a
spectacular function within the
temple enclosure, when the deity is
seated in a ‘swing’ (andolika) and
entertained.  Parama-purusha-
samhita, which allows a twelve-day
festival, prescribes palanquin on the
first day, followed by lunar-orb, lion,
snake, Hanuman, elephant, chariot,
horse, swan and solar orb on the
subsequent days in order. Garuda-

samhita, which evnisages a fifteen-

day festival prescribes the following
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‘vehicles’ in order : flower-pavilion,
solar orb, lunar-orb, lion, snake,
peacock, Hanuman, Garuda, chariot,
horse, swan, swing, wish-fulfulling
tree and flower-chariot (pushpaka).
Vasishtha-samhita, which suggests
only a six-day festival, prescribes
lion, Garuda, chariot, horse, swan
and swing for the six days

respectively.

During processions on the
streets as well as rituals within the
temple during festivals, several
musical instruments (stringed,
percussion and wind), which are
unique to temple music, are
employed. In South India, among
the instruments used are maddale,
karadige, segandi, kai-mani, parai,
sankham, yal, kulal, udukkai,
kudamiulam, kalam, etc. During

temple festivals, it is also a custom
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to feed the people freely on all the
days of the festival. Events that add
fun and frolic, gaity and tempo to
the festival are also included, such
as ‘hunting in a forest’ (vana-yatra),
when the presiding deity, dressed
up as a hunter, is carried outside
the village into the jungle along with
young men weilding weapons like
spear, cudgel, bows and arrows, or
‘sport in water’ (jala-keli or

vasantotsava), or yachting or floating.

Festivals that are annual in
character and are conducted on fixed
days in the calander (like the vishu,
visakha, two ayana-sankrantis,

pushya, krittika, the birth

constellation of the presiding deity,.

or the date determined by long
custom for the brahmotsava) are
called nityotsava. These must

necessarily be performed, and
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therefore constitute important events

of a temple. Festivals like
kalyanotsava (or-celebrating the
wedding of a presiding deity),
pavitrotsava (purificatory ritual), and
adhyayanotsava (recital of sacred

hymns) are also significant.

The number .of festivals a
temple can afford is determined by
the financial resources of the temple
as well as the popular appeal the
temple has. In the famous temple
atop the Tirumalai hills in Andhra
Pradesh, there were, even in the
beginning of the seventeenth century,
as many as 429 festivals to be
performed in the 365 days of the
year. Devotees and donors make
adequate endowments for festivals
of their choice to be conducted in

the temple.
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Apart from the festivals that
are conducted in a temple as
prescribed in the agama texts, there
are also festivals arranged by the
wealthy or influential donors to
celebrate their own birth-
anniversaries. The endowments
made for such festivals include food-
offerings to the deity as well as free
feeding of the pilgrims and devotees
in the premises of the temple.
Building a temple and consecrating
it is also an occasion for festival that
goes on for several days. Repairs,
restorations, adding new structures,
putting up the ‘kalassm’, or erecting
the flag-post (dhvaja-stambha) are

also occasions for festivals.

The conduct of a festival
requires not only a large group of

volunteers, who are lay but devoted,

315



but also a body of specialists in
ritual, experts in astrology, masters
of ceremony, priests with different
liturgical equipment, craftsmen and
musicians. The festival is an excellent
illustration of team-work. It is an
occasion for the entire population of
the locality to come together,
cooperate and participate in a socio-
religious activity. The temple is a
public institution, and as such meta-
individual and beyond the context of
family and sectarian community. A
festival in it is, therefore, an activity
in which the entire population has

a share and an obligation.

v

SYMBOLISM OF RITUALS

Man’s approach to God takes

many forms. One of the most
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widespread forms is worship. And
worship naturally visualizes the
incomprehensible divinity in terms
of some concrete shapes and
attributes, so that the worshipper
may easily dwell on it mentally or
engage himself in certain services.
The agama-texts mention that
divinity conceiveéd of as worshipful
may be approached in one of four
ways : (1) recitation of the names
of divinity in standard formulae
(japa); (2) oblations offered in fire
(homa); (3) meditation on the
transcendental and empirical aspects
of divinity (dhyana); and (4) actual

worship of divinity as an honoured

guest (archana).

The first of these approaches
takes God as a pattern of holy

sounds (sabda), the second as
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represented in fire (agni), the third
as independent of concrete
representation (nirguna), and the

fourth as visualized in an icon (archa

or bimba). Of the four approaches,

the easiest for the common man to
follow is the fourth; hence the
popularity of temples. The other
three approaches, however, are
incorporated in the actual worship,
so that worship in a temple is an

integrated mosaic of different details.

The texts classify worship in
a temple into Vedic, Tantrik and
Mixed (misra) types. It is possible
that temples or icons were envisaged
in the Vedic culture. But the only
concrete object of worship for the
Vedic folk was fire (Agni), regarded
as the visible representation of

divinity, and a medium for all the
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gods in the celestial realms.
Oblations offered into the fire while
articulating appropriate hymns
constituted Vedic worship. The
Tantrik idedlogy, however, projected
divinity in terms of human or semi-
human form (marti) and in terms of
diagrams of merit (mandala), and of
formulae of great import (mantra).
Temples and iconic worship were a
special feature of Tantrik approach.
But in actual practice, the two
approaches coalesced, so that in the
temple, icons and fire together
received worship; archa and homa
alike rituals that

were were

necessarily involved.

Symbolism is an ingredient of
both archa and homa alike. The
individual constitution (pinda) and

the cosmic organization (brahmanda)
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are essentially indentical. The spirit
inhabiting the body is in reality the
God animating the entire universe.
And human mind, functioning with
limitations, can comprehend God
only in terms of the spirit.
Comprehending the really
incomprehensible is possible only
when forms are given to it. While
one is fully aware that human or
animal forms (mirti), meaningful or
meaningless sounds (mantra), and
involved diagrams (mandala) are
mere human approximations, and as
such  thoroughly inadequate
representations of divinity. He finds
useful in

them getting into

communion with the highest.
Whether it is agni or an archa, what
it is is not as important as how it
is approached. In rituals, concepts

are more significant than percepts,
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procedures more significant than
concepts, and symbolism more

relevant than procedures.

The worship ritual has
therefore two distinct aspects

symbolic (or representational) and
actual (or presentational). The
former is technically known as antar-
yaga (‘internal ritual’) or manasi-
pija (‘mental worship’), whereas the
latter is called bahir-yaga (‘external
ritual’) or the upacharas (‘the
services’). In the former, God is
recognized as the worshipper’s own
innermost spirit, while in the latter
the personified God (represented by
the icon) is treated like an honoured
guest. All the sixteen ‘upacharas’
(like invitation, seating, offering
water for the feet, offering water to

sip and rinse the mouth, providing
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a bath, presentation of dry and fresh
garments, serving food, etc.) are
what were usually given in India for
a guest. A guest, in the ancient
reckoning, was indeed God in human
form (hence the injunction, ‘atithi-

devo bhava’).

Further, on the assumption that
the human king derives his power
and glory from God, God is treated
like the king of kings. Many of the
royal honours are, therefore, offered
to the icon representing God,
especially during festivals (e.g.,
umbrella, fly-whisk, music and
dance, ‘vehicles’, flower-pavilion,
swing, chariot etc). These are in fact
known as ‘rdjopacharas’ or ‘royal
services or honours’. And on festival
occasions, the temple is made to
look gorgeous and take on the

apperance of a royal court.
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There is, however, an
awareness among the devotees that
all this ‘excitement’ (called
‘sambhrama’ in the texts) incidental
to ‘external rituals’ is only for
entertainment and enjoyment, and
that it is but secondary to the main
worship which is only symbolic. It
1s described as an ‘overflow’ of
religious devotion, meant to impress
the lay folk that God must be the

supreme concern.

More important than ‘external’
worship is the ‘internal’, consisting
of several sequences like Suddhi
(purification of elements), nyasa
(placement - of divine attributes),
mudra (assumption of appropriate
and effective gestures), pranayama
(regulation of breath in order to
facilitate the contemplation on the

abstract character of divinity),

319



dhyana (contemplation), prana-
pratishtha (infusion of life into the
deity), sohambhavana (assumption
of identity of worshipped with the
worshipper), mantra (the sacred
formula which helps realizing the
deity in ones own heart), and
mandala  (mystical diagrams

representing aspects of divinity.

‘Internal ritual’ is mostly
conducted within the sanctum, and
in private, screened from public
gaze; and by the priests specially
initiated into it. The deity stationed
in the sanctum, is but an alibi; the
priest recognizes the deity as abiding
in his own heart. When he
contemplates on the deity he
attempts to identify the parts of his
own constitution (physical as well as

psychical) with the assumed aspects
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of the divine constitution of the deity.
The dhyana thus is an important
sequence in ‘internal worship’. It is
not prayer, nor is it laudatory in
character : there are no desires
expressed, and no gain
contemplated. It is essentially an

attunement of the inherently divine

nature of the worshipper with the

-essentially divine nature of the deity

visualized.

The selection (and
communication) of an appropriate
and effective mantra for the worship
of the deity is an indispensable
prerequisite. The priest relies on this
for the evocation of the power of
the deity. He utilizes also standard
and mystical designs called yantras
or mandalas as fit abodes for the

deity during worship. In fact,
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‘internal worship’ regards the body
itself as a yantra for the deity to
reside. During ‘prana-pratishtha’
sequence, the priest extracts the
power (tejas) or lustre of the deity
(that is within his own heart) out
of his body through his breath
(inhalations and exhalations,
ucchvasa-nih$vasa), and invests it
upon the physical icon, making an
abstract yantra on it, and presenting
certain mudras. The formula recited
during this ritual invokes the divinity
within his own heart to come out
(‘bahir agatya’) and reside with ease
(‘sukham tishthatu’) in the icon in
front (‘asmin bimbe’) until the
worship ritual is completed (yavat

pujavasanagam’).

It is only when the deity is

thus duly externalized, and made to
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be invoked (avahita), established
sthapita), present close at hand
(sannihita), positioned right in front
of the worshipper (sammukha),
confined to the icon (sanniruddha),
and well concealed (avagunthita),
that the ‘external’ worship consisting
of the services and honours
(upachara) becomes relevant and
meaningful. Having come out of the
worshipper, the deity is now fit to
be worshipped as an object outside
him; it is treated as an honoured
guest, as the most excellent royal
personage who has arrived just then.
But unless the worshipper retains
the fundamental identity with the
worshipped, despite the
objectification of the latter, worship
is again irrelevant. Hence the

textual prescription: ‘God is not

to be worshipped by one who has
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not 'priorly become  God
himself’v (‘nadevo bhatva devam

ptujayet’).

When the formal worship is -

completed, the deity is ‘dismissed’

or sent away (visarjana). The ritual
signifying this involves a ‘taking
back’ of the divine presence
(temporarily lodged in the icon) into
the worshipper’s own heart (which
isr its permanent residence). The
worshipper recites the mantra which
means ‘Come, O God who is
residing in the icon, come into my
heart-lotus’ (‘Ehy ehi, pratima-sthita
purushottama, mama hrtkamale’);
‘Reside in my heart, O lord of the
world, along with your glory’
(‘hrdaye kuru samvasam $riya saha

jagatpate’).
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The ‘placement’ (nyasa) of
divine presence in the human
constitution 1s a necessary ritual
sequence before the ‘services’
(upachara) can be offered. It takes
three forms : (1) matrka-nyasa, the
placement of the fifty seed-sounds
in the several psychic centres
(chakras) and on different parts of

the body; (2) devata-nyasa, the

placement of different aspects of

the deity on different limbs; and (3)
tattva-nyasa, the endowment of the
twenty-four basic factors (according
to the Samkhya system of thought,
which 1s accepted by all schools of
Indian philosophy) to the abstract
deity, so that it is individualized.
The first form is purely Tantrik in
character, and accomplishes the
analysis in the abstract of the entire
expressive aspect of the universe

(symbolized by speech).
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The second form is also
Tantrik, although the Vedic influence
in it is obvious, and it has a sectarian
character. The aspects of the God
dealt with here are so many powers
(sakti), enumerated and named
according to the seat to which one
belongs. The Vaishnavas adopt what
is known as the ‘Ke$avadi-nyasa’,
while the Saivas follow ‘Srikanthadi-
nyasa’, and the Saktas ‘Kala-nyasa’.
The third form is largely Vedic,
although Tantrik elements are
discernible in it. The first two forms
of nyasa transform the divine
character of the worshipper into an
abstract form of the deity, which is
purely conceptual and therefore unfit
for external worship. The last form,
however, provides a constitution for
this abstract (nirguna) form, so that

worship rituals could be carried out

for it.
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While this is the general
symbolic significance of the worship
ritual, there is a different ideology
behind the worship conducted in
temples where the image in the
sanctum 1is regarded as ‘self-
manifest’ (svayambhii) or ‘installed
by celestial beings’ (deva-pratistha)..
The image in such cases is a
permanent repository of divine
power, and the priest worships it
without having to go through the
‘prana-pratishtha’ ritual. For
administering the  ‘services’
(upachara), however, a smaller
replica (Kautuka-bera) of the main
image is used. And this image needs
to be infused with life at the time
of ‘services’. But the priest draws

the power from the main image itself

and not from his own heart.
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CHAPTER XIH
SYMBOLISM

The Upanishads speak of the
“inverted tree’’, asvattha, with roots
hidden above and branches
spreading below (Katha, 2, 3, 1).
The tree is an ancient analogue of
life here and beyond. We find
references to it in the Rgveda itself,
and we find it illustrated in the Indus
Valley seals. The folk cults are filled
with reverential involvements of
trees. Trees have been claimed as
totems, trees have been worshipped
as divinities, and trees have played
an important role in our economy.
The two trends in the growth of the
tree, the visible upward and the

invisible downward, emphasize the

principle of complementareity in
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human life of the practical and the
spititual. The Indian temple has not
only been associated with trees, but
it 1s in fact itself a representation
of the life-tree. It pictures the
principle of complementareity. The
sanctum is a model of the normal
tree with roots below and branches
above; and the spiral tower of the
sanctum symbolizes the inverted
tree, with roots above and the

spreading branches below.

We have seen that before the
sanctum (the ‘Comb-chamber’,
garbha-grha) is constructed, the
ritual of ‘impregnation’ (or

‘depositing womb’, garbha-nyasa) is
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TN,

1. Icon; 2. Pada-Pitha; 3. Adhishtana-$ita;
4. Yoga-nala; 5. Kanaka-Kirma; 6. Rajata-
karma; 7. Sila-padma; 8. Nidhi-kumbha;
9. Adhara-sila.

gone through. The ‘womb’ that is
deposited in an underground
chamber is a consecrated copper-
pot containing the essential
ingredients of growth and prosperity.
It represents the roots of the temple-

tree. The sanctum rises above it in

326

distinct tiers : the most fundamental
tier is nature itself or the earth
(prakrti, in Tamil adippadai), and
over it is laid the primary plinth
or ‘base’ (tala), to be covered by
the secondary plinth or ‘seat’ (pitha).
The three levels of growth are
securely bound by a ritual as well
as an engineering device known as
‘packing’ (bandha). Above this
packed surface is laid the ‘bed’ of
the sanctum (adhishthana, ‘base’ or

‘support’) which is seen as the floor.

Walls rise from the ‘bed’ on
all the four sides. It may be noted
that the early sanctums were circular
or apsidal in shape. A circle signifies
the entire universe; and the sanctum
is indeed a model of the universe.
The primitive huts were also circular

and they were nearer the model of
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the universe than modern buildings
are. When the dgama texts began to
look upon the world as being’bound
by the four directions, they insisted
that the shape of the sanctum must
be a square, with its opening
normally facing the East. The spot
where the ‘womb’ is hidden would
be the seat of the icon. The icon
represents the sap of the temple
tree, the four walls would indicate
the spreading branches alround. The
roof resting over the walls is
technically called the ‘row of doves’
(kapotapali or simply kapota), after
the birds that perch on tree-tops.
The sanctum is thus a neat model

of the growing tree.

The early sanctum had a flat-
roof, but there was an urge towards

a superstructure above it, a spiral
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or pyramidal tower which may be
circular or polygonal in shape. The
name for this architectural limb is
‘vimana’, which expression has two
connotations: ‘‘that which is without
(vi) comparison(mana-upama)”’, and
““that which brings about (vimayate)
fruits’’. The latter connotation,
according to the Vedic commentator
Sayana, refers to the Fire-God, Agni,
who bestows benefits on the
performers of sacrifices. The tower
over the sanctum is a physical
of Fire. It is
interesting that the foundation of the
temple is made to represent Earth
(prthvi), the walls of the sanctum
Water (apa) and the tower over it
Fire (tejas); the finial of the tower
stands for Air (vayu) and above it

is the formless space (akasa). The

sanctum 1is thus a constellation of
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the five elements that are basic to
the entire universe. And Fire being
the active element that fuses the
others, the tower becomes an
important limb in the structure of

a temple.

The flat-roof (kapota) of the
sanctum on which the tower rests
and rises is overlaid by a single
square stone slab known in the texts
as ‘the stone denoting the upper
passage of life’ (brahmarandhra-$ila).
The sanctum is viewed as the head.
Right on top of the head is the
passage through which the currents
of life ascend to the higher realms.
The life of the sanctum ascends to
the tower through this stone slab.
Around the four corners of this slab
are placed the images of the vehicles

or emblems that characterize the
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icon inside the sanctum. If the icon

is Siva, bulls are shown; if Sakti
lions; if Vishnu the sacred eagles
(garuda); and if Subrahmanya

peacocks.

The vehicles are normally on
a level lower than their owners.
What then is the significance of the
above the

deities of vehicles

sanctum? They act as door-

guardians for the icon in the

sanctum. But where are the doors
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there? Here is an interesting aspect
of the tower. The guarding deities
stand between the sanctum and the
tower, admitting the forces that
descend through the tower into the
sanctum. The tower is the inverted
tree. The main mass of the tower
represents the spreading brahches,

and the finial above it the roots.

Over the stone slab mentioned

above, the ‘neck’ (griva) is
-introduced. And on the ‘neck’ rests
the dome of the tower. The term
vimana refers to the structure
between the top-slab (upana) and
the finial (stipi). Early vimanas were
circular and conical, in keeping with
the circular shape of the early
sanctums. It rose in tiers (from one

to twelve talas) of diminishing

circumference until it ended in the
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point of the finial. Later the body
of the vimana tended to be
polygonal. Four-sided vimanas have
become popular; six-sided and eight-
sided ones are not rare. There are
a few temples with the vimana
having as many as sixteen sides.
The Kallalangar temple at Madhurai
is reputed to have as many as 64
sides. The prevailing shape in all

such towers is pyfamidal. But the
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early conical towers were close
imitations of the conical thatched
roof of the circular hut, built around
a central bamboo pole which
projected beyond the roof. Whatever
the later form the tower took, the
basic image of the cone or spire or
pyramid persisted. The brahches of
- the inverted tree spreading alround

is the vision in the background.

Above the vimana rests the
‘vase’ kalasa), representing the roots
of the inverted tree. Texts mention
tht the original kalaéa was born as
one of the fourteen precious gems
that came out of the milky ocean
when it was churned: and they
suggest that it symbolizes blessing
Prasada-mandana). The old name
for this unit was ““kama-kumbha’’

or the ‘pitcher of desire’. In the
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architectural development of the

Indian temple, this feature arrived
late, and its arrival appears to be
subsequent to the canonical texts.
And the early kala$as were probably
only stone blocks, round or ribbed.
They were in the nature of cap-
stones that held structuraly as well

as stylistically the vimana, especially
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when it was tall and tapering, as in
the North Indian temples. The
copper vases were later innovations.
Sometimes brass was used; opulence
and vanity prompted gilded ones.
But the dgama books favour copper.
The kalasa is actually a vessel, like
the vessel that is deposited under
the sanctum. And, like the latter,
this also is made to contain tokens

of growth and prosperity, viz.,

Bijapira

Karnika

Padma-pattika
Griva

Andaka

Padagrahr
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cereals with subtle seeds (such as

millet) and nine precious stones.

This feature has several
members, such as ‘the foot-hold’
(padagrahi) which is structurally
imbedded in the masonry of the
tower, ‘the egg’ (anda) or the belly,
‘the neck’ (griva), ‘the lotus-band’
(padma-pattika), ‘the rim’ (karnika),
and the ‘bud’ (bija-para). The shape
of this unit could resemble the bell,
the flower-bud, the lamp, coconut,
altar or pot. The significance of all

these shapes is that it symbolizes

the potentialities of life.

The ritual of installing the metal
vase over the brick and mortar body
of the tower is an interesting one.
The vase is not bound to the tower
by any packing material like mortar

or cement. It is only fixed by a
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hollow rod that juts out of the center
of the tower and runs through the
vase. It is through this tube that the
‘tokens’ (cereals and precious
stones) are introduced. It is sealed
above the body of the kalasa before

the ‘bud’ rises.

Mukulagra

Mukula-vedika
Nala

Kumbha Kantha

Dala

The body has five limbs: the
‘seat’ (pitha) in the form of a lotus
flower whose petals open out
completely; the ‘neck’ on which the
bulging out ‘pot’ (kumbha) which is

the next limb, rests; the ‘brim’ or
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lid for the ‘pot’; the ‘flower’ which
opens upward; and finally the
‘flower’ bud which tapers off to a
point. The ‘bud’ is actually the
central part of the flower whose
peripheral petals are separated. It
signifies new life and growth. The
kalasa has an important hidden
component, viz., ‘the golden person’
(suvarna-purusha), who is regarded
as the very soul of the temple. The
belly of the kalasa is made to contain
a tiny cot made in silver, copper or
sandal-wood, over which is laid on
a soft-feather mattress the golden
icon of this ‘person’, with one hand
holding a lotus flower over the heart
and the other carrying a triple-flag.
Four little pots made in gold, silver
or copper, and containing
consecrated water are placed on the

four sides of the cot. Near the
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recumbent ‘person’ is kept a golden
or silver pot filled with ghee. The
procedure of introducing this ‘golden
person’ into the body of the kalasa
is known as hrdaya-varnaka-vidhi. It
is described in detail in such texts
as Aparajita-paripriccha and

Diparnava.

The entire structure of the
kalasa thus represents the roots of
the inverted thee. It bears a
correspondence with the ‘womb’
under_the sanctum. Both are roots,
the latter urging the upward growth
of the ordinary tree, and the former
the downward growth of the inverted
tree. The ‘womb’, the icon and the
finial are structurally collinear and
run along the same axis of divine

consciousness. This consciousness in

its ascent transforms itself into the
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icon, and rﬁaterializes into the
sanctum. In its descent, it runs
through the finial and is concretized
as the mass of the tower. Under the
ground it is in a dormant, nebulous
condition; and in the sanctum it gets
transformed into a world of
materiality and activity. In the tower
it rises above this world, before it
is absorbed in the wuniversal

consciousness at the peak of the

final.

Man’s approach is one of
ascent of matter towards the spirit.
But it becomes meaningful only if
there is a complementary process of
descent : the divine spirit must flow
down into the material. The finial
of the tower symbolizes the dual act
of gathering the divine essence from
cosmos  and

the formless
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communicating it to the main mass
of the tower. The essence here
acquires a concrete form and then
descends into the sanctum, to be

focussed in the icon. The sanctum
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is man’s head, as will be evident in
the analogue we will shortly
consider. The stone slab over the
roof (brahma-randhra-$ila) is the top
of the head, representing the esoteric
passage known as brahma-randhra.
The hollow tube in the vase is the
external projection of the main
channel in the human constitution,
the sushumna-nadi. The axis on
which the ‘womb’, ‘the icon’, and
the finial are positioned is also the
path along which the ascent and

descent of vital forces may be

achieved.

The shrine thus demonstrates
the constellation of the human and
the divine currents; matter moves
up and the spirit flows down. The
devotee that stands in front of the

icon is expected to partake in this
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transaction. The emanations that
proceed from the icon must be
picked up by faith in his heart.
Devotion is the transformer. The
rituals conducted within the shrine
involve these ideas, and attempt to
facilitate transformation along the
horizontal axis of icon-devotee. The
devotee represents active matter and
the icon passive spirit. The two are
brought together in the creative act

of worshii:).

When the Upanishads speak of
the ‘inverted tree’, they mean the
phenomenal world of matter and
spirit having its roots in the
‘unmanifest’ emanation of the
Absolute. The referenée is to man
that is involved in the world of
ignorance, passion, desire and

activity. Man’s roots are hidden in
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the abstract, ‘thousand-petalled
lotus’ (sahasrara), a center just
above the head, outside the physical
frame. He spreads out into the world
and moves away from his roots. He
is therefore distressed. The task
before him is to discover the roots,
and make them the real base for his
being and becoming. This means an
upward thrust on his part, and a
concurrent descent from the source
of his being, the ‘thousand-petalled
lotus’. The Yoga texts speak of
different psychic centres in the body,
pictured as so many lotuses with
their petals bent downward, in the
normal condition of existence; the
adept will be able to reorganize and:
correct the vital currents inside him
so as to give the petals the upward
slant. It may be recalled that the

level below the ‘pot’ in the finial
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(above the vimana) is pictured as a
lotus with petals that droop and
spread out, and the level above the
‘brim’ has a flower the petals of
which turn up and close in. The
sculptured motifs of lotus flowers
with petals positioned thus are
commonly to be seen in several
aspects of temple structure. The row
of flowers with petals turned upward
1s known to sculptors as ‘padma-
vari’, and the row where the petals
are bent down ‘kumuda-vari’. The
petals of the lotus turn up when the
sun shines. The ‘kumuda’ is the blue
water-lily that blooms when the
moon is up. The divine grace is the
sun, and man’s effort is the moon.
Their conjoint operation is what is

pictured in such sculptured pieces.

The analogy of man’s

constitution with the temple
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architecture is a favourite theme of
many canonical texts like Sri-prasna,
Vishnu-tantra, Si]pa—ratna, Vatula-
gama and Aparajita-$ilpa. The texts
insist that the devotee must approach
the temple as if it were the body
of the Divine. They further highlight
significant correspondences. The
sanctum is the head, the tower the
top-knot of hair (sikha), the pavilion
middle parts of the body, the
enclosure hands, and the entrance-
tower feet. The icon within the
sanctum is the personification of the
mantras. The temple thus becomes
a tool for the devotee and a
technique of worship. We may recall
what the Talmud suggests : “‘If you
desire to perceive the invisible, then
perceive the visible’’. This is
canonical

precisely what the

texts drive at. Some texts
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(e.g., ParameSvara-samhita) point
out that the base of the temple
represents the earth, the sanctum
the intermediate space, and the
tower the heavens. In the scheme
of ‘seven worlds’, the tower
comprises three worlds: the seat
thereof ‘jana-loka’, the pot portion
‘tapo-loka’ and the spike (stapi)

‘satya-loka’.

A more interesting thought is
the projection of the temple
architecture in terms of human

constitution. The saying that ‘‘the
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human body is said to be the temple
and soul the icon’ is found in many
texts. The architectural terms used
in all the texts are the names of
parts of the human body : ‘feet’
pada), ‘thighs’
(jangha), ‘belly’ kukshi), ‘neck’
(kandhara),
(mukha),

‘knee’ (janu),

(giiva), ‘shoulders’
‘nose’ (nasika), ‘face’
‘head’ ($irsha) and so on. As a
temple is laid out, it is said to picture
a man lying down. His feet connote
the entrance-tower, his genital organ
the flag-staff (dhvaja-stambha), his
belly the assembly-hall (ranga-
mandapa), his heart ‘the porch’
(antarala or $ukanasi), his head the
sanctum, and the browsmeet the seat
of the icon. There is another account
which reckons the neck as the

sanctum and the head as the tower;

the heart, according to this account,
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is the porch where the devotee

stands and looks at the icon.

The forehead of man is said
to represent the sanctum, and top
of head, the tower. The space
between the eyebrows is the seat of

the icon. The icon is located in the
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ajna center. The finial of the tower

1s unseen above the head, in the

sahasrara region; and the ‘womb’ of

the sanctum at the tip of the nose.

Here is a more detailed scheme
of correspondance given in Silpa-

$astra (purusha-ripa of alaya)
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Vatulagama provides a briefer

picture.
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Mention must be made here of
the structural detail known as the

altar or ‘the dispensing seat’ bali-

pitha), which is an indispensable

associate of the sanctum. As already
described, it is a small but stylized
stone seat that is installed directly
in front of the icon and very near
the sanctum. Some texts prescribe
that it must be outside the gopura
or the first enclosure (Vishnu-tilaka,
Manasara). It is on this seat that the
food offerings to the attendant
divinities and the guardian goblins
are placed, after the main food
offering to the icon in the sanctum
has been completed. There will be

several such seats around the
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sanctum in positions determined by
the canonical texts. Usually altars
are provided in the eight directions,
but the one in front of the sanctum
is regarded as the chief pradhana),
and it will be the most ornate, and
stylistically majestic, with several
limbs such as the base, cornices,
wall-surface with door-lets or niches.
It is usually made of hard granite,
but it is also built in bricks and
mortar. There is a provision also for
metal ones and when the altar is
wooden it is recommended to be
covered by metal sheets
(Karanagama). Texts like Silpa-ratna
indicate that mud altars were also
common at one time. Most texts
suggest that the size of the altar
should be 1/8, 1/7 or 1/5 of the
dimension of the

sanctum.

Depending on their sizes and shapes,
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altars are classified into several types
such as Sri-bandha, Padma-bandha,
Sri-bhadra, Sarvota-bhadra and so
on. Further details about the rituals
connected with the altar will be given

later.

Its development and
incorporation into the Indian tempie
architecture are hard to delineate.
Perhaps, it is a remnant of the Vedic

yupa, and in many temples we do

find bali-pithas
which are merely

crude sotne blocks

SRR
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or wooden posts.

In the well-known

y

‘24“;

temples, it is not

S —

unusual to find

two ‘dispensing

seats’ placed

| together, one
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crudely simple and the other
stylistically sculpted. The former can
be presumed to be the original, and
the latter a later addition. It is also
likely that the stone seat in early
days was meant to offer animal food,
and some canonical texts do contain
details of offerings which include
flesh mixed with turmeric powder.
Whatever the origin, this seat is
ritualistically very significant. In fact,
the area of the real temple reached
only to these seats; whatever
structure is beyond them is deemed
to be secondary, answering more to
the donor’s fancy than to the
prescriptions of the texts. A text
clearly lays down that a shrine
consists only of four limbs : the
sanctum, the icon, the tower above
the sanctum, and the °‘dispensing

seat’. And another text speaks of
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the ‘dispensing seat’ as a replica of

the tower above the sanctum.

A text claims that the
dispensing seat and the tower above
the sanctum (vimana) are indeed the
same, for it is there that the gods
assemble (Narayana-samhita).
Indeed the shapes of the two closely
resemble each other, with the
difference that the altar is crowned
by a flat lotus motif while the tower
ends in a round kalasa surmounted
by a spike (stipi). And like the

tower, the altar may be square,

circular or polygonal.

The symbolism of this seat is
not very different either. But its
position is along the horizontal axis
of consciousness. It represents the

meeting place of the active
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consciousness of the devotee and
the passive consciousness of the
divinity. In the projection of the
temple-image on the human body,
the ‘seat’ is located in the navel,
which esoterically is considered the
center or hub of man’s physical
existence. Before the devotee enters
the porch in front of the sanctum,
he has ceremonially to go round the
which act

‘dispensing seat’,

symbolizes centering himself
adequately. It should prepare him to
receive the emanations from the

icon.
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The flag-staff (dhvaja-stambha)
is often seen close to the ‘dispensing
seat’ in South Indian temples. It is
usual for the two to be together.
Some texts prescribe that the
‘dispensing seat’ must be located
between the sanctum and the flag-
“staff, although in practice the flag-
staff frequently takes the middle
position. The custom of erecting this
tall thin column, whose height varies
from fifty to eighty feet, appears to
be a late one. The early purpose
was only to indicate the position of
the sanctum. Even today, the mean
shrines in villages and on highways
when they are otherwise
indistinguishable have flags on them,
to show that they are places of
worship. In North Indian temples, it

is a practice to fly long and flowing

banners from the tower itself. The
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canonical texts favour wooden or
bamboo poles, with an uneven
number of joints, upto twenty-five.
Covering them with metal plates was
optional. And the flag-staff was not
necessarily intended as a permanent
structure. Putting it up marked the
occasional

commencement of

festivals in the temple.

However, in course of time
the permanently fixed flag-staff
became a common feature in temple
architecture. The wooden pole,
covered with copper, brass, or even
silver plates gilded, is installed on
a raised stone platform, often square
in shape, in front of the sanctum.
The top portion of this tall mast will
have three horizontal perches
(symbolising righteousness,

reputation and propriety or the three

Indian Temple Traditions




divinities Brahma the Creator,
Vishnu the Preserver and Siva the
Destroyer), pointing towards the
sanctum. The ‘seat’ of the flag-staff
as well as the mast with perches
came to be highly stylized in South
India during the days of the Chola
and Pandya rulers, for the flag-staff

was uniquely a royal insignia.

When the flag-staff became a

permanent detail in the temple, the
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commencement of festivals began to
be signalized by ceremonially
hoisting a flag on it (masaraka).
Normally, however, the flag-staff will
only be a column without the banner
(nishpataka). It would only indicate
the limit of the consecrated area of
the shrine. When occasion demands,
a banner would be flown from its
top (sapataka). HayaSirsha-samhita,
a Pancharatra text, which insists that
a building (prasada) without a flag
would be in vain, gives some
interesting details about the position
and height of the mast, the type of
bamboo that is to be chosen, the
colour of the cloth for the banner,
and so on. The benefit of the flag-
mast is here said to be ‘‘obtainment
of all that is desired”’. Another text,
Siva-sarvasva describes the purpose

of the flag as indication of the
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insignia of the deity, or of the
characteristic vehicle of the icon that

is within the sanctum.

The symbolism of the flag-staff
is not clear in the textual accounts,
probably because it was a late
innovation and not a necessary
involvement of the shrine. It was an
introduction from royal association,
and therefore the usual symbolism
is that of victory and prosperity. A
tall flag-post, richly decorated and
elaborately installed, would mean a
rich and prosperous temple
commanding royal patronage; it is
a sign of pomp and pride. God is
the greatest of kings and the temple

is His palace.

A text mentions that when the
flag is hoisted in front of the temple,

gods as well as manes will be
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delighted. Otherwise, according to
the text, demons and goblins would
sneak in to make the temple their
abode (Prasada-mandana). The
association of flag-posts with tall
lamp-posts in the temples is well-
known. One may recall that there
is a custom of erecting tall Yama-
dipas on occasions to provide
satisfaction for the departed
ancestors and to illumine their path
towards our realm. The flag-post is
also magical in its significance. The
texts assign Siva to the bottom of
the post, Brahma to the middle

portion and Vishnu to the top.

While in the South, the flag-

cloth (pataka) is occasionally tied to

the flag-post, it is ever present in
the temples of the North. The length

of the cloth in the latter case will
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be equal to the length of the flag-
post, which will be fixed to the top
member of the tower over the
sanctum. South Indian vimdanas,
however, are not meant to
accommodate the flag-post, which

is a distinct member, outside the

inner enclosure.

But the ‘flag’ in the traditional
context also means a resolve to exert
and a will to succeed. Hoisting the
flag suggests setting out to conquer.
The devotee coming into the temple
would have to resolve to conquer
his own baser nature, to set out on
a war with his own mean disposition;
a look at the flag-mast would be a
reminder for him in this regard. The
Sanskrit word for the flag or banner,
dhvaja, strictly means whatever is
therefore has the

raised. It
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connotations of hope, desire
(especially erotic desire which is
physically expressed as erection, and
the Sanskrit expression is frequently
employed in this context), pride,
arrogance and will. Whatever raises
man to a higher level of
understanding and activity is a
dhvaja. It is a call that God is high
and above (Mahabharata, 1, 33, 17).
The characteristic animal and the
insignia of the icon on the banner
gives a direction to the devotee’s
desire and will. When the devotee
sights the banner and bows to it, he

resolves to rise higher.

The Indian temple is thus a

constellation of symbolism. It is an

image that is at once relevant to

human aspirations and persistent in

human thought and actions. The
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texts of Indian architecture which
provide us with all the details of
measurements and parts of the
temple, and prescribe the rites of
installation and rituals of worship,
also indicate the real value of a

shrine:

“The ritualists have their God
in the fire; but the wise folk find
Him in their own heart. It is the
dull-witted one that seeks God in
an icon. Those who have higher
understanding see God in

everything’’.

Browodd s, Bond

Simd s Anens
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