
Sources of Ancient Indian Iconography: - 

Vedas are the primary sources of all ideology of the Indian culture. Various forms 

of various deities have been praised in the Vedas, icons or idols have mentioned in 

the various eulogies of Vedas. Many deities were conceived in Indian religions. 

Different sect of Brahmin religion such as Shaivite, Vaishnavism, Shakt, and solar 

belong to Siva, Vishnu, Shakti and Sun deities respectively. Similarly, Jain and 

Buddhism are related to Tirthankaras and Buddha respectively.  

The Brahmin literature: - The early literature of various religions gives a 

description of the imagination, origin and development of various deities. Various 

stories, events and different themes related to the deities are found in the early 

religious literatures such as Vedic texts, Puranas and later Vedic literature. In the 

Rigveda, Yajurveda, Atharvaveda, Taittariya Samhita, Shatapatha Brahmana, 

Aitreya Brahmana, Ramayan, Mahabharat, Vayu Purana, Vishnu Purana, Shiva 

Purana, Markandeya Purana, Matsya Purana, Linga Purana, Harivansh Purana, 

Padma Purana, Brahma Purana, Devi Bhagavata Purana and Garuna Purana has 

described the character and nature of Gods and Goddesses, their stories, Armaments, 

hobbies and interrelations etc. In all the Puranas, the ten chapters of the ancient 

Matsya Purana described the shape and size of the idols. In this Purana, the details 

related to the Shivalinga and the human idols of Shiva are presented prominently. 

The sixteen chapter of Agni Purana describe iconography. In addition to the Saiva 

and Vaishnav idols in this Purana Devi (Goddess) and sun idols have been discussed. 

The Vishnu Dharmottar Purana is particularly notable in this context, it has a more 

detailed description than others Purana. In this Purana, there is detailed discussion 

of the iconometry, iconology, type of images, characteristics of images, Postures, 

ornamentation of idols etc.  

                       There is also detailed description in Aagam literatures in the point of 

view of Indian iconography, among of these texts Baikhanas, Suprabheda, 

Anshumadabheda are especially notable. 

Shilpa Shastras  (literature) :- Shilpa Shastras  literally means the Science of 

Shilpa (arts and crafts). It is an ancient umbrella term for numerous Hindu texts that 

describe arts, crafts, and their design rules, principles and standards. In the context 

of temple design, Shilpa Shastras were manuals for sculpture and Hindu 

iconography, prescribing among other things, the proportions of a sculptured figure, 

composition, principles, meaning, as well as rules of architecture. Shilpa 

Shastras was created to determine the sacred provision for the made of idols of each 
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Indian religion. The craftsman under the creation of the idol was bound by the rules 

laid down by Shilpa Shastras. In this Shilpa Shastras, there is detailed discussion of 

the iconometry, iconology, type of images, characteristics of images, Postures of 

Idols, ornamentation of idols, Pedestal (Pitha), Hands of Images, etc. Shilpa 

Shastras are as follow: - Brahatsamhita, Manasara, Devta Murtiprakarana, 

Samrangan Sutradhara, Mansollas, Shilpa Ratna, Roop Mandan, Aprajit Prichchha 

and Prasad Mandan.  

Jain literature: - Eleven Anga texts are the oldest (3rd Century BCE) works of 

Jainism, in which found details of supreme 24 Tirthankaras of Jainism. Tirthankaras 

are the main subject matter of Jain iconography. Various stories, events and different 

themes related to the Tirthankaras are found in these early Jain literatures. In 

addition, Paum chariyam (1stCentury CE), Padam Purana (7th Century C.E.), 

Mahapurana, Trilokasar, Harivansha Purana, Vividh Tirthkalp, Kahavali, 

Trishashtishalakamahapurushcharita, Varang Charita, Surya Pragyapti, Chandra 

Pragyapti, Vastusar also described about Tirthankaras, 63 great personality, Yaksha-

Yakshi, Dikpal, Navgraha, etc. but the iconographic details are not found in these 

scriptures. The Brhatsamhita of VarahamThTra is the earliest text which enumerates 

the iconographic features of the Jina images of the Digambara sect. The complete 

lists of Yaksha-Yakshi of the 24 Tirthankaras and distinguishing cognizance 

(Emblem) of all the twenty-four Jinas were finalized in 8th- 9th Century. The earliest 

textual references to this are found in the Kahavali, Pravacanasaroddhara and the 

Tiloyapannatti. Other most notable Jain iconographic texts are as follow :- Pratishtha 

Sarsangrah, Pratishtha Tilak, Pratishtha Path, Pratishtha Saroddhar, Abhidhan 

Chintamani, Nirvan Kalika and Achar dinkar. In these texts, the characteristics of 

images and the installation of image have been discussed.   

Buddhist Sources :- 

The narration of events and stories related to the life of Buddha is found in Nikay, 

Jatak and Pitka texts. Manjushrimulkalp and Sadhanmala are most notable Boddha 

iconographic texts in which the characteristics of images and the installation of 

images have been discussed.   

 

 

 

 



 

Concept of image worship: -  

The Upaṇiṣads prescribe many techniques for spiritual advancement but the most 

prominent of them is upāsana. Upāsana (upa + āsana) literally means – ‘sitting near’ 

and refers to the act of meditation. The term upāsana can be translated as worship, 

contemplation, devotion, the making of offerings etc. The icons are primarily used 

for this practice of upāsana. They not merely "representations" of the Godhead but 

are in fact a "focus" of the presence of the Godhead. This means that God is actually 

present in the icons. The function of the icon is to represent, through a combination 

of forms and proportions, some fundamental aspect of the cosmos and it's presiding 

consciousness which is not directly perceptible by our senses. Although these cosmic 

realities cannot be perceived, they can be experienced, the icons are the vocabulary 

whereby we interpret the experience of the divine to ourselves and convey that 

understanding to others. To a yogin, who has realized the Supreme Brahma within 

himself, there is no need of any temple or any divine image for worship ; but to 

those, who have not attained this height of realization, various physical and mental 

modes of worship are prescribed, and rules of various kinds are laid down in relation 

to conduct. Accordingly, the images of the Hindu gods and goddesses are 

representations of the various conceptions of divine attributes. It is plain that the 

thought of thinkers is made manifest and concretized by various means, such as 

speech, pictorial and sculptural representations, and signs and symbols. Sculpturally 

it may be said, the number of hands in an image represents the number of attributes 

belonging to the deity, and their nature is denoted by the ayudha held in the hand or 

by the pose maintained by it. The larger the number of hands, the more numerous 

are the attributes conceived; and the image with many hands is considered to be 

tamasic in character. Similarly, the less the number of hands, the less numerous are 

the gunas conceived; and the image may thus be made to approach as nearly as 

possible the description of the attribute less Brahiuaii.  

there are thus different grades of evolution. An image, therefore, has to be 

understood to be a symbol meant to keep before the eye of the worshipper certain 

attributes of the deity he undertakes to worship and upon which he desires to 

concentrate his thoughts. one made according to the directions given in his sastras 

serves image, provided it is made in strict conformity with dystric rules. 

 



Hindu worshippers of images ignore beauty passively; and this negligence of artistic 

merit on their part has tended to make the sculptor very often a careless worker. 

Thus, the standpoint from which the Hindu views the images of his gods and 

goddesses differs very largely from that of the Greek. While symbolism has been the 

essential feature of Hindu sculpture, the Hindu artist was not averse to secure beauty 

in his images.  

    The objects worshipped by Hindus are images, of gods and goddesses, 

salagramas, bana-Lingas, yantras (Shri yantra, etc.) certain animals, reptile  and birds 

(Lion, Bull, Cow, Horse, Eagle, peacock, Snake, etc.), certain holy rivers (Ganga, 

Yamuna, Krishna, Kaveri, Narmada, Sarasvati etc.), tanks, trees (Basil, Banyan, 

Ficus religiosa, etc.) and sepulchers of saints. Besides these, there are several minor 

objects of local importance and personal predilection, which are also used as objects 

of worship. These are symbol of Icon which has worshiped.  

 

Terms of Image :- In Sanskrit there is a very rich terminology that is used when 

referring to icons;   

 Bera  —  image,  Mūrtī  — anything which has definite shape and physical limits, 

Bimba  —  reflection   or prototype — the original or model after which a thing is 

copied (the Original  Being of course is God),  Vigraha  — extension, expansion, 

form. Pratima  — resemblance, similitude, representation,  Pratīka   — symbol,  

Rūpa — form, aggregate, a sum total of form. Arca  — object of adoration and 

worship. 

 

Classification of Images:- 

 

Images are divided into three classes, as chala (moveable), achala (immoveable), 

chalachala (moveable-immoveable). The moveable images are those which are made 

of metal and are easily portable. The immoveable images are commonly known as 

the mula-vigralias or dhnovaberas, and are generally made of stone and permanently 

fixed in the central shrine. They are invariably large and heavy images. Dhruvaberas 

are of three kinds called sthanaha, asana and sayana, that is, standing, sitting and 

reclining. There is yet another classification of images into three kinds as chitra, 

chitrardha and chitrabhasa. Chitra denotes images in the round with all their limbs 

completely worked out and shown. Chitrdirdlia is the name given to figures in half 

relief, and chitrabhasa refers to images painted on walls and cloths, and such other 

suitable objects. 

 

 



 

In the case of Vaishnava images each of these three kinds of images is further divided 

into, yoga, bhoga, vira and abhicharika varieties. These varieties of the standing, 

sitting and reclining images of Vishnu are worshipped respectively by 

those who desire to attain yoga or spiritual self-realization, bhoga or enjoyment and 

vira or military prowess.  Among the aspects of Vishnu the yoga form, be it standing, 

sitting or reclining, must be enshrined in a temple built far away from the bustle of 

the village, on the banks of rivers, or at the junction of two or more rivers, on hill 

tops and in forest recesses. The reason of the choice of such places is quite patent. 

The worshipper of the yoga image has to be a yogi or one aspiring to become a yogi; 

he would certainly desire to have a calm place for concentrating his thoughts through 

the object of his worship; and naturally the temple intended for the conduct of 

worship by him has to be away from human habitations. The bhoga form is the form 

best fitted to have the temple therefore constructed within towns and villages, as it 

is conceived to be the giver of all happiness to its worshippers and has therefore to 

be worshipped and prayed to by all sorts of men and women belonging to all 

conditions of life. The vira form of Vishnu, a form which is conceived to be capable 

of giving physical power, prowess and strength to conquer enemies, may have the 

temple for it built either 

inside or outside towns and villages. The abhicharika form which is worshipped for 

the purpose of inflicting defeat and death on enemies is looked upon as inauspicious 

and is unfit to be set up for worship in temples built in towns corner of a village ; 

that of Vishnu, in the west; of Surya, in the east of the village and facing the west ; 

of Durga, in the south ; of Subrahmanya, in the north-west. The Sapta-Matrikas or 

Mother goddesses with Vinayaka are to be set up in the north near the fort walls, on 

the edge of the surrounding moat facing the north side ; Jyeshthadevi is to be set up 

on the banks of tanks. 

The Hindu images of gods and goddesses are broadly divisible into two classes as 

the Vaishnava and the Saiva. In this classification may well be included, for the sake 

of convenience, the images of Devi, Ganesa, and other such deities since they are, 

according to the Puranas, related in some manner or other to Vishnu or Siva. As a 

matter of fact, the goddesses associated with, Vishnu and Siva represent their various 

divine powers and energies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Symbolism in Indian iconography 

Everything connected with the Hindu icon has a symbolic meaning; the posture, 

gestures, ornaments, number of arms, weapons, vehicle, consorts and associate 

deities (parivāra devatā). Symbolic meanings of various rituals and paraphernalia 

are first given in the Brāhmanas and Aranyakas, and later the iconic symbols are 

explained in the various Purāṇas such as Srimad Bhāgavatam, Viṣṇu Purāṇa, Śiva 

Purāṇa; Upaṇiṣads such as Gopāla-uttara-tāpini Upaniṣad, Kṛṣṇa Upaniṣad and 

Āgamas. Iconology is defined as the study of the symbolism behind sacred images. 

One of the most prominent tools of devotion in Hinduism is the use of images. 

The language of symbols develops when an attempt is made to represent something 

that is beyond the normal capacity of the human mind to comprehend or to express. 

A transcendent reality is expressed in terms of equivalents known as symbols. 

All of human interaction is carried out through the use of symbols. To represent a 

quantity of something we use symbols called numbers. A symbol can be natural or 

conventional. When we perceive a direct relationship between one order of things 

with another a natural symbol develops. In Hindu cosmology, symbolism is the 

expression of reality. It is the expression of the particular points where two realms 

meet — the transcendental (niṣkala) with the material (sakala).   The whole of Indian 

iconology is built up upon a code of symbols based on the assumption that there 

exists a natural affinity between ideas (nāma) and forms (rūpa). Symbols do not 

speak to the rational mind and cannot be fully understood by logic, they are the 

subject of contemplation, worship, assimilation, inner experience and ultimate 

spiritual realization. Symbols are the esoteric language of the unconscious mind  

 

Symbol 

Pāśa :- The 3 bonds that bind us to the cycle of rebirth – avidya 

(ignorance) karma (action) vasana (habital patterns). It also has 

three other meanings attracting oneself to the Dharma, tying 

onself by the constraints of Dharma and destroying all obstacles 

to one's spiritual evolution. (The pāśa represents the three fetters 

maya, karma and mala.) 

 

Aṅkuśha (Elephant Goad):- Incentive to continue in spiritual 

practice and the application of the teachings. The urging of the 

guru which drives us to practice and apply. Also the control of 

anger. 

Chhuri (dagger) :- The spiritual path - the razor's edge which 

needs to be treaded with great care and vigilance. 

 



Vīnā (Lute) :- Inner sound of spiritual harmony; the 

vibration of the atoms in motion, creation, the sound of the 

spheres, the harmony of all the diffuse elements of the 

cosmos. Music and dancing — the arts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                    Kamaṇḍalu                Gadā               Salipallava          Dhvaja            Khatvāṅga 

 

Kamaṇḍalu (Water Jug) :-   

Fullness and generosity, also purity and purification.     

Gadā (Mace) :-  Primarily a symbol of Vishnu but also shared among many of the 

deities. The mace is a symbol of sovereignty and the Cosmic Order. It also 

symbolises Karma the law of cause and effect. 

 

Salipallava (rice-sprig) :-  bounty of nature, fecundity and abundance. 

 

Dhvaja:- Making oneself known to others, indicating that one is a source of charity 

and safety to all sentient beings. An indication of the triumph of the Dharma. 

Khatvāṅga (club with skull) :- Impermanence, dissolution, also represents the 8 

mystical powers obtained through yoga meditation. 

Kheṭaka (shield):- Security, defense, protection of oneself, 

deflection of negativity and assault by others. 

 

Ḍamaru (Hour-glass Drum) :- Union of the masculine and feminine 

and the projection of the universe through sound. When the two 

halves part the sound ceases and the universe dissolves. 

 

Padma(Lotus):- By reproducing from its own matrix rather than the 

soil the lotus is a symbol of spontaneous generation 

(svayambhu). It grows in mud but rises in immaculate purity to the 

surface and opens to the sun - the evolution begins in the mire of samsara 

but rises to full enlightenment and purity. The closed lotus symbolizes 

potential and the open lotus — actualization. 

 



Śaṅkha (Conch):- In battle conveys the instruction of the 

commander to the troops. It represents the diffusion of the Dharma 

teachings and the proclamation of war upon the negative forces of 

the mind. Also creation through sound and the Pranava — AUM. 

 

Cakra (Discus or wheel):- The wheel is the symbol of the Dharma 

which rotates and spins its beneficial influence in all directions. It 

also symbolises the cycle of Samsara — of repeated birth and death 

which turns endlessly and from which we desire to be liberated. It is 

also used as a weapon and it's speed is faster than the speed of the 

mind — thus representing the cosmic mind which destroys our 

enemies in the form of the afflictive emotions. 

Sarpa (Snakes):- Kundalini - sexual energy latent within the lowest 

chakra – the muladhara at the base of the spine. Also symbolizes the 

control of anger the worst of all the negative emotions. 

Pātra (Bowl) :- In the hands of a Rishi or the Buddha it symbolizes 

the begging bowl and the idea of generosity. In the hands of the 

wrathful deities it is a skull bowl filled with blood which 

symbolizes the achievement of higher states of consciousness 

through the elimination of the lower mind and notion of self. 

Paraśu (Axe) :- Non-attachment - the severing of our ties and 

bonds to the material world. 
 

 

Ghaṇṭa (Bell) 
 

 

 



VISHŅU'S INCARNATIONS 

 
Vishnu's incarnations are normally ten, but sometimes are said to be up to twenty-

two or more (see Tables). Different texts mention different names;the ten most 

generally accepted are as follows: Matsya (fish), Kurma (tortoise). Varāha (boar), 

Narasimha (Man-lion), vāmana (dwari), Parašurāma, Dašaratharāma, Krishna, the 

Buddha, and Kalki which is yet to come. 

I. The Fish Incarnation (MatsyaAvatara) 

The sacred books of the Hindus frequently refer to the story of the Great Flood that 

devastated the world. The account greatly resembles the flood described in the Book 

of Genesis. Vishnu, the Preserver, appeared in the form of a great fish and rescued 

Manu, the progenitor of the new human race. Like Noah, Manu was chosen on 

account of his great piety in an age of universal depravity. Various accounts of the 

flood are given. The Puranic accounts tall us that besides Manu, the Seven Divine 

Rishis (the Mänas-putrăs or mind- born sons of Brahma) along with their wives were 

also saved and these repopulated the world after- wards.  

In plastic representations of the incarnation, Vishnu appears as half-fish and half-

man, the lower half being fish. In his four hands he carries the conch and wheel and 

two hands are in the boon- giving and protection mulrăs. crown and the other usual 

ornaments. He wears a Kirita crown. And the other usual ornaments. 

II. The Tortoise Incarnation (The KurmaAvatara):-  

The gods of the Hindus were constantly engaged in wars with the demons. The 

demons practised severe austerities, obtained all kinds of boons from the gods, and 

then fought with them. On one such occasion when the demons were triumphant, the 

gods implored Vishnu to help them regain their lost power. Vishnu advised the gods 

to make peace with the demons and unite with them in churning the ocean to produce 

the nectar (Amrita) that would make them immortal. There-upon, the gods made 

peace with the demons (Asurās), collected all kinds of plants and herbs and threw 

these into the ocean. Then they lifted the great Mandara Mountain and used it like a 

churning rod, using the serpent Vasuki as the rope. But the earth began to sink under 

its weight. So Vishnu assumed the form of a giant tortoise and got underneath the 

Mandāra Mountain. His huge back served as base on which the mountain could 

pivot. Out of the churning of the ocean came the nectar that brought immortality and 

power to the Gods.  

       In representations of this incarnation, Vishnu is shown as half-tortoise and half-

man, the lower half being tortoise, He carries in two hands the conch and the wheel, 

while the other two hands are in the boon-giving and protection attitudes.  

 

 



 

III. The Boar Incarnation (The VarahaAvatara):- 

Vishnu took the form of a boar to save the Earth-goddess Prithvi from the clutches 

of the demon Hiranyksha. During the great flood, earth was submerged under the 

water. This posed an imminent threat to all life on earth. At such a crucial moment, 

Vishnu took the form of a huge boar and diving into the deep water, slew the demon 

after a long struggle and rescued the earth.  

In plastic representations the Earth-goddess is shown in human form being elevated 

on the tusks of a man-boar. This symbolises the 'extrication of the world from the 

deluge of sin by the power of the Supreme Being. The epic Rämăyana ascribes the 

lifting of the earth to Brahmă. The Vishnu, the Linga and the Garuda-Purānas also 

ascribe the deed to Brahmā, but they identify Brahmä with Vishnu. The boar 

incarnation is differently described in different texts. The sculptural representation 

also differs in these texts. There are three types described in the various texts: (1) 

Bhuvarãha, Adivarāha or Nrivaräha; (2) Yajñavarāha; and (3) Pralayavaraha 

1. Bhuvaräha :- Appearance He has the face of a boar with the body of man. 

The boar face should be tilted up so as to touch the bosom of the Earth-

goddess 

Pasition of legs:- The right leg should be bent and rest upon the jewelled 

hood of the serpent Adisesha, who must be accompanied by his wife.  

Hands:-He is four-handed. Two hands hold conch and wheel. One left hand 

supports the Goddess Earth, who is seated on the Lord's right leg which is 

bent, One right hand is placed round the waist of the goddess.  

Goddess Earth:-  She should be decked with flowers and ornaments. She 

should be seated on the right leg of the Lord with both legs pendant. Her 

uplifted face should be turned towards the Lord and show great joy at her 

deliverance. The top of her head should reach the chest of the Lord. She 

should be conceived in the Pancha-täla measure. 

Variations:-Bhuvaraha may be represented in other ways. He may holda 

mace and a lotus in his two hands, and support Goddess Prithvi on his tusk. 

In this variation, one of his feet should rest upon the serpent Adisesha and 

the other on a tortoise. One his right hands should rest on his hip. Alternately, 

Goddess Earth may sit on the left elbow is of the Lord, holding a blue lotus 

in her hand.  

(2) Yajñavaräha:- 

Appearance:- Vishnu as Varåha should sit on a simhäsana, with the right foot 

pendant. He should be decked in ornaments.  

Hands:-Four. Two should carry conch and wheel.  

Lakshmi:-On his right is his consort Lakshmi. She sits with her right leg 

pendant, carrying a lotus in her left hand with the right resting on the lotus. 



Goddess Earth:-Bhüdevi is shown on his left, seated with her left leg 

pendant. She carries a blue lotus in her right hand, with the right resting on 

the seat. Her face is turned towards the Lord and expresses surprise. 

(3) Pralayavaraha:- 

Appearance:- Here Vishnu as Varaha sits on a simhasana, with the right leg 

pendant. 

Hands:- Four, Two hold conch and wheel. Front right is in the protection 

attitude, while the front left rests on the thigh.  

Goddess Earth:- She sits on the same seat as Varäha, with the right leg 

pendant. She carries a blue lotus in her left hand, while her right rests on the 

seat. 

 

IV The Man-Lion Incarnation (NarasimhaAvtar):-  

Vishnu took the form of half-man and half-lion to destroy the demon 

Hirayakasipu, who was harassing the gods. Hiranyäksha and Hiranyn- 

kasipu were the two sons of Kasyapa and Diti. The Puranic accounts tell us 

that these two were Jaya and Vijaya, the two door-keepers of Vishnu, who 

having incurred his displeasure were cursed to be born as demons, and to 

become the enemies of Vishmu is several births. Hiranyakasipu had obtained 

several boons from Brahmä, making him so invulnerable that he could be 

killed neither by man nor beast, neither in the day nor by night, neither inside 

a house nor outside, and no weapon could do him injury. Having granted all 

these boons, Brahmā was helpless when the demon turned against the gods. 

Vishnu took the man-lion form, tore Hiranyakasipu with his claws, at 

twilight time, sitting on the door-sill of the demon's palace.  

Narasiriha images are of three types: (1) Girija- Narasimha, (2) Sthaua-

Narasimha, and (3) YânakaNarasimha.  

(1) Girija-Narasinha:-  

General Posture:-Narasimha sits on a lotus seat, with heels kept close to 

the bottom, and the back slightly curved. His legs are heid in position by 

a bolt (Yoga- pattā).  

Hands:-Kevala-Narasimha (his other name) has two or four arms. When 

he has four arms, the upper right hand holds a wheel, and the upper left a 

conch. The remaining two hands are stretched forward to rest on the 

knees. 

(2) Sthauna-Narasinha 

General posture:-Narasimha sits on a lion-seat, with the right leg pendant. 

His neck is covered by a thick mane. He has sharp curved teeth.  



Hants:- Four, In two back hands, he holds a conch and a wheel. His front 

right hand is in the protection attitude, while the front left is in the boon- 

giving attitude. 

Or Hiranyakapisu should be stretched on the left thigh of Narasimha, 

who must be in the Tribhanga(Body bent at three places) posture. With 

two hands he rips open the belly of the demon.  

Hands:- He should have twelve or sixteen hands. With two hands, be 

opens the belly of the demon, two lift out the entrails of the demon upto 

the ears. One right hand holds the legs of the demon, one holds a sword, 

while another is held in the attitude of protection. One left hand holds the 

crown of the demon, and is lifted to administer a blow to him. If a 

Narasimha image has eight hands, two open up the belly of the demon, 

two draw out the entrails of the demon and the remaining four carry the 

conch, the mace, the wheel and the lotus. The demon Hirauyakasipu is 

armed with a sword and a shield.  

Attendant Gods:-Sridevi, Bhüdevi, Narada with his lute, and Pralhāda, 

the son of the demon, who was a worshipper of Vishnu, are shown on 

either side of the God. The eight guardians of the quarters are also seen, 

in attendance. 

(3) Yänaka-Narasimha  

Vehicle – Eagle or Serpent Adisesha 

Hands – Four. Two carry conch and wheel. Nothig is said is the texts 

about the other two hands. 

 

V. The Dwarf Incarnation (The VamanaAvatara), Trivikrama 

The origin of Vishu'sVämana incarnation can be traced to the special 

characteristic of Vishnu, his ability to conquer Earth, Heaven, etc., by his 

immense strides. Bali, the grandson of Pralhada, by his long austerities won 

many favours from the gods. By virtue of his great struggle, he acquired 

dominion over the three worlds -heaven, earth and the lower or nether regions. 

Indra lost his heavenly kingdom, whereupon his mother Aditi implored Vishnu 

to help her son and the gods to win back their kingdom. The Lord was hence 

born to Aditi as her son. As a young Brähmana boy, he approached King Ball, 

who was engaged in offering a sacrifice to Vishnu, as Yajha-Purusha. Bali’s 

preceptor Shukracharya asked him not to make any promises to the young 

Brahmana, since he was none other than Vishnu himself. The generous Bali, 

however, considered Vishnu's presence as a great honour. He asked the young 

Brahmans boy to ask for anything. Where upon the boy asked for just three 

paces of space on which to sit and meditate. Upon the request being granted 

Vämana, the Dwarf, became Trivikrama (the gigantic form). With one stop he 



strode over the heavens and with the second the earth. King Bali asked him to 

place the third stop on his royal head as there was no other spot left. Pleased 

with Bali, Vämana allowed him to proceed to the nether world with his demon 

hosts and rule there, and Indra got back his heavenly kingdom. 

Sculptural Representation of Vamana:- 

 Vaman should be executed in the Panch-tala measure. His height should be 56 

angules. He has should be two hands. In one he carries a vase and in the other 

an umbrella. He wears a ring on the third finger. He also carries a book. Vamana 

has his tuft tied into a knot. He wears ear-ornaments and a deer-skin. He wears 

a lion-cloth to cover his body. 

Trivikrama:-  He should be gigantic. His right leg is firmly planted on the 

earth. The left is lifted to take strides. It should be raised upto the level of the 

right knee, the navel or the forehead. He has should be four or eight hands. If 

he has four hand. One right hand holds a conch while the other is held with the 

palm upwards. One left hand carries a wheel. The other left hand is stretched 

out and is parallel to the uplifted leg. Alternately, this hand may exhibit 

protection or boon-giving attitude. 

        If he is eight-handed; five of them carry conch, wheel, mace, bow and 

plough.  

 Attendants:- Indra is shown holding an umbrella over Trivikrama's head. 

Varuna and Vayu hold fly-whisks on either side.  Over them are the Sun and 

Moon. Close to them are Sanyasa, Sanaka and Sanatkumara. Brahmä holds the 

uplifted foot of Trivikrama, and washes it with water flowing down from a vase. 

Siva sits a littie above the navel of Trivikrama with folded hands. The rakshasa 

Namuchi stands near the foot of Trivikrama with folded hands. On the left, 

Vishnu's vehicle Garuda is shown beating Sukrāchárya for his advice to Bali. 

On the right, Vämana stands holding his umbrella, waiting to receive Balis gift. 

Bali stands carrying a golden vessel in behind him.  

PARASURAMA AVATARA:- 

    Vishuu was born as Parasurama for the sole purpose of exterminating the 

Kshatriya caste. Early India witnessed a long and intense power struggle 

betwoen the priest class (the Brähmanas) and the soldier class (the Kstatriyas) 

for supremacy. The kings tried to assert their authority over the priest class. In 

this struggle between the Iwo classes, the priest class ultimately succeeded in 

establishing the pre-eminence of their caste. The story of Parasurama is the 

story of this ultimate triumph of the priestly caste over the soldier caste of India. 

The Vishuu-Purāņa amongst others narrates in great detail the Parasurama 

story. Parasurama was the son of Renuka and Jamadagni. Once, a king named 

Kartavirya, while on a hunt, visited the hermitage of Jamadagni. Jamadagni 

entertained the royal company lavishly by means of his cow Sabală, who could 



fulfil any wish. The king, impressed by the cow's performance, requested the 

sage to give him the cow. On being refused, Jamadagni was slain by the son of 

Kartavirya. Parasurama, on his return, learnt of this and enraged at this outrage, 

pursued Kartavirya and killed him in battle. Parasurama vowed vengeance 

against the whole Kshatriya race and twenty-one times cleared the world of 

every male member of the soldier caste. To expiate for all this killing, he 

performed expiatory riles, handed over the world to Brähmanas, and retired to 

the mountains.  

Paraiurăma in Sculpture  

He should wear a Jata-crown and a sacred thread; he should also wear a deer-

skin. Hands:-Two or four. If he has two hands, the right should hold a Parasu 

(battle-axe) and the left should exhibit the süchi mudra (pointing to something). 

If he has four hands, he should carry in them the battle-axe, sword. bow and 

arrow.  

 

INCARNATION AS KING RAMA  

This is one of the most popular incarnations of Vishnu. Rama, the son of 

Dasharatha, the king of Ayodlya, is the hero of the great Indian epic. Ramayana, 

which tells the story of the Aryan migration to the south. Räma is the ideal king, 

son and brother. The Ramāyana tells the story of this peerless prince and his 

beautiful and virtuous wife Sita. 

Sculptural representation: - Sri-Rama stands in the tribhanga pose (bent at three 

places). The right holds an arrow and the left Hands a bow. He wears a kirita-

crown. Sita stands erect on his right side. She should reach the shoulder of 

Rama. 

 

 INCARNATION AS KRISINA 

 This is another extremely popular incarnation of Vishnu. His worship is so 

popular that his devotees regard him not as a mere incarnation of Vishnu but as 

the Supreme Lord himself. Born to Vasudeva and Devaki, he was carried to the 

couch of Yashoda by his father to escape the clutches of his brother-in-law king 

Kamsa, for it had been predicted that the eighth-born child of Devaki would be 

the cause of the death of Kamsa. The Harivamsa, the Srimad-Bhāgavata, the 

Vislryu- Purana, etc. narrate the exploits of Krishna. To the average Hindu, 

Krishna is the great symbol of many virtues. He is the supreme statesman, 

warrior and hero, a great philosopher and teacher. He is the great expounder of 

the "Song Celestial," the Bhagavat Geeta.  

Images of Krishna 

 Krishna is to be clothed in red garments and richly ornamented. He wears a 

kirita-crown. Hands Two, the right hand holds a curved stick, while the left is 



lifted and bent at the elbow. He may carry a conch in this hand. Companions 

Rukmini on right of Krishna. She has a decorative hair-dress adorned with 

flowers. She carries a lotus flower in the left hand, while the left hangs is right 

Rama loosely to the side. She is one wife of Kjishna. Saryabhami, the other 

wife of Krishna, appears on his left, She wears a decorative hair-dress. She 

holds a flower in her right hand, while her sword, left hangs loosely below. The 

wives of Krishna may wear the karanda crown. 

VISHNU'S INCARNATION AS BUDDHA  

The incarnation of Vishnu as Gautam Buddha does not flatter the Buddhists. 

This incarnation is symbolic of the deep hatred that the Hindus felt for the 

Buddhists and their profound contempt for Buddhist teachings. The Bhāgavata 

Purana says that 'as Buddha, Vishnu deludes the heretics (i.e., the Buddhists).' 

In short, the incarnate The Purana refers to Buddha as the son of Ignorance 

(Ajñäna), born to deceive the enemies of the gods. As Buddha, Vishnu advised 

the Asuras to abandon the Vedas, whereupon they lost all their power, and 

enabled the Suras (Gods) to establish their The Buddhists are referred to as 

naked, since they do not wear the covering of the Vedas.  

Buddha in Representations: -  

Short curly hair. Feat and palms should have marks of the lotus. He should be 

calm and grace-. full in appearance. He should be seated on a lotus scat. The 

lobes of his cars must be pendant. He should wear a yellow robe. Hands should 

be in boon-giving and protection attitudes.  

 

THE KALKI INCARNATION  

Vishnu is yet to accomplish this incarnation. Vishnu will descend upon the 

earth at the end of the present age, which is the Kali-yuga or the Age of 

Darkness. As the Jews await the coming of a Messiah, the Hindus await the 

arrival of Kalki, who will destroy all evil, dispel darkness, and once again usber 

in the Golden Age (the Krita- yuga). The Agni-Purana tells us that thoughtless 

men will begin to do wrong things like inter caste marriage not following 

Vedas, not performing Vedic sacrifices, ete. Foreign barbarians will establish 

their supremacy. Then Vishnu will apear as Kalki, riding a white horse, with 

drawn sword, blazing like a comet. He will destroy the barbarians, re-establish 

the four orders and the castes. He will usher in a new era of purity, rightness 

and peace and then return to heaven.  

Sculptural Representation  

Face of a horse and body of a man. Or like an ordinary Vishnu image. Hands - 

He holds a conch, wheel, sword and a shield (khetaka). When he rides a horse, 

he carries a bow and an arrow. Kalki may also carry a sword. -). bow, wheel 

and conch.  



 



Kartikeya 

 
Kartikeya is known by numerous names in ancient and medieval texts of the 

Indian culture. Most common among these are Subrahmanya is known by several 

names, the chief among them are Karttikeya, Shaumukha, or Shadanana, 

Aaravanabhava or Sarajanman, Senani, Tarakajit, Gangaputra, Guha, Agnibhu, 

Skanda and SvaminathaMurugan, Kumara, Skanda, and Subrahmanya.  

               He is the son of Parvati and Shiva, brother of Ganesha, and a god whose 

life story has many versions in Hinduism. An important deity around South 

Asia since ancient times, Kartikeya is particularly popular and predominantly 

worshipped in South India, Sri Lanka, Singapore and Malaysia as Murugan. In 

the Gayatri hymns, he is called by various names: Kumara, Kārtikeya, and 

Skanda. The Purānic legends associate him with the Sun-god. He is described as 

the son of Agni and his wife Svähā: In Hindu legends, Agni is one of the names 

of Rudra and the latter is also another name of Siva. Pärvati had taken the form 

of Svähā. So Skunda became the son of Siva and Pärvati. Many Puranic legends 

tell stories of his bravery. He leads the army of the gods and destroys the Demon 

Täraka, and Krauñcha. 

            Skanda is derived from skanḍra, which means "leaper or attacker". In 

Kalidasa’s epic poem Kumarasambhava (“The Birth of the War God”; 5th 

century CE), as in most versions of the story, the gods wished for Skanda to be 

born in order to destroy the demon Taraka, who had been granted a boon that he 

could be killed only by a son of Shiva. They sent Parvati to induce Shiva to marry 

her. Shiva, however, was lost in meditation and was not attracted to Parvati until 

he was struck by an arrow from the bow of Kama, the god of love, whom he 

immediately burned to ashes. After many years of abstinence, Shiva’s seed was 

so strong that the gods, fearing the result, sent Agni, the god of fire, to interrupt 

Shiva’s amorous play with Parvati. Agni received the seed and dropped it into the 

Ganges, where Skanda was born. 

     Kartikeya means "of the Krittikas". This epithet is also linked to his birth. 

After he appears on the banks of the River Ganges, he is seen by the six of the 

seven brightest stars cluster in the night sky called Krittikas in Hindu texts. These 

six mothers all want to take care of him. Kartikeya ends the argument by growing 

five more heads to have a total of six heads so he can look at all six mothers, and 

let them each as mother one.  

             According to the legends, there was a demon named Tarakasura who 

asked for the boon that he should only be killed by Lord Shiva's son. He knew 

very well that Lord Shiva was an ascetic and he would not marry or have children. 

Hence, Tarakasura would be invincible. However after much ado, Lord Shiva 

finally married Goddess Parvati. Since Parvati couldn't conceive due to the curse, 
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Lord Shiva took her to a cave and asked her to meditate. As they both meditated, 

a ball of fire emerged out of their cosmic energies. In the mean time, the other 

Gods being insecure from Tarakasura, sent Agni or the God of fire to get hold of 

the ball of fire. But even Agni couldn't bear the heat of the energy of Shiva and 

Parvati. So, he handed over the ball to Goddess Ganga. When even Ganga 

couldn't bear the heat, she deposited the fire ball into a lake in a forest of reed. 

Then Goddess Parvati took the form of a water body as she alone could bear the 

energy of Shiva and herself united. Finally the fire ball (Seed) took the form of a 

baby.   

 

       The image of Subrahmanya is seen sculptured in different ways. We have 

instances of standing and seated figures of this deity; some have six faces while 

others only one; some have two arms while others have from four to twelve arms; 

sometimes the image of Subrahmanya is seen with that of one Sakti (goddess) 

and often with two. He is further represented as a boy who has not undergone the 

upanayana (or the initiation) ceremony or as one who has undergone it. Then 

again, he appears as a youth of resplendent beauty. The seated figure is either on 

a padmasana or on a peacock. It is laid down as a rule that if the figure is a seated 

one, it should have only two arms; if a standing one, four; and lastly, if it is seated 

upon a peacock, it may have six, eight or twelve arms. The image with two arms 

is said to be satvik, one with four arms rajasik and one with more arms than four 

tamasik in nature. 

      Subrahmanya or Kartikeya with two arms, the hands of image should be hold 

Padam or Vajra or Dand or Kukkuta or Saktyayudha and hand pose in Varad or 

Abhay or  katyavalambita.  

   In the case of the figure of Subrahmanya or Kartikeya with four arms the hands 

should be hold Vajra, Kukkuta, Shakti, Khetak, Kamandalu, Akshamala, 

Khadaga and hand pose in Varad and katyavalambita.  

       The figure of Subrahmanya with six arms should have in its right hands 

abhaya, khadga and shakti; and in the left hands khetaka, akshamala and kukkuta.  

       The image of Subrahmanya with eight arms should be represented as 

carrying in its hands the vajra, Sakti, abhaya, varada, khadga, khetaka, bana and 

dhanus; or, they may keep the padma, vajra, Sakti, abhaya, varada, khaqga, 

khetaka and pasa. 

Subrabmanya with twelve arms may be sculptured in six different ways.  

     All these facts clearly point to the sun-myth as the origin of Subrabmanya; his 

six heads perhaps represent the six Titus or seasons, the twelve arms, the twelve 

months; the kukkuta or the fowl the harbinger of the rising sun and the peacock 

whose feathers display a marvellous blending of all colours represents the 

luminous glory of the sun; the Saktyayudlia is also of solar origin. 

     Corresponding to the various names of Subrahmanya are images whose 

descriptions are found in almost all the ayamas. The following are some of the 

important aspects of Subrahmanya dealt with in the Kumdra-tantra, viz 



Saktidhara : This aspect of Subrahmanya should have a single face and only two 

arms. The left hand should bear a vajra and the right one the Sakti. 

Skanda : According to the Kunzara-tantra this aspect should be represented with 

one face and two arms. The right hand should keep a dada while the left one 

should rest upon the hip (katyavalanibita). 

Senapati : This aspect should have the brilliance of the sun and should possess 

six faces and twelve eyes. One of the arms of Senapati should pass round the 

waist of his devi, who should be seated upon his left lap ; the corresponding right 

hand should keep a lotus. The other hands should hold the following objects in 

them: aula, khetaka, vajra, dhanus, gada, ghanta, kukkuta and abhaya. 

Subrabananya : This aspect of Skanda should be of the colour of kuhkunaa 

(saffron) and be adorned with keyura, hara and other ornaments. The figure may 

have only two arms of which one should rest upon the hip (katyavalambita) and 

the other hand be held in the abhaya pose. 

Saravanabhava:- Saravanabhava should have six heads, twelve eyes and twelve 

arms. Two of his hands are to be in the abhaya and the varada poses while the 

remaining ones should carry in. them the Sakti, ghanta, dhvaja, padma, kukkuta, 

pa§a, dand.,a, tanka, bana and dhanus. 

Karttikiya:- Karttikiya should have six faces and six arms and be of the colour 

of the rising sun. Two of his front hands should be kept in the abhaya and the 

varada poses, while the rest should carry vajra, k1zetaka, Sakti and khadda. 

According to the Sritatvanidhi Karttikeya should have one face with three eyes, 

ten arms and the complexion of the rising sun There should be a fruit (or leaf) of 

the bilva tree on the head and in the right hands the ula, the cicakra, the aiikusa, 

and abliaya; in the left hands the tomara, the pa§a, the saiaklia, and the vajra and 

varada. He should have his peacock vehicle by his side. 

Kumara:- Kumara should hold in his right hands the Sakti and the klaadga and 

in the left ones Kukkuta and the khetaka. 

Shanmukha:- The colour of Shanmukha should be that of kumkuma (saffron) 

and he should be seated on the peacock. As his name indicates he should have six 

faces, twelve eyes and twelve arms ; in the right hands he should have the shakti, 

bana, the khadga, dhvaja, gada and abhaya ; and in the left ones dhanus, vajra, 

padma, kataka-pasta and varada (and one more object which is perhaps the 

klaetaka). 

Tarakari: The figure of Tarakari is required to be sculptured with twelve arms, 

in the hands of which there should be the ankusa, dhvaja, khadga, kataka-hasta, 

abhaya, pasa, chakra, musala, Sakti vajra, varada and khetaka. 

Senani:- Senani should also possess twelve arms and twelve eyes; the hands 

should have in them khadga, chakra, ankusa, Sakti, abhaya, hula, varada, padma, 

danda and,gada. 

Gangeya-Subrahamanya:- Gdingeya-Subrahamanya is required to be represented 

with a single face, three eyes and four arms. 

 



Ganesha 
 

The word 'Ganapati is mentioned twice in the Rig Veda. But it does not refer 

to Ganesa, but to Brihaspati. In the 10th Mandala, the word Ganapati is used 

with reference to Indra. In the Aitareya-Brahman Ganapati is identified with 

Brahma, Brahmanaspati or Brihaspati. Ganapati, the Lord of the ganas, was 

a name of Brahmanaspati. It was gradually recognised as knowledge itself. 

It was Brahma. It was the Veda.  

           The Taittiriya Aranyaka and the Nārāyana Upanishad refer to 

Vakratunda, Danti, The Mänava-Grihya-Sutra speaks of four types of 

Vinäyakas (mildly malevolent forms of Ganesa). When a person is 

possessed by any one of them, he starts behaving like a madman, dreams 

bad dreams, feels that be is being followed. Princes do not inherit their 

patrimonies; girls do not get husbands; married women do not get children: 

the preceptor and teacher forget all they know 

           Certain magic formulas are prescribed to drive away the evil 

Vinäyakas. In the Baudhayana-Dharma-Sutra, Gauapati is referred to as 

Vighna, Vinäyaka, Hasti- mukha, Vakratunda, Ekdanta, and Lambodara. In 

the Yagyabalkya-smriti, Vinäyaka is appointed as chief of Siva's Ganas. His 

job is to create difficulties in the performance of sacrifices. His mother is 

Ambika-Pārvati.  

                He has to be placated to keep him out of mischief. Sociologically, 

the Saivite gods may have been non-Aryans who resolutely opposed Aryan 

worship; or they may have been the gods (if not tribal leaders) of the non-

Aryans. In the course of time, they stopped harassing Yujnya worship or 

destroying Yajnic sacrifices. The two cultures became reconciled. In the 

process, the non-Aryan deities became absorbed into Aryan worship, and 

the character of the gods changed and became auspicious. The early 

descriptions of the god were not flattering. 

 

       At present in practice, he is the god whom the pious Hindu " invokes 

when he begins all sacrifices and religious ceremonies, all addresses even to 

superior gods, all serious compositions in writing, and all worldly affairs of 

moment." Vighnesvara is known by various names, such as Ganapati, 

Ekadanta, Heramba, Lambodara, Surpakarna, Gajanana and Guhagraja. The 

reason of the appellations Vighnesvara, Gajanana, Ekadanta and Ganapati 

or Ganesa has already been given above. The Brahamavaivarta-pnrana, 

however, explains the meaning of some of the names of this god in a 

peculiarly artificial manner thus: Ga in Ganapati stands for wisdom and Na 

for Mokshaa or the salvation of soul emancipation. Eka in Ekdanta indicates 

the one only Supreme Being and danta is indicative of strength. Ekadanta, 

therefore, is the all-powerful Supreme Being. In the word Heramha, the 



syllable he represents helplessness or weakness, and ramba denotes the 

protection afforded to weak beings to safeguard them from 

harm; hence Heramba means the Protector of the Weak. By eating the food 

and cakes offered by Vishnu and Siva the belly of Ganesh became dilated, 

and hence he has come to be known by the name of Lambodara. The ears of 

Gajanana which are waving to and fro are emblematic of the winnowing 

away of the obstacles of devotees and are also indicative of wisdom. 

Because he was born to Parvati before Guha, who is the same as 

Subrahmanya, he is called Guhagraja. The Bhavishyatpurana says that, since 

he leads the good in the path of righteousness, he is called Vinayaka.  

 

          Vighnesvara may be represented as sitting or standing. The seat may 

be a Padmasana or a mouse or in rare instances, a lion. If the figure is a 

standing one, it should have a few bends in the body so as to be of the 

dribhanga or tribhanga type. The standing image of Ganapati, may also be 

of the samabhahga type without any bend whatsoever. In the case of the 

sitting image, the rule laid down is that it should have its left leg folded and 

resting on a seat, while the right leg has to be crossed so as to rest on the left 

thigh. 

        The trunk of the elephant-head of this god may be shown as turned 

towards the left or the right. Generally however, it is turned towards the left 

; only in rare cases do we meet with figures with the proboscis turned to the 

right. A Ganesh with the trunk turned to the right is known in Tamil as 

Valamburi Vinayaka, while left Idamburi Vinayaka. 

         Vighnesvara is figured in most cases with only two eyes, His image 

may have four, six, eight, ten or even sixteen arms, but the majority of such 

images have only four arms. The belly of this god, Lambodara as he is often 

enough called, has to be very capacious. On the chest has to be thrown a 

snake in the form of the yajnopavita ; and another snake should serve as a 

belt going round the belly. 

         Images should possess terrific look; one of their hands should be in the 

Tarjani-pose, another should carry a Danda: and the other two hands should, 

in the case of Avighna and Vighnaraja, carry the Parasu and the Padama ; in 

the case of Suvaktra and Balavan, the Khadga and the Khetak ; in the case 

of Gajakarna and Gokarna the Dhanus and Bana ; and lastly in the case of 

Susaumya and Subhadayaka, the Padma and the Ankusa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Various images of Ganesh:- There are several varieties among the 

images representing this elephant-headed god ; which are as fallow :-  

 Nritta-Ganapati:- This is a representation of Ganesa as dancing. This 

image should have eight hands in seven of which should be held the Pasa, 

the Ankusa, cakes, the Kuthadra (a kind of axe), the Danta, the Valaya (a 

quoit), and the Anguliya (aring) ; the remaining hand should be freely 

hanging so as to be helpful to the various movements of the dance. The 

colour of the body of this Ganesa has to be golden yellow. To show that it 

is a dancing figure it is scupltured with the left leg slightly bent, resting on 

the padmasana, and the right leg also bent and held up in the air. The 

sculptures of this figure have generally only four hands, but not eight as in 

the description given above. 

Haridra-Ganapati or Rati-Ganapati :- Haridra-Ganapati is also known as 

the Rati-Ganapati and should have four arms. The Pasa, the Anhusa, 

Modaka, and the Danta are to be held in the four hands. According to the 

Vighnesvara-pratishtha-vidhi, are that he should be seated on the padmasana 

with a green coloured Sakti by his side, whom he should be embracing about 

her waist. His image should have three eyes and be of turmeric yellow colour 

and should wear yellow clothing.  

      Sakti-Ganesa represents a class of images consisting of Lakshmi-

Ganapati, Uchchhishta-Ganapati, Maha,-Ganapati, Urddhva-Ganapati, and 

Pingala-Ganapati. 

Lakshmi-Ganapati:- Lakshmi-Ganapati should have eight hands, and 

carry in them a parrot, a Pomegranate, a lotus, a Water-vessel of gold set 

with rubies, the Ankusa, the Pasa, the Kalpakalata, and the bud of the 

plant called Bana. Water should be shown to be flowing from the 

proboscis. 

Uchchhishta-Ganapati:- Seated Uchchhishta Ganapati should carry the 

Bana, the Dhanus, the Pasa and the Ankusa, and should be reddish in 

colour ; he should be seated upon the padmasana, with a nude Devi, and 

should be shown as if he is making attempts for coition. 

Urddhva-Ganapati:- Urddhva-Ganapati should carry in five of his hands 

a kalhara flower, ears of paddy, a bow made of sugar-cane, the bana, and 

the tusk. With one of his arms he should embrace Sakti about her hip. 

Pingala-Ganapati:- Pingala-Ganapati, is also a figure with six hands in 

which it may be seen to carry a mango, a bunch of flowers plucked from 

the kalpaka tree, a sugar-cane, sesamum, Modaka, and Parasu. It should 

have the figure of Lakshmi by its side. 

Bala-Ganapati :- Bala-Ganapati is a form of this god sculptured like a child 

; it has of course four arms and the head of an elephant. A mango, a plantain, 

a jack fruit, and a sugar-cane are to be held in the four hands. In the trunk 

the image has to carry a wood-apple. 



Maha- Ganapati:- The image of Maha Ganapati is one with ten arms ; and 

it should have in its hands a lotus flower, a pomegranate, a jewelled water-

vessel, the Gada, his own broken tusk, a sugar-cane, ears of paddy and the 

Pasa. The figure of Sakti, whose complexion is white, should be seated on 

the lap of this god, and she should a have lotus in her hand. 

Taruna-Ganpati:- Taruna-Ganapaii represents a form which carries in its 

hands the pasa, the ankusa, the wood apple, jainbu fruit, the sesamum, and 

a bamboo stick, and has to be scupltured as a youth. 

Heramba-Ganesh:- The figure of Heramba is very different from all other 

figures of Vighnesvara. It has five elephant heads, four facing the four 

cardinal points and the fifth placed above these so as to be looking upwards. 

It should be seated upon a powerful lion. It should carry the Pasa, Danta, 

Akshamala, parasu, and a three-headed Mudgara in its hands ; in another 

hand there should be a Modaka, and two other hands have to be held in the 

varada and abhaya poses respectively. 

Bhakti-Vighnesvara:- Bhakti-Vighnesora is also an image with four hands 

in which are placed a cocoanut, a mango, a lump of sugar, and a cup of 

Payasa, which is a sweet preparation of milk and rice. 

Vira-Vighnesa:- The image of this type of Vighnesvara should be 

sculptured as having six teen hands. The things which it should carry in its 

hands are a Vetala, or vampire, the weapon Sakti, bow and arrows, the 

Sword and the Shield, the Mudgara or hammer, the Gada, or the club, the 

Ankusa, the Pasa, the Sula, the Kunda, the Parasu and the Dhvaja. 

Viglinaraja-Ganapati:- Viglinaraja-Ganapati should be sculptured as 

carrying the pasa and the anlnisa, and as eating a mango fruit. The image 

should be seated on a mouse and have the colour of the deep red sun. 

Surpaakrna:- The story regarding this form of Ganesa is that once upon a 

time Agni was cursed by the Rishis to become extinguished and lost. Agni 

accordingly became quite powerless. Ganesa took pity and fanned Agni into 

life again with his ears, as with a surpa or winnowing basket. Hence he is 

known as Surpakarna. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mahishsurmardini (Durga):- 

 

Durga, identified as Adi Parashakti, is a principal and popular form of the Hindu 

Goddess. She is a goddess of war, the warrior form of Parvati, whose mythology 

centres around combating evils and demonic forces that threaten peace, 

prosperity, and Dharma the power of good over evil. Durga is also a fierce form 

of the protective mother goddess, who unleashes her divine wrath against the 

wicked for the liberation of the oppressed, and entails destruction to empower 

creation.  

Durga is depicted in the Hindu pantheon as a Goddess riding a lion or tiger, with 

many arms each carrying a weapon, often defeating Mahishasura (lit. buffalo 

demon). The three principal forms of Durga worshiped are Maha Durga, 

Chandika and Aparajita. Of these, Chandika has two forms called Chandi who is 

of the combined power and form of Saraswati, Lakshmi and Parvati and 

of Chamunda who is a form of Kali created by the goddess for killing demons 

Chanda and Munda. Maha Durga has three forms: Ugrachanda, Bhadrakali and 

Katyayani. Bhadrakali Durga is also worshiped in the form of her nine epithets 

called Navadurga. 

She is a central deity in Shaktism tradition of Hinduism, where she is equated 

with the concept of ultimate reality called Brahman. One of the most important 

texts of Shaktism is Devi Mahatmya, also known as Durgā Saptashatī or Chandi 

patha, which celebrates Durga as the goddess, declaring her as the supreme being 

and the creator of the universe. Estimated to have been composed between 400 

and 600 CE, this text is considered by Shakta Hindus to be as important a 

scripture as the Bhagavad Gita. She has a significant following all 

over India, Bangladesh and Nepal, particularly in its eastern states such as West 

Bengal, Odisha, Jharkhand, Assam and Bihar. Durga is revered after spring and 

autumn harvests, specially during the festival of Navratra. 

 

The Vedas include numerous goddesses including Parvati (power), Prithvi  

(earth) Aditi (cosmic moral  (order), Vac (sound), Nirrti (destruction) Ratri 

(night) Aranyani (forest), and bounty goddesses such as Dinsana, Raka, 

Puramdhi, Parendi, Bharati, Mahi among others are mentioned in the Rigveda.  

THE PART played by the woman in the perpetuation of the species was not 

ignored by the Vedic seers. This had to be recognized in religion. The intellect of 

the Vedic seer had been illumined by the vision of the ONE whom the motionless, 

inscrutable, deep, dark void in labour gave birth to. The majesty of this August 

Mother could not but be realized early. She is called Aditi-Bound- lessness 

personified.  
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          Aditi is Universal Nature. She is the spouse of Rita, the cosmic order or 

Law prevailing in Nature. She is the sky, the air, the mother, the father, the son. 

She is whatever has been born; she is whatever shall be born. She is not only of 

the Universal Nature but also the Universal Mother.  

         However, the goddesses are not discussed as frequently as gods (Devas). 

Parvati, appears in late Vedic texts dated to be pre-Buddhist, but verses dedicated 

to her do not suggest that her characteristics were fully developed in the Vedic 

era. All gods and goddesses are distinguished in the Vedic times, but in the post-

Vedic texts, particularly in the early medieval era literature, they are ultimately 

seen as aspects or manifestations of one Devi, the Supreme power.  

              Devi is the supreme being in the Shakta tradition of Hinduism, while in 

the Smarta Tradition, she is one of the five primary forms of Brahman that is 

revered. In other Hindu traditions, Devi embodies the active energy and power of 

Deva, and they always appear together complementing each other, such 

as Parvati with Shiva in Shaivism, Saraswati with Brahma in Brahmanism, and   

Lakshmi with Vishnu in Vaishnavism. The Devi-inspired philosophy is 

propounded in many Hindu texts, such as the Devi Upanishad, which states 

that Shakti is essentially Brahman (ultimate metaphysical Reality), from her 

arise Prakṛti (matter) and Purusha (consciousness), she is bliss and non-bliss, 

the Vedas and what is different from it, the born and the unborn, and all of the 

universe. Shakti is Parvati, Shiva’s wife.  She is also mentioned as the creative 

power of Shiva in Tripura Upanishad, Bahvricha Upanishad, and Guhyakali 

Upanishad.  

                 Devi identifies herself in the Devi Upanishad as Brahman in her reply 

to the gods stating that she rules the world, blesses devotees with riches, she is 

the supreme deity to whom all worship is to be offered, and that she 

infuses Ātman in every soul. Devi asserts that she is creator of earth and heaven 

and resides there. Her creation of sky as father, seas as mother is reflected as the 

"Inner Supreme Self". Her creations are not prompted by any Higher being and 

she resides in all her creations. She is, states Devi, the eternal and infinite 

consciousness engulfing earth and heaven, and "all forms of bliss and non-bliss, 

knowledge and ignorance, Brahman and Non-Brahman".  

Mahishsurmardini (Durga):- 

 
Development of Iconography  

The Amarakosa regards her as a form of Parvati. In the Mahabhārata and the 

Harivansa, she is referred to as the sister of Krishna (an incarnation of 

Vishnu) and the daughter of Yashoda. According to Puranic accounts the 

goddess Durga Mahishasuramardini emerged out of the combined energies 

of Brahma, Vishnu, Siva and other gods for the sake of saving the gods from 

the wrath of Mahisha.  
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       Mahisha had waged war against the gods, and gods were defeated by 

Mahisha. A number of Sanskrit texts particularly in Markendya Purana 

provide detailed account of the emergence of the goddess out of the 

combined forces of Brahma, Vishnu, Maheshwara other gods; these are 

stated to have been transformed into huge flame which was converted into a 

dazzling female. She was to relive the gods of tyranny of the asuras and their 

unformidable armies. The texts also provide description to the various limbs 

of the goddess which she got from different gods. Siva was the face of 

goddess, Yama the back, and long hair, Vishnu the eighteen arms, Chandra 

the breasts, Indra the waist, Varuna the legs and thighs, Bhumi hips, Brahma 

the feet and toes, Surya the hands, Vasus fingers, Kubera the nose, 

Dakshaprajapati the teeth, Vayu the ears and Agni the tree eyes. Siva 

presented the trident to the goddess, Vishnu discuss, Varuna the conch, Agni 

the Spear, Vayu the bow and quiver, Indra the vajra and bell that was tied to 

the neck of Airavatha his elephant. Yama the cudgel (kala-danda), Varuna 

the noose, Prajapathi the necklace, Brahma the water pot, Surya the dazzling 

brilliance kala( destroy the sword and shield), Vishwakarma the 

ornaments,(vest jewels crescent-moon) and weapons (axe, mace and 

armours, Himavan the lion for mount, , Ananta the serpent ornament 

Nagabarana this resulted in her depicition with multiciplity of arms. Various 

texts provide different iconic types of her image, but the difference mainly 

is in the number of arms that are attributed to her arms from two to twenty 

are found in different dynasties’ art. 

          She is worshipped as a supreme deity under the  name of Sakti and is 

also worshipped in association with Siva and Vishnu and has marked 

relationship with the cult of Siva worship. As a consort of Siva she has four 

arms, three eyes and wear on her head a karandamukta and is clad with silk 

garments. In two of her hands the pasa and the ankusha are carried, while 

the remaining two hands are held in varadha and abhaya poses.  

          Iconographical features can be described in variety of forms while 

combating with asura she has terrible face. Goddess has been described as 

having dark complexion or resembling atasi flower. She is described as 

youthful appearance having strong and stout body and full breasts, with 

destructive weapons such as trident, sword, conch, a chakra, a disc an 

ankusha a bow and arrow, a club, asaktyaudha or Sakti an axe a ketaka, a 

vajra, a staff, a bhuusundi-missile and mudgara and musical instruments 

comprised of a damaru and bell confirmed by great gods. When engaged in 

combat with asuras she is depicted as having tribangha posture. Sometimes 

she is shown as seated on lion and sometimes standing over the head of 

Mahisha. She is also depicted in Pratyalidha and alidhapada pose. Her arms 

are many from two to thousands to forest of arms. Eminent scholar Hvon 

Stietencion identifies five types of sculptural representations of goddess 

Mahishamardini encounter. Goddess wrestling with a buffalo with its neck 



upturned under the pressure of the knee of goddess, Goddess raising the 

buffalo up from behind by pulling its tail with her front left hand by piercing 

its neck with her trident by her front right hand, Goddess fighting with the 

demon having human body and buffalo head, Goddess fighting with demon 

in human form issuing out of the carcass of decapitated buffalo, Goddess 

standing in a axial posture upon the severed head of the slain buffalo demon. 

            The Mahabharata, the Harivansa and the Markandeya Purana all tell 

us that she is very fond of wine, flesh and of mundamala (garand heads), 

vyäghracharma (tiger-skin) and khatvanga (mace). Obviously, she was 

originally a non-Aryan deity,  

                  When she was absorbed into the Aryan pantheon, she was 

assigned the function of destroying demons like Mahisa, Chanda, Munda, 

Sumbha. Niśumbha, etc.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



      Iconography of Jain Tirthankara 

Tirthankaras are the supreme lords of Jainism. Jainism, as the name 

indicates is a religion preached by jina.   Jina means conqueror of his 

own self. There have been numerous jinas, out of which 24 Tirthankaras 

established jain tirth or religon. A list of the 24 Tirthankaras is found in 

jain canonical literature agamas (4th BCE) 

              1.  Rishabhanatha          2. Ajitanatha                3. Sambhavanatha  

             4.   Abhinandananatha  5. Sumatinatha            6. Padamaprabha  

             7.   Suparshvanatha       8. Chandraprabha       9. Pushpadantanatha  

            10. Sitalnatha                11. Shreyanshanatha    12. Vasupujyanatha  

            13. Vimalanatha           14. Anantanatha            15. Dharmanatha  

            16. Shantinatha            17. Kunthunatha            18. Arthanatha  

           19. Mallinatha              20. Munisubratanatha  21. Naminatha  

           22. Neminatha             23. Parshvanatha            24 Mahavira  

• The first Tirthankara was lord Rishabhanatha also known as Adinatha, 

who started the Jain tradition the 24th and last one of these Tirthankara 

was lord Mahavira who was a senior contemporary of lord Buddha.  

• There is no doubt that Jainism is prevailed even before Mahavira or 

Parshvanatha. The Yajurveda mention the name of three Tirthankara 

Rishabhanatha, Ajitanatha and Arishtanemi. The Bhagavata Puran 

endorses the view that Rishabh was the founder of Jainism.  

• Jainism was divided into two sect Digambara and Shwetambara in first 

century A.D. 

• Sources of Jain iconography :- 

No definite mention about the iconography of Jain images is found in the 

earliest Jain texts namely Angas and Upangas. The earliest evidence 

laying down standard for a Tirthankara image, so for known is supplied 

in the Brhat-samhita of varahmihir (5th A.D.) and south Indian text 

Mansar. Later on between 8 th C.E. to 15 th C.E. a lot of literature is found 

mentioning iconography and iconometry of jina image. The most 

significant text source are:- Harivans Purana, Adipuran, 



Pritishthasarsangraha, Pritishthasarodhara, Pritishthatilak, 

Pravachansarodhara, Trishashthishalakapurushcharit, Achardinkar, 

Vividhtirthkalp, Roopmandan, Tiloypandati, Devtamurtiprakaran. 

 

Characteristics of Jina image 

• All Tirthanara image so known are either in standing in kayotsarga 

mudra or in the sitting posture in padmasana mudra. Jain image have 

two arm, two eyes and on the head there should be a top-knot, face 

should be clean-shaven, there should be no ornaments and no clothes 

on any part of the body of Jina figure, it should look young and 

attractive. The eyes centred on nose-tip in meditation. The Shrivatsa 

symbol should be set in gold over the chest. 

• The right and left hand should be placed in the lap with palm upward 

that is while the image in sitting posture in Padamasana mudra.  

• Where as while in standing posture in kayotsarga mudra the Jina image 

should be in a straight and erect, the leges should be uniformly straight 

and two long hands should be in the same posture. 

• Swetambara Jina image some different characteristics feature, it has 

wide open eyes, wear a lower garment known as katisutra and adorned 

with ornaments.  

• Swetambara Jina image some different characteristics feature, it has 

wide open eyes, wear a lower garment known as katisutra and adorned 

with ornaments. 

Identification of Tirthankaras:-  The different Tirthankara are identified 

with the help of lanchhan (emblem) on or below their seat. Both the sect 

give list of these recognizing symbol. As fellow. 

1. RISHABHANATH-BULL        2. AJITA NATH-ELEPHANT 

3- SAMBHAVNATHA-HORSE      4- ABHINANDAN NATHA-MONKEY 

5- SUMATINATHA-GURLOW     6- PADAMPRABHA-LOTUS 

  7- SUPARSHVANATH-SWASTIKA    8- CHANDRAPRABHA-HALF MOON 

  9- PUSHPADANT-CROCODILE   10- SEETALNATH-KALPTREE 



11- SHREYANSENATHA-RHINOCORE   12- VASUPUJYA-BUFELOW 

13- VIMALNATHA-BOAR           14- ANANTNATHA-PARCUPINE 

15- DHARAMNATHA-THUNDERBOLT  16- SHANTINATHA-DEER 

17- KUNTHUNATHA-GOAT    18- ARAHANATHA-FISH 

19- MALLINATHA-POT       20- MUNISUBRATANATHA-TORTOISE 

21- NAMINATHA-BLUE-LOTUS     22- NEMINATHA-CONCH 

23- PARSHVANATHA-SNAKE     24- MAHAVEER-LION 

  

In the Kushan period these identifying symbols were not used. The first 

datable and the earliest known sculpture with a lanchhan (Emblem) of 

Neminatha from Rajgriha with a Gupta-period inscription referring to 

Chandragupta II 

Parikar (Stele):- 

 Accoording to Jain tradition the Tirthankara have certain extra-ordinary 

quality or Atishay. Out of which the group of eight Maha-pratiharya well 

known as the parikar of Jain image. The decorated part around the main 

deity known as Parikar. Harivansh Purana mention the name of eight 

Pratiharya as fallow:- 

v'kksdo`̀{ka lqjiq"io`f̀"VfnZO;/ofu’pkejealua p 

Hkke.Mya nqfUnqfHkjkri=a lRizfrgk;kf.k ftus’jk.ka 

1. Ashok Tree   

2. Sur-pushpa-vrishti 

3. Divya-dhvani 

4. Chamardhari 

5. Simhasana 

6. Bhamandal 

7. Dev-dundubhi 

8. Chhatra-Traya 

Lion-seat, Royal elephant, Dharmachakra, Jina-figure, Yaksh-figure, 

Yaksya-Yakshi, etc. are also known in the advanced stage of jina 

image with a full Parikara. 



It is from Kushan period that these supernatural elements begin to 

accompany jina icon, but these not universally found. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


