Chapter 4

Iconology of Some Selected Images/ Forms of the major pan- Hindu
Goddesses : Laksmi, Sarasvati, Durga and Sapta Matrkas/
Saptamatrkas represented in the Relief Sculptural Art of the
Architecture of the Douls built by the Ahoms from late 17™" to 18%
century CE

Devis/ Saktis in the Late Medieval style of Stone relief sculptural art of the
Architecture of the Ahom built Douls

Out of all the Douls built by the Ahoms within the time period from late 17" to
18"™ century CE, the ones described below contains all the extant stone sculpted
representations or images of Devi-s or goddesses on their architecture. The forms of
the major pan- Indian Puranic and Tantric Devi-s or goddesses Laksmi, Sarasvati,
Durga, Matrka-s and several other unidentified goddess forms that will be discussed
in detail in this chapter as well as Chapter 5 are all featured in the imagery of
relief sculptural art of the architecture of the Douls described below. A brief account

of these Douls is given as under :
Maghnowa Doul at Lakhimpur district

The Maghnowa Doul is situated at Padmapur village in Dhalpur division in present
day Lakhimpur district of eastern Assam. The present temple building has been
described by the State Archaeological Department and the regional historians to be
built by the commission of Ahom king Rudra Simha or Siu-Khrung- Pha in the 1705
CE (early part of the eighteenth century CE). Several features might also be added to
the structure of the temple by the Ahom rulers succeeding Rudra Simha. The temple
has an octagonal plan and has a brick built structure. It has two existing architectural
parts- the Mandapa and the Garbhagrha topped by a conical Sikhara ( already
discussed in the previous sections ). The temple was severely affected during the
invasion and tyrannical rule of the Burmese during the early nineteenth century CE.
It is said that it faced severe desecration and destruction by the hands of the
Burmese invaders (Neog, 2008a, 66). In present times, poor and unplanned
conservation techniques and sheer negligence and ignorance of the surrounding people
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have also contributed to the temple losing several of its structural details. Though
many of the stone relief sculpted images/ icons of deities placed within niches on the
outer and inner portions of the Bada of the Garbhagrha of the Doul are missing and
mutilated, a sufficient number of them is still left for study. The condition of these
remaining images are also not satisfactory. They are showing signs of erosion,

mutilation and maltreatment.

The images of the different deities, majorly emanations of different Devis or
goddesses are seen to be arranged on the outer part of the Bada in two parallel rows.
The images are all housed inside separate quadrangular niches. The Doul was an
important centre of Sakta or Saiva- Sakta worship during the rule of the Ahoms.
There are claims that the Maghnowa Doul was either a reconstructed version or was
built over the ruins of an earlier temple dedicated to Sakta Tantric worship possibly
built by the Bhuyan chiefs who are said to have ruled the region. There is a
miniature bronze sculpted image of a goddess identified as Mahisasuramardini Durga
dating back to circa 8" to 10" century CE preserved at the Assam State Museum in
Guwahati. This image was found at the Maghnowa Doul site [ Appendix D1 : Figure
(i) ]. The goddess in this image appears to be standing in a Alidha or Pratyalidha
pose, and it seems that it portrays several stylistic features of Tibetan and Newari/
Nepalese sculptures, though it is not clear. This image said to be dating back to the
8" to 10" century CE and found at the site of Maghnowa Doul indicate or prove
that a flourishing seat of Sakta worship or a Sakta shrine was possibly there even
before the present structure of the Maghnowa Doul was erected by the Ahoms. Many
people are of the opinion that the concerned image belonged to the Bhuyan
chieftains. It is not clear whether this image was worshipped in the Doul as a

Vigraha.

Neog (2008a, 66) says that the main deity worshipped inside the Doul was Guhyakalr,
one of the several emanations of Kali. Guhyakali is one of the most esoteric and
mysterious goddesses in the Tantric traditions. It is said that there was also another
deity worshipped along with Guhyakali. This deity is known as Bar Kalika (66).
Presently, the material Bigrahas/ Vigrahas or icons of both Guhyakali and Bar Kalika
are not seen in the Garbhagrha of the Doul. These two Bigrahas were removed from
the Garbhagrha of the Doul during the wake of Burmese invasion in the early 19"
century CE and were kept hidden for the fear of desecration by the Burmese tyrants
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(64). Later, the Vigraha of Bar Kalika was recovered, established and re-consecrated
at Kalabari, in modern day Sonitpur district. the shrine where it is enshrined is now
known as the Bar Kalika Than (66).

There is no consecrated Vigraha or material anthropomorphic representation or icon of
any deity in the Garbhagrha of the Doul, now. Instead, several erect monoliths or
pointed stone slabs, of different sizes are being installed, inside the Garbhagrha for
worship. The symbolism of these stone slabs and who installed these cannot be
known and the Garbhagrha shows signs of poor preservation and maintenance. The
stone slabs or the monoliths revered inside the Doul reminds of the Menhirs prevalent
in the ethnic cultures like that of Khasi-s, Tiwa-s and Karbi-s [ Appendix D1 :
Figure (ii) ].

The Maghnowa Doul is associated with the folk belief and ritual system centred
around the worship of Ai or Aisakal. The Picala river which flows at a close
distance from the Doul also has been seen as an important motif in the belief system
centred around Ai and Aisakal. The tradition of worship of Ai or Aisakal ( group of
Ai-s or mother goddesses ) has been a very important part of the Laukika or folk
Saktism of Assam. Its history is unclear but it must have evolved from the pre-
historic modes of nature and mother worship. It cannot be exactly said from when
the Maghnowa Doul and Picala river became an important motif in the ritual
practices, particularly in the ritual songs known as Ai Nam venerating Ai or Ai
Sakal. There is a Tantra known as Piccila Tantra which has been somewhat
associated with the river Picala. It is not clear whether the name Piccila refers to the
river Picala. As per the Yogini Tantra [2.39] composed in Assam circa 10" to 16"
century CE, the river Picala mentioned as Piccila is said to have bestowed fruits of

penance to Rsi or sage Gautama (Bhattacharya, D.N., 2012, 240).

Though the majority of stone sculpted images seen featured on the architecture of
the Doul are of different aspects of Devi-s or goddesses, there are also images of
Visnu and Ganesa. Most of the goddesses depicted in the sculptural imagery or
iconographic programme of the sculptural art of the Maghnowa Doul can be said to
of Puranic and Tantric derivation. Apart from them, there are several images depicting
unidentified goddess forms which have never appeared in the religious sculptural art

of Assam before the Ahoms, nor forms similar to them are seen in the extant
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sculptural art of other parts of the Indian subcontinent. These goddess forms are also
not seen amongst the evidences of art of other religious traditions contemporary to
the tradition of temple relief sculptural art patronized by the Ahoms. The detailed
iconological study, and finding interpretations for all these goddess forms will be
made in Chapter 5. Ai Nams often narrate the sojourn or journey of the goddess/
goddesses Ai. There is an image featured in the architecture of the Doul which
portrays a four handed goddess riding a chariot drawn by four horses. A goddess
bearing such combination of iconographic feature is rare and unique in the whole
range of temple sculptural art of Assam as well as the Indian subcontinent. This
image , may be thought of as reflecting the association of the Doul, or can be
understood in relation with the imagery of journeying Ai found described in the Ai
Nam. This is just an assumption. More insight will be laid into this image and

interpretations will be found out for this image in Chapter 5.
Devi Doul at Gaurisagar/ Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Sivasagar district

The Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ Appendix D1 : Figure (iii), (iv), (v) ] was built in 1724
CE ( early 18" century CE) by the orders of Bar Raj@ Pramathe$vari Devi or
Phule$vari Kunvari, the queen of king Siva Sirhha or Siu-Tan-Pha. It is situated on the
banks of the tank known as Gaurisagar. This Doul is seen to feature the largest
number of images of Devi-s or goddesses in their independent or solitary aspects/
forms. Along with the images of a diverse plethora of goddesses and other deities,
there are intricately and meticulously rendered portrayals of floral compositions in the
relief sculptural art of this Doul, which can be said as one of the most fine and
subtle artworks in the context of the sculptural art of Assam during the late medieval
period (17" to 18™ century CE). Here too, are seen images featuring such forms of
goddess Durga which i) have never appeared in the religious sculptural art traditions
of Assam before the Ahoms and other than the Ahoms, as well as in the sculptural
art known from other parts of the Indian subcontinent, and ii) which are identified by
archaeological and popular sources but require re-interpretation and further study and
inquiry of their iconographic identities. The architectural sculptural imagery of the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul also feature images of several unidentified goddesses or
goddess forms. Some of these selected images will be discussed in this Chapter and
Chapter 5. At present, the Doul is not functional. No ritual worship takes place
inside the Doul.
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Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul at Sivasagar town, Sivasagar district

The Sivasagar Siva Doul [ Appendix D1 : Figure (vi), (vii), (viii) ] was built by the
commission of king Siva Sithha and his second queen Bar Raja Ambika Kunvari/
Draupadi or Madambikd Devi in circa 1734 CE (Neog, 2008a, 90). The Doul is
known locally as Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul as it has been built on the banks of the
tank known as Bar Pukhuri. The tank is actually named Sivasagar after which the
town and the whole district got its name. The Sivasagar tank too, was built by the
orders of king Siva Sirhha and queen Ambika Kunvari. Ambika Kunvari or Draupadi
was the younger sister of Siva Sirmhha’s first queen Bar Raja Phule$vari Kunvari. He
married her after the death of Phule$vari Kunvari. The Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul
showcases the zenith of architectural grandeur and monumentality of Hindu temple
architecture that was achieved by the Ahoms during the reign and by the
encouragement of the above three rulers. Though most of the stone relief sculptural
representations or images featured on its architecture have faced defacement, erosion
and damage, still many are left to give an enough idea of the exquisiteness and
intricacy of the relief sculptural art of the Late Medieval style of the Ahoms that
once adorned the architecture of the Doul. There can be seen remnants of certain
sculpted compositions, visualizations and adornments that are found to unique and
peculiar only to the architecture of this Doul. They are not seen in the relief
sculptural art of any other Doul built under the Ahom patronage, for example- There
can be seen panels containing an intricately carved composition consisting of a
stylized garden or a forest or a bower of flowering trees and creepers with a winged
female figure aiming an arrow by a bow positioned in midst of it [ Appendix D1 :
Figure (ix), (x) ]. The identity and symbolism of such composition or imagery is till
now not clear. It seems that the winged figures aiming their target are hovering over
the thicket of tree branches and creepers.

The Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul is the only intact Doul built under the Ahom patronage
during the late 17" to 18" century CE which features images of the sixteen- handed
form of Mahisasuramardini Durga in the sculptural imagery of its architecture. These

images will be discussed in the section 4.3 of this Chapter.
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Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul at Sivasagar town

This Doul is just adjacent to the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xi)
and (xii) ] and was also built by the orders of king Siva Sirhha and queen Bar Raja
Ambika Kunvari. The present condition of the images of Devi featured in the
sculptural imagery of the architecture of this Doul are seen to be pathetic. Only some
of them are recognizable to a certain extent. The images are either mutilated, defaced,
eroded or have chipped off due to weathering. The unplanned, unscientific restoration
methods have contributed more to the derogation of these images. Some of the few
intact images here portray unidentified goddess forms, which will be discussed in
Chapter 5 .

Jagaddhatri Doul, Kalugaon, Sivasagar district

The Jagaddhatri Doul, also known as Barpatra Doul is situated on the banks of the
tank known as Laksmi Sagar or Barpatra Pukhuri at Kalugaon in Sivasagar district [
Appendix D1 : Figure (xiii) and (xiv) ]. The building of this Doul was commissioned
by Harinath Barpatra Gohain, who happened to be the younger brother of queen Bar
Raja Phulesvari Kunvari. The tank Laksmi Sagar was also dug under his orders.
Harinath was in the chief ministerial position in the court of king Siva Siraha. As
suggested by its name, the Doul must have been dedicated to Jagaddhatri, which is
another name of Durga or an aspect of Durga. It is known as Barpatra Doul because
Harinath, who commissioned its building was the Barpatra Gohain or the chief
minister at the court of Siva Simha (Neog, 2008a, 93). The Doul features an exquisite
image of ten- handed Mahisasuramardini Durga and several other images of different
goddesses or goddess forms. The Doul contains in its sculptural imagery the only
available image of Sarasvati playing a Vina in the whole known range of temple
stone sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms. Apart from
this image, there are two more images featuring Sarasvati featured in the sculptural
imagery of the Doul. One of them depicts Sarasvati seated on a lotus and playing on
a bowed stringed instrument. These two images will be discussed in detail in the

section 4.2 of this Chapter .

Though the Kesavarai Doul do not contain any image of solitary or independent
aspects of Laksmi, Sarasvati, Durga and the Matrkas in the iconographic programme
of the relief sculptural art on its architecture, it has representations of two images,
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one featuring a female figure carrying a baby on her lap and the another also
featuring a solitary female figure wringing or tending to her long tresses of hair.

These two images will also be considered in the upcoming study.

On the basis of their bodily forms, the images of Devis/ Saktis or goddesses featured
in the relief sculptural art of the above Douls can be divided into two types- i)
images depicting the anthropomorphic forms of goddesses, which form the major part,
and, ii) images depicting the theriomorphic forms of goddesses. Varahi is the only
theriomorphic goddess seen depicted in the imagery of the temple relief sculptural art
of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms. Varahi is having the head of a
boar and torso of a human female. Images depicting anthropomorphic forms of Devi
are numerous in the sculptural art of the Douls. Majority of the goddesses having
anthropomorphic and theriomorphic forms are shown dressed in the costumes
described in Chapter 3. But, goddess Camunda shown in the sculptural imagery of
the Gaurisagar Devi Doul, Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul is shown
clad in a short lower garment which is just above her knees. It is not known
whether this garment denotes the garment of animal hide or skin generally described
to be worn by Camundd in most of the known Purdnas, Tantras and Silpasastras or
is it a type of a traditional skirt like Mekhela. Camunda, in the image from the
Maghnowa Doul is shown clothed in the female costume described in the previous
paragraphs. In all her depictions, she is shown wearing a Mundamala or a garland of
heads which is characteristic to her iconography. She is shown as wearing the
characteristic crown or Mukuta with pointed triangular ribs in the image from the Bar
Pukhuri Siva Doul. In the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul, she is shown as having
matted hair locks. Camunda, in her images from the Maghnowa Doul and Gaurisagar
Devi Doul must be wearing a headgear made of severed human heads or skulls. The
iconography of all these images will be discussed in detail in the section 4.4 of this

Chapter.

The image of Gaja Laksmi aspect of Laksmi finds its depiction in the sculptural art
of all the above Douls. The Gaja Laksmi images featured in these Douls are amongst
the very few examples of sculpted Gaja Laksmi images found in Assam from circa
o to 18" century CE. In the sculptural art of the Indian subcontinent, including the
sculptural art of Assam before the prevalence of the late medieval style of the
Ahoms, Gaja Laksmi images, mostly, are seen to feature two elephants, each
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positioned on either side of the figure of Laksmi and lustrating her with waters from
pitchers held high in their trunks. But, neither of the intact images of Gaja Laksmi in
the late medieval sculptural imagery of the Ahom built Douls are seen to feature two
elephants offering bath to Laksmi. Instead, all of these images feature four elephants
offering lustration to Laksmi. Images of Gaja Laksmi where Laksmi is shown bathed
by four elephants is very rarely seen in the extant sculptural art of the Indian
subcontinent, but, images of such a type is profusely seen to be portrayed in the
miniature painting traditions, mainly the Rajasthani and Central Indian traditions dating
from the 17" to 19" century CE. The Gaja Laksmi images portrayed in the sculptural
imagery of the concerned Douls can be counted amongst the very rare and few
examples of such a type in the context of pan-Indian temple sculptural art. The
Tantric texts like Saradatilaka describe several Svaripas or forms of Gaja Laksmi. In
each of the forms, Laksmi is described to be lustrated by four elephants. It is not
clear why the form of Gaja Laksmi where Laksmi is bathed by four elephants finds
so less depiction in the sculptural art of the Indian subcontinent, and why the form
of Gaja Laksmi where Laksmi is bathed by two elephants is seen to be preferred
comparatively more to be depicted in the sculptural art. The Gaja Laksmi images in
the relief sculptural art of the above Douls and their interpretation will be made in

the Section 4.1 of this chapter.

There is found to be only one intact image of Sarasvati playing a Vina in the whole
range of the stone relief sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the
Ahoms. This image is depicted in the architecture of the Jagaddhatri Doul. It has
been already mentioned in the previous paragraphs. There is one more image of
Sarasvati featured in the architecture of the same Doul where she is shown playing a
bowed stringed instrument of regional derivation in place of the Vina. In the
sculptural imagery of the Maghnowa Doul too, there is an image of Sarasvati playing
a bowed stringed instrument of the regional type, but not the Vina. The substitution
of Vina by a bowed stringed instrument of folk and regional culture as an attribute
of Sarasvati is one of the several iconographic visualizations unique to the late
medieval style of stone relief sculptural art patronized by the Ahoms. The goddesses
playing the bowed stringed instruments of folk and tribal derivation in the above
images can either be identified with a pan- Indian conception of the same Sarasvati as

Vagisvart or Vagvadini- the one presiding over speech, sound and music but in a
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completely folk, tribal or sylvan context, or, as a goddesses belonging to some
Laukika traditions of Saktism or the Ahom religious tradition, who are associated
with music or arts, and because of an affinity with Sarasvati included as a part of
the iconographic programme of the sculptural art of the above Douls. These images
and finding out interpretations of their possible cultural associations will be done in
the Section 4.2 of this chapter. The images of goddesses shown as playing bowed
stringed instruments prevalent in regional musical traditions, will be discussed in this

section.

The most popular and profusely depicted iconographic form of Durga in the sculptural
history of the Indian subcontinent is Mahisasuramardini. Images of Mahisasuramardini
in both her ten- handed and sixteen- handed forms, as mentioned earlier are seen as
important part of the iconographic programme of the Gaurisagar Devi Doul,
Jagaddhatri Doul and Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul. The Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul has no
sculpted depiction of Mahisasuramardini Durga on its architecture, but has a small
stone sculpted image of her worshipped as the main Vigraha or the icon inside its
Garbhagrha. The stylistic features of this image is not clearly understandable, and we
are uncertain of whether it belongs to the time period of Ahom rule, or to the earlier
periods. Though the practice of worshipping Durga in her Mahisasuramardini form
became very much popular and got deeply absorbed into the culture of the Ahom
royal court right from the period of reign of king Pratap Sirhha onwards, very less
intact representations of her in the stone sculptural art of the Douls are presently
seen. But images of Mahisasuramardini Durga crafted in metal, mostly in brass and
Astadhatu- the sacred 8 metal alloy under the patronage of Ahom court are
abundantly found in different regions of Assam. Two of these examples are the
Astadhatu Vigraha of Mahisasuramardini Durga enshrined at the Bilvesvara Devalaya
at Belsar in Nalbari district of western Assam and the Astadhatu Vigraha of
Mahisasuramardini worshipped in the sanctum sanctorum of the Bhairavi temple or
Mai Than at Tezpur in central Assam [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xv) ].
Mahisasuramardini images featured in the architecture of Gaurisagar Devi Doul,
Jagaddhatri Doul and Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul are, presently not in good condition.
But, a major portion of their iconographic features are still identifiable. Amongst all
the extant images of Mahisasuramardini Durga in the stone relief sculptural art of the

above Douls, the one from the Jagaddhatri Doul can be said as bearing a intricate,
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sensuous naturalism and an evocativeness, though not completely, which is suggestive
of the style of EISMA or the Pala school. The bodily volumes and lines of the
figure of Durga as well as of Mahisasura and the pouncing lion, here in this image,
do not seem stiff and are well articulated. They seem infused with a lively grace of
the classical order unlike in the Mahisasuramardini images portrayed in the sculptural
imagery of rest of the Douls. The study of all the Mahisasuramardini images will be

taken up in the third section or Section 4.3 of the present chapter.

Other than the Mahisasuramardini aspect of Durga, there are several goddesses or
goddess forms having either one or a combination of certain iconographic elements
generally ascribed to or characterizing Durga or Gauri / Parvati in any Puranic,
Agamic, Tantric and Silpa text. These goddess forms are not seen appearing in the
religious sculptural imagery in Assam preceding the period of the Ahoms. Images
similar to them are also not seen in the other religious artistic traditions of the
Indian subcontinent. As these goddesses bear iconographic characteristics of Durga and
her benign aspect Parvati, they can, undoubtedly be identified as several rare or lesser
known manifestations or emanations of Durga and Parvati. The absence of their
representation in the religious sculptural art of the preceding periods may be because
. either they were a part of the conception of a newly introduced ritual system of
worship of Durga which was not in prevalence before the period of the Ahoms, or,
they were, for the first time, conceived during the Ahom period, in the context of
the cultural setting under the Ahom rule. They might be evolved in the context of
the unique and a new system of iconographic knowledge in the tradition of the
temple stone relief sculptural patronized and encouraged by the Ahom royal court.
The detailed study and finding out proper and justifiable interpretations for the
identity of these rare iconographic forms of Durga will be done in the Section 4.3 of

the present chapter .

Another category of goddesses which are generally associated with Durga in Puranas
and Tantras, the Matrkas or Saptamatrkas, find their extensive representation in the
sculptural imagery of the above Douls. The manner of representation of one of the
Matrkas- Camunda has already been discussed in the previous paragraphs. The cult of
the Matrkas has been a pan- Indian tradition. Several exquisite representations of the
Matrkas have been found in the sculptural art of Assam from 8" to 12" century CE
( the early medieval period )., before the Ahom period. The images of the Matrkas
103



featured in the sculptural imagery of the above Douls, or in the stone relief sculptural
art of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms, show certain iconographic
characteristics that hint towards a conception of them very different from that in the
images dating back to the early medieval periods. For example, images of two
iconographic types of Camunda are mostly seen in the early medieval sculptural
traditions of Assam- the first type of images depicts her as seated on her haunches
or in a squatting pose like Pralambapada, two handed and having a fully emaciated
skeletal body with a dreadful horrendous countenance. Such an iconographic form or
emanation of Camunda may be known as Dantura or Jumekamah (very rarely ) [
Appendix D1 : Figure (xvi) ]. The second type of image depicts Camunda as having
a fully emaciated skeletal body, with dreadful looks, sunken eyes and a mouth having
fangs, seated on a corpse and endowed with more than two hands, either four or ten
or even more. One of her front hands is usually shown as holding a Kharpara or a
bowl made of a human skull containing flesh or blood near her mouth. The
expression of her mouth as well as her face is crafted as such as if she is relishing
or incessantly licking the flesh and blood contained in the Kharpara. Such a form of
Camunda depicted in the second type of image is generally known as Carcika [
Appendix D1 : Figure (xvii) ]. Images of Camunda in her aspect as Dantura is not
seen to be featured in the late medieval style sculptural imagery of the Douls built
by the Ahoms.

The architecture of the above Douls also feature images of goddesses the iconography
of whom conform with that of certain goddesses of Tantric or Vajrayana Buddhism.
Since the 10" to 12" century CE, the Sakta tradition in Assam have been a blend of
both Hindu and Buddhist Tantric ritual and iconographic systems (Sarma, K.C., 1994,
114- 115). An exchange and intermingling of ideas, motifs and symbols occurred
between the two systems, during the above time period, thus giving rise to complex
imageries and ritual ideologies, mainly in the worship of Devi/ Sakti, Siva and
Ganesa, and even Visnu. No clear demarcating line can be drawn between the Hindu
conceptions and the Buddhist conceptions in the Tantric ritual practices that
proliferated during the above time period. for example, deities like Heruka, Ugratara
and Kamakhya have in their iconographic and ritual conceptions, a sophisticated
concoction of Tantric Hindu and Buddhist conceptions that cannot be differentiated

from each other, for e.g. the six- faced and twelve-armed form of goddess Kamakhya
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is derived from the iconography of Tantric Buddhist goddess Vajradhdtvisvari Marict
(Deka, 2004, 55). The iconographic features of a form of Vajradhatvisvari Marici from
the Buddhist text Sadhanamala have been discussed by Bhattacharya (1958, 214). A
large number of representations of deities appeared in the sculptural art of Assam
during 10" to 12" century CE, which reflect the context of a flourishing Tantric
tradition characterized by a confluence and undifferentiated combination of Hindu and
Buddhist Tantras. The Kalika Purana was also composed during the above time
period and in such a cultural setting. It also contains descriptions of several deities
which were actually sourced from the Tantric Buddhist systems. The images of
goddesses featured in the sculptural art of the above Douls who have iconographic
resemblance with certain goddesses of the Tantric or Vajrayana Buddhist pantheon
hint towards a possibility that Saktism impregnated with the practices, systems and
ideas of Vajrayana or Tantric Buddhism had not lost its prominence during the Ahom

period, they were in practice or were patronized by the Ahom royalty.
Section 4.1
Images or Representations of Laksmi

The first type of images or representations of goddess Laksmi that is seen depicted
in the stone relief sculptural art of the architecture of the Douls portray her as
seated on a lotus, either two or four-handed. She is shown bathed by waters pouring
from pitchers held in the trunks of four (two elephants positioned on either sides of

the figure of the goddess).

The above imagery or iconographic form which show goddess Laksmi seated ( or
standing) on a lotus or any throne, having either two or four hands, and bathed or
lustrated by four elephants are generally classified as Gaja Laksmi or Abhisheka
Laksmi. An idea about Gaja Laksmi has already been given in the preceding
paragraphs. Gaja Laksmi is described as one of Asta Laksmi or eight forms or
Svarupa-s of Laksmi (Sastri, HK., 1916, 187). Not only in the architecture of the
concerned five Douls built by the Ahoms, sculpted and painted representations of
Laksmi as Gaja Laksmi have been a part of the religious artistic tradition and
visual culture of almost every civilization that have flourished in the Indian
subcontinent since the Maurya and the Sunga periods ( circa 2" century BCE to 1%
and 2" century CE) . The earliest extant sculptural representations of Gaja Laksmi
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are from the Buddhist architectural structures, particularly the Stupas at Sanchi and
Bharhut ( dating back to the 2" century BCE to 2" century CE). The various forms
of Gaja Laksmi have been understood and revered as symbols of wealth, growth,
prosperity, grandeur and also fertility and hence seen established as auspicious
doorway motifs in the iconographic programme of almost all the major temples and

shrines of not only Hinduism, but also Buddhism and Jainism.

Descriptions of varieties of forms of Gaja Laksmi are found in the Puranas, Upa-
Puranas, Agamas/ Tantras and Silpasastras . Each of these forms are seen to be
known by different names like Sri, Kamala, Stbha Laksmi, Samanya Laksmi
(Donaldson, 2001, 60-61) etc. The elephant motif remains common to all these forms,
provided the number of elephants varies, sometimes two or sometimes four. These
forms differ in the number of hands of Laksmi, the type of attributes or objects she
holds in her hands, and alignment of the attributes and her body colour. In the
iconographic scheme seen in the architectural sculpture of most of Hindu temples,
images of different forms of Gaja Laksmi, mainly those which portray Laksmi as two
handed ( or sometimes four handed) are posed as Lalata Birhba-s [ Appendix D1 :
Figure (xviii) and (xix) ], as a symbol that brings good luck, fame, productivity and
positivity. In the iconographic scheme of the relief sculpture of the already mentioned
five Douls built by the Ahoms that have been taken up in this study, no images of

Gaja Laksmi are seen posed or established as Lalata Birmba-s.

Some of the most common iconographic forms of Gaja Laksmi seen in the sculpted
and painted imagery in the temples and shrines across the Indian subcontinent are of
the following types : a) featuring Laksmi as seated, two handed and one of her
hands holding a lotus, a pair of elephants ( one on each side of the figure of the
goddess ) bathing her with nectarine waters pouring from pots held high up by their
trunks , b) featuring Laksmi as seated and as two- handed and both her hands hold
lotuses. A pair of elephants, flanking her, offers her bath, and c) featuring Laksmi as
four- handed, her upper hands holding lotuses by their long stems, while both her
lower hands are in Abhaya pose ( pose of assurance ) and Varada pose ( pose of
bestowing boons and merits ). Apart from the above commonly depicted forms, there
are other forms of four- handed Gaja Laksmi featuring in the temple sculptural art
of the Indian subcontinent where the figure of Laksmi holds lotuses in both her
upper hands, and one of her lower hands holds either a Amrstaghara ( pot of nectar)
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or a fruit like a Bilva ( wood apple) or Matulungal Bijapuraka ( citron)or a Sankha
(conch shell ). In many forms of Gaja Laksmi in the sculptural imagery of temples,
particularly in Odisha, the two elephants offering bath are shown standing on the
lotuses held by the goddess in her two hands (in case of the two- handed forms) or
two upper hands (in case of the four-handed forms). All the above types of forms
of Gaja Laksmi have their sources in the different Puranas, Tantras, Agamas,
iconographic and image making texts like Silparatna, Silpaprakasa, Visnudharmottara,
Rupa Mandana etc. There are found certain lesser known forms/ images or
visualizations of Gaja Laksmi that are found as unique to a specific artistic tradition,
sometimes to a specific temple architecture, sometimes to a specific time period and
sometimes to the religious culture of a specific dynasty or royal family. Srivastava
(2014, 35- 43) discusses of a very unique marble sculpted image of Gaja Laksmi
from Bundi in Rajasthan where the figure of Laksmi is portrayed in the form of a
Sadyasnatanayika and accompanied by motifs of Sri Cakra/ Sri Yantra and bathed by
eight elephants ( Appendix D1 : Figure (xx)]. This image is only one of its kind and

no similar images are known to be found elsewhere.

The Gaja Laksmi forms which feature Laksmi as four-handed and accompanied by
four elephants offering bath to her are sometimes known as Kamala , Kamalekamint
or Kamalatmika . Kamala is Gaja Laksmi or Laksmi as one of the ten Tantric
Mahavidyas or Dasamahavidyas. According to some views, in her Kamala aspect, she
becomes associated more with Siva (Kinsley, 1998, 229-230) rather than being an ideal
consort of Visnu, and hence known sometimes as Kamalambika ( as Ambika is
another name for Durga/ Candi/ Parvati, the consort of Siva ). Siva as Kamalesvara
has been described as her Bhairava or Purusa' in several Tantric systems, may be in
some tradition of the Saiva Bhairava Tantra. Another view or conceptualization is that
Laksmi in the form of Kamala has Visnu as her Bhairava. In the iconographic
programme of the sculptural art adorning the outer walls of the Garbhagrha-s of the
Douls built by the Ahoms, images of Gaja Laksmi featuring the figure of Laksmi
as four handed, and sometimes two handed, and bathed by four elephants are found

to be portrayed . These images will be discussed in the upcoming paragraphs.
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Iconographic forms of Gaja Laksmi described in some of the Maha Puranas-
Bhagavata Purana

The episode of Samudra Manthana (or the Churning of the Cosmic Ocean jointly by
the Devas and Asuras) elaborated in the Bhagavata Purana [ VIII. 8. 8-14 ] mentions
that when goddess Laksmi came out of the cosmic ocean in the act of churning it,
she was offered prostrations, ablutions, anointments and gifts by all the beings of the
creation. She was bathed by the sacred waters by the Dik Gaja-s or elephants of the
four quarters amidst chanting of Vedic hymns by the great seers. Her brilliant form
is described to be two handed, seated on a throne ( offered by Indra) and one of
the hands holding a lotus (Shastri, Tagare , 1999, 1038- 1039) .

Visnu Purana

The Visnu Purana [ 1. IX] also describes goddess Laksmi or Sii arising out of the
cosmic ocean as seated on a blown lotus and also holding a lotus in one of her two
hands. She is said to be delighted by the chanting of the Sri Sikta hymn by the
mighty saints and Gandharvas headed by Visvavasu. Ganga and all other great rivers
are described to come with water for bathing her. An elephant from each of the
cardinal points or directions is said to be taking water out of the golden vessels and
bathing the goddess with that water (Dutt, 1896, 44-45) .

Matsya Purana

The Matsya Purana [ CCLXI. 40-47 ] prescribes that the image of Laksmi should be
made as having two hands and having a very youthful appearance. She should be
made seated on a lotus seat surrounded by buzzing black bees and bathed by a
couple of elephants with vases. Her left hand should be holding a lotus and her right
hand holding a Sr7 Phala or Bilva fruit. The goddess has to be portrayed as
accompanied as attended upon by female attendants, each of them holding a Camara
or a fly whisk in their hands (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1133) .

Iconographic forms of Gaja Laksmi described in Silpa texts or Silpasastras-

Apart from the Puranas, innumerable forms of Gaja Laksmi are also found described
in the Silpasastras like the Vispudharmottara. In the image/ form of Gaja Laksmi

described in the Visnudharmottara [ I1l. 82. 3-15], the goddess is four handed, holding
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a lotus, a pot of nectar, a conch and a Bilva fruit. Two elephants are to be shown
at her back, each pouring jars of water and lustrating her. She is to be shown on an
auspicious throne on which a lotus with beautiful pericarps and eight petals is placed.
The Visnudharmottara [ I1l. 82. 1- 2] also describes a two handed form of Laksmi
which is to be portrayed when she is with her consort Hari/ Visnu (Shah, 1990, 229-
230) .

Iconographic forms of Gaja Laksmi described in Tantric texts-
Brhat Tantrasara

The 16™ century CE Tantric digest Brhat Tantrasara mentions several forms of
Laksmi. Out of these, there are mention of only two images or forms where Laksmi
is described to be four handed and bathed/ lustrated by four elephants (Chattopadhyay,
2010, 212- 218).

Saradatilaka

Another Tantric text Saradatilaka dating earlier than the Brhat Tantrasara, mentions
of three forms of Sri or Laksmi which can be categorized as Gaja Laksmi. Out of
these, one form of Gaja Laksmi meditated upon as Jagatsvamini or the empress of
the creation describes her as being consecrated or lustrated by four elephants holding
vessels of nectar in their trunks. She is said to hold a lotus in her upper right hand
while her lower right hand holds a Aksamala or rosary. A manuscript/book is said to
be held in her lower left hand. Her upper left hand again holds a lotus . Another
two Gaja Laksmi forms are different from the previous one in respect of the
attributes held in the lower hands of the goddess. In both these forms, the lower
hands of the figure of Laksmi are described to be in the Abhaya Mudra ( gesture of
protection and assurance) and Varada Mudra ( gesture of wish granting ). The upper
hands of the goddess in both these forms are holding lotuses (Buhnemann, 2016, 166-

167), same as that in the Jagatsvamini form.
Sri Vidyarpava Tantra

A Gaja Laksmi form similar to Jagatsvamini of the Saradatilaka (in respect of the
attributes ) is also found described in the Sr7 Vidyarnava Tantra (Sastri, S. S., 1944,
12). The Sri Vidyarnava Tantra belongs to a much later age than the Saradatilaka
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and according to Sastri (1944, 1), it is “a voluminous digest of several Tantras

dealing with the Sri Vidya or the SrT Kula form of Sakta Tantric worship .

Sufficient examples of sculpted and painted images of Gaja Laksmi where the form
of the goddess Laksmi is portrayed ( either two or four handed ) holding rosary and
manuscript as attributes are found in the art of the Indian subcontinent. One of such
examples should also include the Gaja Laksmi image depicted in the sculptural
imagery of the architecture of Gaurisagar Devi Doul which will be discussed in the

upcoming paragraphs.

In the Gaja Laksmi image portrayed in the architecture of Gaurisagar Devi Doul, the
figure of Laksmi is featured as four handed and one of her hands holds a rosary.
Such a conception of Gaja Laksmi is till now not met with in the available religious
sculptural art in stone found in Assam and dating back to the 8" to 12" century CE
( early medieval periods ). Almost all the available stone sculpted Gaja Laksmi
images from the early medieval periods feature Laksmi as either two or four handed,
seated on a lotus pedestal, one or two hands holding lotuses and bathed by two
elephants. Many of such sculpted images in stone and metal are preserved now at the
Assam State Museum in Guwahati. The Museum houses a miniature metal image of
Gaja Laksmi image dating back to the 15" or 16" century CE. There is also a rock
cut Gaja Laksmi image from Sivasagar dating back to the 8" or between 11"to 12"
century CE [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xxi)] housed in the same museum. The District
Museum of the Sonitpur district at Tezpur has in its collection a miniature brass Gaja
Laksmi image dating circa 10"- 12" century CE. It was found at the Helem Tea
Estate in Sonitpur district of central Assam. The goddess in this image has four
hands, but the attributes held by the hands cannot be clearly pointed out [ Appendix
D1 : Figure (xxii) ].

In the known sculptural art produced under the patronage of other cultures
contemporary to the Ahoms too, the iconographic conception of four handed Gaja
Laksmi holding a rosary as one of her attributes is not seen. It can be said that
only in the temple sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms,

such an iconographic conception of Gaja Laksmi has featured.
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4.1 (@) The image of four- handed Gaja Laksmi holding a rosary from the

Gaurisagar Devi Doul

The Gaja Laksmi image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.1 (i)
shows the figure of Laksmi as four handed and seated cross legged in Padmasana
pose on a full blown lotus. The four elephants are shown bathing her with the nectar
or nectarine waters flowing out from pots held high up and upside down by their
trunks. Two of the four hands along with their attributes are damaged. Only her two
left hands are seen to be intact. Her upper left hand is seen to hold the rosary and
the lower one may be holding an uncertain object or posed in some gesture without

any object.

Figure 4.1 (i) : A line drawing of the image of four- handed Gaja Laksmi holding a
rosary from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ Refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.1i
(p) in Appendix 4A]

The absence and uncertainty of the three attributes causes a hindrance in deciphering
which iconographic form or Svaripa of Gaja Laksmi is being represented in the
image in Fig 4.1 (i). Due to the presence of the rosary in one of her hands, the form
in the image can be identified as featuring either of the forms of Gaja Laksmi
described in the Saradatilaka and Sri Vidyarnava Tantra mentioned in the previous
paragraphs. But, it may be not be correct. It is because in the forms described in
both the above texts, the rosary is held by the goddess in her lower right hand,
whereas in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in 4.1 (i), the rosary
is shown as held by the upper left hand of Laksmi. Singh (1982, 47-50) mentions
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of three sculpted images of Gaja Laksmi featuring Laksmi as having four hands and
may be dating back to circa 10"- 13" century CE. Two of these images are from
Khajuraho and the third one is from eastern India and preserved in the collection of
the Bangiya Sahitya Parishat, Kolkata. In the forms portrayed in all these three
images, goddess Laksmi is shown as four-handed and holding rosary as one of the
attributes. The goddess is shown to be bathed by two elephants in the forms featured
in each of the three images. Interestingly, a lion is shown as couched below the seat
of Laksmi in one of the Gaja Laksmi images from Khajuraho probably hinting
towards a conception where she is understood as inseparable from Ambika / Durga /
Candika / Parvati, as Parvati- Laksmi (Bhattacharya, D.C., 1980, 35). The goddess in the
image from the collection of Bangiya Sahitya Parishat is said to be holding other
than the rosary, a lotus, an arrow and a manuscript. She is shown to be seated on a
lotus (Singh, 1982, 49) . The presence of the manuscript, lotus and the rosary as
attributes of the goddess in the image somewhat allows us to draw a parallel
between it and the three Gaja Laksmi forms described in the Saradatilaka and Sri
Vidyarnava Tantra, mentioned in the earlier paragraph. But, the presence of the arrow

in one of her hands refutes this assumption.

The form of the Gaja Laksmi in the image from Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in
Figure 4.1 (i) can be thought of as having some affinity with either of the forms
featured in the above three sculpted images. This resemblance has been assumed only
because of the rosary which is common to all these forms. Except the rosary, no
other attribute of the goddess in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig
4.1 (i) is discernible and identifiable. As mentioned earlier, two right hands of the
figure of the goddess in the image are completely obliterated making it difficult to
identify the attributes that were placed in them. The lower left hand seem to be
holding some kind of a solid oval shaped object, or it may be bare. If the presence
of some object is assumed, it may either be a fruit, a conch, manuscript or some
vessel. Gaja Laksmi forms featuring four handed figures of goddess Laksmi holding a
combination of conch and wood apple or Bilva fruit in their hands are described in
Visnudharmottara and Silparatna (Rao, 1997, 374). The Matsya Purana and the Devi
Purapa [50. 1. 115- 117 ] also describe forms of Gaja Laksmi where Laksmi holds a
Bilva fruit in one of her hands. The icon worshipped at the Mahalaksmi temple at

Kolhapur in Maharashtra features goddess Laksmi or Mahalaksmi [ Note- this image of
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Laksmi is not of the Gaja Laksmi type ] as four handed and holding a Khetaka (
shield) and a Gada ( mace) in her upper hands, and, a Patra ( vessel) and a
Matulunga/ Bijapuraka or a Citron fruit in her lower hands [ Appendix D1 : Figure
(xxiii) ] . This form of hers is described in the verses 4-6 of the Pradhanika
Rahasyam of the Devi Mahatmyam/ Durga Saptasati/ St Sri Candi of the Markandeya
Purana (Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 209). Now if, for a while, the lower left hand of
Laksmi in the Gaja Laksmi image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.1 (i) is
assumed to have held a Bijapura or a Citron, then her form will roughly come to
resemble a form of Laksmi as a Matrka described in the Sri Vidyarnava Tantra .
Here, the goddess is described holding a combination of attributes like a rosary, a
citron fruit, a skull/ skull bowl and a lotus (Sastri, S.S., 1944, 37). But, this particular
form cannot be categorized as Gaja Laksmi as there are no elephants offering bath to

her .

A section of Sakta religious practitioners say that in the tradition of eastern India,
including Assam, a particular invocation or Dhyana which describes/ visualizes Laksmi
as four handed, and holding a lotus, a Ankusa ( goad), a Pasa ( noose) and an
Aksamala or rosary, and seated on a lotus? is the most prevalent and is used till
date to invoke the goddess in most of the Anusthanas or ritual ceremonies centred
around her worship, particularly during her Ptja held annually on an autumnal full
moon night known as Kojagari Piirnimas. The above form is also sometimes said as
a variation of Vira Laksmi (Sastri, H.K., 1916, 189) who is also one of the Asta or
eight Laksmis. In the Gaja Laksmi image portrayed in the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.1 (i), the attributes held by Laksmi in her two right hands are not
clear and are damaged. Her lower right hand might also had held something which is
damaged or missing. If the damaged and missing attributes in these hands are
assumed to be a lotus, a Ankusa and a Pasa, then the form of Laksmi, featured in
the image will be same as that described by the above mentioned invocation. It is
not known since when the above invocation or Dhyana have been prevalent in the
ritual worship of Laksmi in Assam, but it is said to be taken from the Mayukha
Tantra and it is used to invoke goddess Laksmi when she is to be worshipped
following the Smarta Raghunandana code or model of worship®. The Smarta system
of Raghunandana, as discussed earlier, is said to have been introduced into the

religious culture of Assam by Krsnaram Bhattacharya or Parbatia Gosain under the
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patronage and encouragement of the Ahom rulers, particularly queen Phule$vari
Kunvari, the patron of the Gaurisagar Devi Doul during the 18" century CE.
Moreover, Krsnaram Bhattacharya is said to have codified and modelled the ritual
worship in temples during the rule of the above rulers (Gogoi, L., 1994, 248). Under
his influence and instructions, the Ahom royalty, particularly Phule$vari Kunvari /
Pramathe$vari Devi might have strictly allowed or ordered that the worship of deities
and ceremonial ritual worship in the Ahom kingdom (or Assam ) should be carried
out following the Raghunandana Smarta code and several other ritual codes introduced
by him (Tamuli, 2019, 135). If this was so, then they might have also wanted that the
( majority of ) sculpted images of the deities to be depicted on the walls of their
commissioned Douls should be following or corresponding to the images or forms
described in the ritual texts accepted, recognized or referred by the Raghunandana
Smarta system, for example- the Mayukha Tantra. If these contexts are considered, it
will not be wrong in identifying the form of Laksmi intended to be portrayed by the
artisans in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.1 (i) with the form of
hers described in the invocation from the Mayukha Tantra.

But, the Dhyana in Mayukha Tantra does not specify about the order of arrangement
of the attributes ( Pasa, Ankusa, Aksamala and the lotus ) in the hands of Laksmi.
There has been a general convention, informed by a Sakta practitioner in Guwahati,
that while visualizing and making the form of Laksmi described in the Dhyana in the
Mayukha Tantra, the Aksamala should be placed in a lower hand, below the hand
which hold the Pasa. But in the image in Fig 4.1 (i), the Aksamala is seen to be
held by the upper left hand which may mean that either the form of Laksmi in the
image is surely a rendering of the form described in the Dhyana from the Mayukha
Tantra, but not following the above mentioned required general convention, or, the
form of Laksmi has no relation with the form visualized in the Dhyana from the

Mayukha Tantra.

Further the Dhyana in the Mayukha Tantra does not speak of elephants lustrating the
figure of Laksmi. So, even if the form of Laksmi in the Gaja Laksmi image carved
on the wall of the Doul and illustrated in 4.1 (i) is surely the form of Laksmi
described in the Mayukha Tantra, then the four elephants can be thought of as an
addition by the artisans who might be inspired from the continuing conventional
concept of association of the elephant motif with Laksmi.
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The forms of Gaja Laksmi where Laksmi is described or portrayed holding attributes
like rosary and manuscript/book- the characteristic attributes of Sarasvati indicates
towards a syncretism between the symbolisms or imageries of the two goddesses (
Laksmi and Sarasvati). Several images or iconographic forms which are a composite
or amalgamation of two or more different deities or sectarian principles/ iconographic
concepts are met with in the different traditions of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism.
Some examples of such identified syncretic iconographic forms are Harihara, Siva-
Lokesvara, Martanda Bhairava, Hanubhairava, Vasudeva- Kamalaja, Ardhanarisvara to
name a few. D.C. Bhattacharya has discussed in length about the above forms in his
book Iconology of Composite Images (1980). There are many syncretic deity forms
other than the above mentioned ones in the art of the Indian subcontinent which are
yet not identified by art historians and archaeologists and are lesser known. Many of
these forms might have evolved as a result of certain inter- sectarian/ inter- religious
interactions, acculturation and socio- religious and political changes. It has been
observed that a particular syncretic/ composite iconographic form and its reverence and
worship is prevalent and popular in a particular region ( geographical as well as
cultural) , for example- the worship and belief of Hanubhairava, a composite form of
Hanumana and Bhairava [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xxiv) ] and Vasudeva-Kamalaja or
Ardhalaksmthari, an androgynous form- composite of Visnu/ Vasudeva and Laksmi [
Appendix D1 : Figure (xxv) ], are more prevalent and popular in Nepal. But several
Vasudeva Kamalaja images, both sculpted and painted, and dating back to 8", 9
and 10" century CE are also found in Kashmir, indicating a possible existence of the

cult there too.

Also included in the list or category of syncretic iconography/ imagery are those
deities whose forms are a composite of i) a Buddhist/ Jaina and a Hindu deity, ii) a
folk/ tribal deity and a Hindu/Buddhist/Jaina deity, and iii) a folk/ tribal deity and a
deity shared by or revered in Hinduism, Buddhism as well as Jainism. Some of these
deity forms are found described in a range of ritual and iconographic texts that are a
part of some esoteric and very less known ritualistic traditions ( mostly affiliated to
the Tantric order ). Sometimes in the Puranas, Upa Puranas and known folk religious
oral literature too, references ( both direct and indirect to such syncretic deity forms
are found. These texts, along with Agamas and Tantras contain certain narratives,

ideas and theories that can explain particular types of syncretic deity forms featured
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in art. The finding of sculpted and painted images of syncretic deity forms
independently or as a part of the iconographic programme of some Hindu, Buddhist
or Jaina religious architecture hints us towards their possible presence and mention in

the Silpa texts.

One of the syncretic iconographic forms frequently represented in the sculptural art
of Assam from the 6"to 8" century CE onwards is Harihara or the syncretic form
of Visnu and Siva. The most exquisite sculpted stone icons or images of Harihara
were unearthed from the Doiyang- DhanS$iri valley region and a part of these are
presently preserved at the Assam State Museum in Guwahati [ Appendix D1 : Figure
(xxvi) and (xxvii)]. All of them belong to the early medieval stylistic traditions of the
valley, namely Dubarani, Deopani and Deoparvat. Coming to the image of Gaja
Laksmi from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.1 (i), the rosary placed in the upper
left hand of the goddess Laksmi goes on to hint towards a possible amalgamation of
the iconography and symbolism of Sarasvati with Gaja Laksmi. But, the amalgamation
can also be between Gaja Laksmi and a goddess other than Sarasvati, considering the
artisans adhering to a folk and popular belief in the regional Hinduism of Assam that
Laksmi and Sarasvati cannot stay together or should not be placed or depicted
together. The Kalika Purana composed around 10" to 12" century CE in the cultural
context of Assam, describes a form of the goddess Kamakhya or Kame$vari known
as Siddhakamesvari. She is said as the form of Kamakhya who is all pervading and
is conceived by everyone. She is four handed, her lower hands are in Abhaya and
Vara, and one of her upper hands holds a Aksasutra or rosary, she is seated on a
red lotus on the bosom of a Sava or Siva as a corpse [ Appendix D1 : Figure
(xxviii) ]. All the prime and renowned places are said to be assigned to her (Shastri,
B., 1994, 73). The Kalika Purana [ 62. 145- 146 ] says that she grants immense wealth
and merits to her votaries/ worshippers and is to be worshipped by everyone for
attaining Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksa (Bhattacharya, D.N., 2008, 814-815). These
attributes of her, viz. a bestower of wealth and satisfaction, somewhat associates her
with Gaja Laksmi. It is noticed that in the Kalika Purana [ 62. 146 ], SiT is used as
an appellation for Siddhakamesvari (Bhattacharya, D.N., 2008, 815). Sri is another name
of Laksmi and in most cases, the Gaja Laksmi form is only known and identified as
Sri. The appellation Sri used for Siddhakamesvari indicates that she may be

inseparable from Laksmi and she can be identified with Laksmi as Gaja Laksmi. The
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Kalika Purana does not mention of any form of Gaja Laksmi anywhere. The form of
Siddhakamesvari as described in the Kalika Purana is four handed, seated on a lotus
on the body of a corpse or Preta. She holds a Aksamala in one of her hands
(Shastri, B., 1994, 73). The figure of Laksmi in the Gaja Laksmi image from the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.1 (i) also holds a rosary in one of her upper hands
like that of Siddhakamesvari, and there is also a context of an idea or concept where
the identity of Gaja Laksmi merges or equates with that of Siddhakame$vari.
Considering these, it can be assumed that the iconographic form featured in the
image illustrated in Fig 4.1 (i) may be of Siddhakames$vari tried to be identified with,
or merged with Gaja Laksmi or Sii following the aforesaid interpretation in the
Kalika Purana. But, as pointed out repeatedly, the image in Fig 4.1 (i) is obliterated
to a great extent. If the iconographic form depicted through it is surely of
Siddhakamesvari endowed with the attributes of Gaja Laksmi / Sri, then there must
have been the presence of the motif of the corpse, the mount of Siddhakame$vari
underneath the lotus seat (on which the goddess is seated ). But, no such motif is
visible at present.

It is not always necessary that an image or form of Siddhakames$vari should have the
motif of the corpse or corpse as her mount along with the lotus. There are
interpretations that Kame$vari is one of the Paiicamiirtis or five forms of Kamakhya,
and has further two forms or Mirtibhedas : Siddhakames$vari and Sarvakamesvari.
The Dhyana of the Siddhakames$vari form in the Kalika Purana has no mention of
the corpse or Sava, neither it has the mention of lotus as her seat. But, the
Sarvakames$vari form do have mention of the corpse as her mount (Das, 2011, 110-
111). But though these are different forms, they both are known as Siddhakames$vari.
In other words, Siddhakamesvari can be depicted both with or without the Sava or
corpse as her mount. The image in Fig 4.1 (i), though having no depiction of the
motif of corpse, can still be assumed as Siddhakame$vari endowed with the attributes
of Laksmi as Gaja Laksmi considering the appellation Sri given to Siddhakamesvari
and a similarity in the nature ( mainly the bestower of wealth ) between
Siddhakames$vari and Laksmi said by the Kalika Purana. The right hands of the
goddess in the image which are damaged seem to be not bare, there might have been
objects held in both the hands. If the image is assumed to be a syncretic form of

Siddhakamesvari and Gaja Laksmi, then the right hands of the goddess might have
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been made to held attributes typical to Gaja Laksmi, the lower right hand might also
be holding or had held some typical attribute of Gaja Laksmi ( as there are no
descriptions of objects other than the Aksamala held by Siddhakamesvari). But, there
IS no certainty in it. The missing and supposed attributes may not be characteristic
of Gaja Laksmi. Thus, the image can be assumed as either having the attributes or
iconographic features of another goddess along with that of Siddhakame$vari and
Gaja Laksmi, or, it may be a very different conception of Gaja Laksmi, not having

any iconographic element of Siddhakames$vari.

The form of Laksmi in the image illustrated in Fig 4.1 (i) can also be related to a
Dhyana or Dhyan where Laksmi is visualized as four-handed and seated on a lotus.
She is said to be holding a Aksamala and a lotus in two of her hands. Her other
two hands are positioned in the Abhaya and Varada poses. It has been found as a
part of the Ananta Kandali’s Laksmi Carit- a eulogy of goddess Laksmi said to be
composed in Assamese by the medieval Assamese poet and scholar Ananta Kandali
who might have lived during the 15" to 17" century CE ( Choudhury, A.P., 4). The
original Sanskrit source of this Dhyana is not known. It is also not known whether
such a Dhyana of Laksmi was described there in the original text or was it included
later on in the transcribed printed versions of the same text which are available now
and which have been referred here. The form described in the Dhyana somewhat
seems to come close to a four handed form of Gaurl/ Parvati described by Sastri (
1916, 190). But, Gauri is said to hold a lily, instead of a lotus. It is not at all
known since when the above conception or visualization of Laksmi has been in
prevalence in the culture of Assam. Moreover, there is no mention of elephants
lustrating Laksmi in the above Dhyana. Therefore, it cannot be surely said that the
form of Laksmi featured in the sculpted image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.1 (1) relates to the form described in the Dhyana or Dhyan found

as a part of Ananta Kandali’s Laksmi Carit.

If the object held in the upper left hand of Laksmi in the image illustrated in Fig
4.1 (i) is assumed as a garland, not as a rosary, then her form can also be related to
that of a form of Sri or Gaja Laksmi described in the Naradiya or Narada Purana [
84.59-60]. In this form, Laksmi is said to hold a garland and a lotus in two of her
four hands, and display the gestures of boon ( Varada ) and fearlessness ( Abhaya )
by her other two hands (Tagare, 1997, 1218).
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The chapter in which the aforesaid form is mentioned constitutes the 3™ part of the
Narada Purana which deals with Tantra and Tantric worship of deities. The chapters
of this part of the Purana which deals with Tantra has been placed by Tagare (1950,
23) to the early part of the 11" century CE. He speculates that the contents in these
chapters were written or have taken form in eastern India, which may include Assam
too. It hints towards a possibility that the imageries or visualizations of the deities
included in these chapters were prevalent in the culture of the eastern Indian regions
including Assam which were important seats of Tantric practice. Considering this, it
can be interpreted or speculated that the image of Gaja Laksmi depicted on the
architecture of the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ illustrated in Fig 4.1 (i) ] as having some
affinity or relation with the above mentioned form of ST or Gaja Laksmi and the
practices and ideas associated with it as described in the 84™ chapter of the 3" part
of the Narada Purana. The Narada Purana is also seen to be a very significantly

cited and referential text in the neo- Vaisnava knowledge system of Sankardeva.

It has been said that the image in 4.1 (i) can’t be understood as portraying a
syncretic form of Laksmi and Sarasvati considering a prevalence of a local belief and
practice that the two goddesses or principles should not be placed together. But there
are evidences in pan- Indian sculptural art of images of such goddesses having a
syncretism of Laksmi, Sarasvati and Durga in their forms. An example of such an
image is from the Durga- Kali temple at Sarai Mira at Kannauj in Uttar Pradesh. The
image is dated back to the 8" to 10" century CE. Such a syncretic iconographic form
can be explained in the lines of texts like the Devi Mahatmyam. The Pradhanika
Rahasyam of the Devi Mahatmyam says that Laksmi, Sarasvati and Gaurl/ Durga/
Candi are parts or emanations of the same supreme primordial existence Trigura
Paramesvari Mahalaksmi who in her Sagura ( with attributes ) form is described as
having a complexion of molten gold, wearing Linga, Yoni and serpent on her head
and holding a Matulunga, Gada, Khetaka or shield and a Panapatra (Vidyanidhi, 2012,
435). Further, the verse 25 of the Vaikrtika Rahasyam section of same text says that
the three Devis- Laksmi, Sarasvati, Durga / Kali are one and the same Sakti

Mahesvari.

Rather than identifying the iconographic form featured in the image in Fig 4.1 (i) as
just Gaja Laksmi, it can also be interpreted as featuring a syncretism of Laksmi as
Gaja Laksmi and Sarasvati due to the presence of the rosary as an attribute. Such an
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interpretation of the image is justifiable if, a possible following of the concept of
inseparability of Laksmi, Durga/Kali and Sarasvati, and they emanating from a single
primordial goddess ( in the Rahasyam sections of the Devi Mahatmyam ) by the
artisans who made the image 1is considered. Moreover, assuming the artisans
portraying the iconographic attributes of Laksmi and Sarasvati together in the image
in 4.1 (i) by following the concepts in the Rahasyam sections of the Devi
Mahatmyam may not be wrong because, the Devi Mahatmyam, known as Candi had
become a popular and revered text in Assam, in the Ahom kingdom by the 17" to
18" century CE as evident from its different renderings by poet scholars of the
Ahom court, for e.g. Rucinatha Kandali, and also the inclusion and references of its

narratives and symbolisms in the different folk ritual texts on worship of Durga.

There is further a conception that Sarasvatt as Matangl and Laksmi as Kamala
resides along with Kamakhya in her main Pitha, in the main Yoni Sila. There is no
separate Matangi / Sarasvati and Kamala / Laksmi shrine in the Nilacala hill. Both of
them preside along with Kamakhya in the main or Mula Yoni Sila or Yoni Pitha
(Barpujari, 1949, 51). Kamakhya is also addressed as Durga/ Kali. It can be said that
that the conception in the Pradhanika and Vaikrtika Rahasyam sections of the Devi
Mahatmyam of Laksmi, Durga /Kali and Sarasvati as different emanations and names
of a common Sakti or supreme feminine energy somewhat relates to the above
conception of Laksmi and Sarasvati as residing in or parts of the same primordial
energy Kamakhya represented by the Yoni Sila or the Yoni Pitha. In the image
illustrated in Fig 4.1 (i), if the Kamalasana or the lotus flower seat and the four
elephants are assumed to be representing Laksmi as Kamala, the rosary in the upper
left hand of the goddess as representing Kamakhya, again, in the form of
Siddhakamesvart and the damaged or missing attributes ( in her right hands of the
goddess ) are assumed or thought to be representing Sarasvati as Matangi, then an
explanation can be given that the image could have depicted the concept of Laksmi
as Kamala and Sarasvati as Matangi residing ,enthroned along with Kamakhya or
merged along with Kamakhya in the same Mula Yoni Sila or Yoni Pitha in the heart
of the Nilacala/ Nilakuta or the blue mountain. Further, if the damaged or missing
attributes in the right hands of the goddess in the image are of Matangi, then it must
be the attributes of Matangi in her aspect as Modini. It can be said, from evidences,

that Matangi has been possibly receiving worship in her Modini form in Assam. One
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of such evidences is the goddess Jayanti worshipped at the Jayanti temple in Rangia
in the Kamrup district [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xxix) ] who has been worshipped
through the Dhyana Mantra of Matangi as Modini. The Dhyana describing the form
of the Modini form of Matangi is found in the Daksinamiirti Sarhita®. According to
this Dhyana, the goddess is of a greenish or bluish dark complexion, has four hands,

holding a Pasa, Ankus$a, Khetaka or shield and a Khadga or a sword.

Understanding or interpreting the image in Fig 4.1 (i), as a syncretic form of
Siddhakamesvari, Laksmi as Kamala and Sarasvati as Matangl can be justifiable
considering the understanding of Kamakhya as Sarvamahavidyamayi or Sarvadevimayi
which means that goddess Kamakhya has in her or is the form of all the goddesses
and Mahavidyas including Kamald Laksmi and Matangi Sarasvati®. The consideration
of the context of the final and synthesized form given to the worship of goddess
Kamakhya at Nilacala by Krsnaram Bhattacharya Nyayavagisa (Deka, 2004, 43), who
was very much revered by queen Phule$vari Kunvari, the patron of the Gaurisagar

Devi Doul also makes the above interpretation somewhat reasonable.

4.1 (b) Image of four handed Gaja Laksmi from the Jagaddhatri Doul at

Kalugaon.

Fig 4.1 (ii) : A line drawing of the image of four handed Gaja Laksmi from the
Jagaddhatri Doul [refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.1ii (p) in Appendix 4A]

In the image in Fig 4.1 (ii), the goddess is seen holding a lotus and other attributes.

The elephants are positioned in such a way that their hind legs are on lotus pedestals
121



and the front legs are rested on the lotus on which Laksmi is seated. There are
attributes held in all the four hands of the goddess. The facial features, and attributes
held in the hands of the goddess except the lotus are uncertain and chipped off,
thereby creating a problem in deciphering the image. The attribute held in the upper
left hand is damaged and those held in the lower left hand and upper right hand are
almost seen to be identical in their designs. Nothing can be known about the
identities of these hand- held attributes. But Das (2011-12, 11) has identified them to
be Sankha, Cakra, Gada and Padma.

The object held in the upper right hand of Laksmi in the image illustrated in 4.1 (ii)
somewhat seems like a Sankha and the object held in the lower left hand seems like
a Gada or a club. If the damaged attribute in the upper left hand is a Cakra, then
her form will go to resemble the form of Laksmi described in the 20" verse of the
50" Chapter of the Agni Purana (Shastri, J.L., 1998, 133). But, the arrangements of the

attributes in this form will not be the same as that in the image in Fig 4.1 (ii).

There is no known conception and portrayal of Gaja Laksmi in Puranic and Tantric
texts where Laksmi holds Sankha, Cakra, Gada and Padma. Even representation of
such a form is not seen amongst the extant sculptural art of the pre- Ahom periods
in Assam and of other cultures within the Indian subcontinent. If the figure of Laksmi
in the Gaja Laksmi image from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.1 (ii) surely
holds a combination of Sankha, Cakra, Gada and Padma, then it will be a very
unique and rare conception of Gaja Laksmi. The image may be interpreted as

featuring a composite of Durga as Visnu Durga and Laksmi as Gaja Laksmi.

In the Indra Krta Mahalaksmi Astakam, Laksmi is described to be holding Sankha,
Cakra and Gada ( Sankhacakragadahaste ) and the destroyer of evil and sorrow and
cause of fear for the wicked ( Sarvadustabhayasnkari, Sarvapapahare ). These two
attributes hint her towards her inseparability from Durga, Durga as Narayani Sakti.
The Astakam further says that Laksmi is seated on a lotus, and one who recites the
stanzas contained in it twice a day, he/she gets endowed with sovereignty, wealth and
food. This undoubtedly connotes towards her conception as Gaja Laksmi or Sri. It
can be understood that in the same Astakam or eight- stanza eulogy, Laksmi is
conceived both as Durga Narayani and Gaja Laksmi. Now, if the figure of Laksmi in

the image illustrated in Fig 4.1 (ii), certainly holds attributes like Sankha, Cakra and
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Gada, then the whole image can be interpreted as visualized according to the
aforesaid conception in the Indra Krta Mahalaksmi Astakam. The Sankha, Cakra,
Gada represent the Durga or the Narayani Sakti principle, and the Padma or lotus
held in the lower right hand, along with the lotus seat and the motif of elephants

offering bath represent her as bestower of wealth, food and sovereignty, as Sri.

In the Laksmi Tantra, a Paficaratra text, said to be a part of another Paficaratra text
known as Jayakhya Sarhhita, Laksmi or Sri explains to Indra that She and Visnu are
inseparable and are inherent in each other. Further, in the same text [ verse 1 of
Chapter 4], Laksmi says that she is Narayani, Hari’s state of existence and her
nature resembles that of his (Gupta, S., 2003, 19). If Laksmi in the image illustrated
in Fig 4.1 (i1) certainly holds a Sankha, Cakra and a Gada along with the lotus or
the Padma, then the artisans in visualizing and crafting her form might have
conformed to or derived inspiration from the above concepts found elaborated in the

Pafncaratra texts like the Laksmi Tantra.

There is a metal Gaja Laksmi image worshipped in the Garbhagrha of the
Parihare$vara Devalaya at Dubi in Bajali district of Assam. The present architectural
structure of the Parihare§vara Devalaya was also built under the commission of king
Siva Sithha and queen Phule$vari Kunvari. The Gaja Laksmi image made of
Astadhatu worshipped here along with the main deity ( Siva) is said by the priests of
the Devalaya to be presented or offered to the temple by the two rulers. The figure
of goddess Laksmi in the image is four handed. She is seated in Lalitasana on a
lotus pedestal. Her two lower hands may be in Abhaya and Varada Mudras and the
upper two hands are seen holding the stalks of lotuses issuing out from her either
sides. Positioned on each of the two lotuses, there is a figure of an elephant. The
elephants are shown engaged in lustrating her by water or nectar from a pot jointly
held high in their trunks. The crown/ Mukuta and the facial features of the figure
portray the Ahom idiom and have similarities with those depicted in the stone relief
sculptures of the Douls ( The photography of this image was not allowed ). In the
stone relief sculpture of the architecture of the Douls, rarely, or no image of Gaja

Laksmi where there is a portrayal of only two elephants lustrating Laksmi, is found.

But, in 4.1 (c) a severely obliterated image of Gaja Laksmi from the Bar Pukhuri
Devi Doul , there seem to be the portrayal of figures of two elephants lustrating
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Laksmi, though there is no certainty in it. The elephants might have been positioned
on lotus blossoms issuing out from the sides of the goddess just like in the metal
image enshrined in the Pariharesvara temple . The figure of the goddess is severely
eroded and it cannot be made out whether she was depicted four handed or two
handed. it cannot be said whether the stalks of the lotuses were depicted as held in

the hands of the goddess.

4.1 (d) Images of two- handed Gaja Laksmi from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul and

the Maghnowa Doul.

L
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»

Fig 4.1 (iii) : Line drawing of the image of two handed Gaja Laksmi from the
Maghnowa Doul

Figure 4.1 (iv) : Line drawing of the image of two handed Gaja Laksmi from the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer to the photographs of the two images in Fig 4.1iii (p) and
Fig 4.1liv (p) in Appendix 4A]

In both the images illustrated in Fig 4.1 (iii) and (iv), the figure of Laksmi is two
handed, seated on a lotus and shown lustrated by four elephants. The image from the

Gaurisagar Devi Doul is broken at several places. In one of her hand, the goddess is
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seen holding a lotus. No attribute can be seen in her other hand. In the image of
Gaja Laksmi from the Maghnowa Doul too, one of the hands of the goddess is

shown holding a lotus whereas her other hand is damaged.

A form or image of Gaja Laksmi where Laksmi is two handed, holding lotus in
one hand or lotuses in each of the hands and bathed by elephants is also known as
Indra Laksmi according to the text Silpasara (Bidyabhushan, 1963, 51).

4.1 (e) Again, in the relief sculptural art of the Gaurisagar Devi Doul, there is a
depiction of an image where a goddess is shown as having two hands and seated

on a lotus blossom. Both of her hands are shown holding lotuses.

Fig 4.1 (v) : Line drawing of the image of a two handed goddess holding lotuses from
the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.1v (p) in
Appendix 4A1]

The lotus seat and the lotuses held in both the hands of the goddess in the image
from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.1 (v) brings her nearer to the form
of Laksmi as Padmavatr described in the Saradatilaka and several other Tantric texts
like the Mahakala Sarhita and Sri Vidyarnava Tantra. Padmavati is also said to be
seated on a lotus and holding a lotus in each of her two hands. She is further
described to be three eyed, bedecked with ornaments and having a red complexion
(Biihnemann, 2016, 217). Though the features like lotuses held in her two hands and
her lotus seat identifies her as a form of goddess Laksmi, but the presence of a
third eye associates her with Gauri/ Candika / Durga or consort of Siva. It is known

that in certain Tantric texts and ideologies, Laksmi as Kamala is also conceived or
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understood as the consort of Siva and she is also known by the epithets Rudrani,
Bhadrakali etc. In the Tantric Mahavidya Kramas of Saktism, Laksmi as Kamald is
said to be accompanied by Visnu as her Bhairava (not as her husband or consort),
and here she is not to be perceived in the Vaisnava or Puranic terms as a consort or

dutiful wife of Visnu.

Padmavati is said to be that form of Laksmi or Kamala whose Mantra is connected
to the rite of magical subjugation or Vasikarapa (Blhnemann, 2016, 217). Considering
the context of a prevalence of strong tradition of occult practices as a handmaiden of
the Tantric tradition in Assam, it may not be wrong in identifying the image of
Laksmi from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.1 (v) as Padmavati. The traditional
occult texts like Mantra Puthis, Karati Puthis etc. recovered from different parts of
Assam and which are mostly kept very secretively and out of access for non-
practitioners, contain invocations and hymns to certain forms or aspects of the major
deities for the purpose of casting different magical spells and influences, for warding
off evil inflictions and even curing diseases and defects. The form of Laksmi as
Padmavati may be included there as one of such aspects. The Ahom royalty, who
were strong believers in occult, incantations, astral predictions and omens, might have
wanted the Padmavati form of Laksmi to be portrayed on the wall of the Gaurisagar
Devi Doul for the purpose of subjugating the ‘power’ and influence of their political

rivals or enemies.

Now, if the goddess in the image is certainly Laksmi as Padmavati, and derived
from some text ( Mantraputhi ) containing incantations and elaborating methods and
formulae for casting spells, subjugation and immobilization. It will mean that the
artisan or the artisans who sculpted it were equipped with or were practitioners of
such texts or rituals. Again assuming the goddess as Laksmi in the form of
Padmavati, the image in Fig 4.1 (v) will not be the only one example of depiction of
her in art. The form of Padmavati has also appeared in the imagery of the illustrated
manuscripts produced in the northern Indian court painting traditions. One of such
manuscripts containing a painting of Padmavati have been mentioned by Bihnemann
in his book The Iconography of Hindu Tantric Deities. The manuscript is an
illustrated Devisaptasati from Kashmir, dated to circa 19" century CE (Buhnemann,
2016, 217) .
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The Devi Purana [ 50. 1. 126-127 ] also describes a form of Laksmi where she is
seated in midst of a lotus and holding lotus blossoms in her hands (Tarkaratna,
Nyayatirtha, 294-295), may be similar to the previous one ( Padmavati) from the
Saradatilaka . The form featured in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul also
resembles this form of Laksmi described in the Devi Purana. A form of Laksmi
known as Rama and holding lotuses in both of her hands founds its mention in the
Narada Purana [ Ill. 68. 26- 28 ] (Tagare, 1952, 970) which also tally with the form of
the image featured in Fig 4.1 (v).

An association can also be made of the image in Fig 4.1 (v) with the conception of
Laksmi as Padmalaksmi in the folk ritual texts like Laksmi Carit and also her Vedic
conception as a lotus goddess (Zimmer, 1990, 91). According to the Laksmi Carit text
said to be composed by the poet Ananta Kandali, goddess Laksmi resides as the
lotus goddess Padmalaksmi in the Padma Bana or the garden/ forest of lotuses’. In the
folk beliefs prevalent amongst Ahoms and other communities in eastern or Upper
Assam, Laksmi or Lakhimi is said to reside in water, in water bodies. As a part of
the ritual of Lakhimi Sabah, mentioned in Chapter 2 which propitiates Laksmi or
Lakhimi during the rainy season or monsoons, women flock to nearby rivers, marshes,
ponds or lakes carrying along with them all the votive offerings and paraphernalia of
worship. They set up the ritual arrangements and as a part of the ritual, the women
enter the water bodies carrying bamboo fishing implements like Jakoi and fish out
whatever they could find inside the water. These may be decaying aquatic debris,
aquatic plants, fish, tadpoles, mud, crustaceans, insects anything. Whatever they
acquire, they bring them and worship them as Lakhimi or Laksmi (Hakacham, 2018,
287-288). In the ritual practice of the Lakhimi Sabah amongst the Ahoms,
propitiations are made to Khao Kham who may be identified with Varuna- the
Vedic  deity of water ( Sarma, H.K., 2006, 102) . This Ahom belief of Lakhimi /
Laksmi as residing in water bodies and the practice of venerating Khao Kham or
Varuna pleading him to offer or give Lakhimi to the mankind somewhat draws
parallel with the Puranic conception of Laksmi as the ocean/ water borne and as the
daughter of the ocean or lord of the waters. The image in the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
in Fig 4.1 (v) may be thought of as the visualization of the belief shared by the
Ahoms and other ethnic communities in eastern Assam of Laksmi or Lakhimi as a

deity of water which is also a symbol of fertility and growth. The two lotuses held
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in the hand of the goddess and the lotus seat in the above image may be

symbolizing the water element.

The style of portrayal and the form of the two lotuses held by Laksmi in the image
comes to somewhat resemble the forms of the two floral forms portrayed in the
Anantasayl/ Anantasayana Visnu image enshrined at the A$vakranta Devalaya in north
Guwahati [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xxx) and (xxxi) ], which was also sculpted under
the patronage of the Ahoms. These two floral forms are identified to be Puni or a
type of water weed (Sarma, H.C., Bhattacharya, S.M., 1982, 6), not lotuses. Puni may
either be the local name for a species of small aquatic angiosperms belonging to the
genus Wolffia which is found abundantly growing in the marshy areas, ponds, lakes
and water holes across Assam, or it may include several distinct aquatic plants
belonging to different genus or species. The Anantasayl image at A$vakranta Devalaya
also belongs to the late medieval Ahom style of sculptural art. The resemblance of
the forms of the lotuses held by Laksmi in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.1 (v) with the forms of Puni portrayed in the Anantasayl Visnu
image from the Ag$vakranta Devalaya can have several explanations. It might be
because of the artisans’ chiselling that resulted in the forms of lotuses in the image
in Fig 4.1 (v) seem like the forms of Puni depicted in the Anantasayi Visnu image,
or, there may be a possibility that the artisans had depicted Puni in place of lotuses
in the two hands of Laksmi in the image. If it is so, then there must be some
reason. Puni, as said already, is abundantly seen growing in the marshy lands across
Assam. And as discussed earlier, the rituals of Lakhimi Sabah are also performed
near marshes, small rivers/ rivulets and ponds which teem with fish, crustaceans, and
growth of aquatic plants like Puni. As said, all these things are collected and fished
out with the help of the Jakoi during the course of the initiation of the ritual,
brought and worshipped as symbols of Laksmi or Lakhimi, Puni being one of them.
If the two floral forms depicted in the hands of Laksmi in the image in Fig 4.1 (v)
are surely none other than Puni, then it will not be wrong to say that the artisans
might be trying to connect the visualization of Laksmi in the image with the practice
of Lakhimi Sabah and trying to establish some prevalent local belief where Puni may/
might be regarded as having more importance than the lotus as an attribute of
Laksmi. More needs to be studied on this subject. Floral forms resembling that of the

Puni in the image from the Asvakranta Devalaya are also seen depicted in the hands
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of several other deities represented in the relief sculptural imagery of the Gaurisagar

Devi Doul.

The floral forms depicted in the image in Fig 4.1 (v) may not be lotuses, because in
the style of the Ahom relief temple sculpture, lotuses as hand held attributes of
deities are portrayed near to naturalistic mostly in the manner when the lotus
blossoms remain closed ) or sometimes styled like the representations of lotuses in
Yantras, Mandalas and the gold and silver lotuses traditionally used as votive
offerings to deities in Sattra Namghars and Devalayas across Assam [ Appendix D1 :

Figure (xxxit) ].

The above discussed practice and belief of collecting humid mass from water bodies
and worshipping them as a form of Laksmi or Lakhimi somewhere corresponds to the
Vedic concept/ belief of Laksmi as presiding over or related to moisture ( Chiklita)
and mud (Kardama) (Zimmer 1990, 91). According to one more belief prevalent
amongst the Ahoms and also other communities of eastern Assam like the Cutiyas
and Kacaris, Lakhimi or Laksmi, during the dry season, IS said to go and reside in
a water body or lake on the top of a mountain. She again comes down or descends
to the fields through rains, rivers and streams, during the monsoon or rainy season
(Sarma, H.K., 2006, 102). This belief or narrative found elaborated in the ritual songs
sung during Lakhimi Sabah by the Ahoms seems to have similarities with a narrative
of Laksmi ( popular in northern, central and western India ) where there is an
imagery of her seated in penance on the Vindhyacala or Vindhya mountain ranges and
the elephants of the directions bringing pitchers of nectarine waters from the ocean
and bathing/ lustrating her with these waters. These life giving waters then flowed
and descended as rivers Luni and Chambal from her body and her hair locks. The
narrative further says that the goddess squeezes her hair locks to let the water

retained in them flow as rivers® .

Both the above narratives, though having different imageries and formed in different
cultural contexts, are common in the symbolism which associates Laksmi with the

water element.

It is necessary to mention here of the sculpted image of a female figure depicted
on the outer wall of the Garbhagrha of the Kesavarai Doul/ Jaysagar Visnu
Doul/ Jay Doul. She is portrayed as standing, and holding her exceptionally long

129



tresses of hair with both of her hands towards one side . Her hair seems as if it
is wet and the manner in which she holds it seems as if she is trying to dry it

by squeezing or wringing out the excess water from it.
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Fig 4.1 (vi) : Line drawing of the image of a female figure holding her long tresses of
hair from the Kesavarai Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.1vi (p) in
Appendix 4A]

It can be assumed that the artisans were surely trying, through the image in Fig 4.1
(vi), to depict a female figure squeezing out water from her long wet hair tresses. If
it is assumed as so, then identifying the female figure letting out water from her
hair, for a while with goddess Laksmi ( seated on the Vindhya mountain) squeezing
out water from her hair locks described in the above narrative may not be wrong.
The female figure in the image illustrated in Fig 4.1 (vi) may also be identified as a
visualization of the motif of a young heroine or Nayika after her bath
(Sadyasnatanayika) squeezing her wet locks of hair to drain out the water
(Kesanistoyakarini) which had found its representation in numerous poetic texts,
sculptural art and miniature paintings produced since 10" century CE onwards or even
before [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xxxiii), (xxxiv)] , the most important being the
Karpuramafjari composed by a poet Rajasekhara. In every representation of the
Sadyasnatanayika Kesanistoyakarini or the Nayika as Sadyasndatakesanistoyakarini, a
goose or swan is always shown standing beside her beneath her hair and drinking the

droplets of water that are drained out from her hair mistaking them for pearls
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(Srivastava, 2014, 41). But in the image from the Kesavarai Doul illustrated in Fig
4.1 (vi) , no depiction of a goose or swan beside and beneath the hair lock of the
female figure is seen. Therefore, the female figure cannot be identified as a

Sadyasnatakesanistoyakarini Nayika.

The female figure in the image in Fig 4.1 (vi) also relates to the imagery of Phra
Mae Thorani/ Wathundaye/ Vasundhara/ Bhiami Devil earth goddess in the Mara Vijaya
episode of Buddha’s life described in the Jatakas. In this episode, Phra Mae Thorani/
Wathundaye wrings water gathered by Buddha’s merits from her long hair tresses and
drowns Mara and his troops (Shaw, 2006, 36). The material image of Phra Mae
Thorani/ Bhiimi Devi standing or seated, and holding and squeezing or wringing her
own hair lock/ tresses has been a revered symbol in every Buddhist shrine, spread
across Myanmar, Thailand and Laos in Indo- China/ south- east Asia- the ancestral
lands of the Ahoms [ Appendix D1 : Figure (xxxv) ]. Considering the observations
put forward by scholars like Lila Gogoi that Ahoms who migrated to Assam were
primarily Buddhists, and that significant cultural practices of the Ahoms like digging
of ponds, planting of Batbar saplings, Caklang etc., are a result of a Buddhistic
influence (Gogoi, L., 1994, 178), thinking of the female figure in the image from the
Kesavarai Doul in Fig 4.1 (vi) as Phra Mae Thorani/ Wathundaye/ Bhumi Devi in the
act of washing away Mara and his demons of temptation by the waters from her hair
locks or braids can be to some extent justifiable. Bhiimi Devi/ Bhii Devi or the
earth goddess has been conceived as no different from Laksmi, and Buddha, too, has
been considered as a Avatara/ Vibhava or incarnation of Visnu, Laksmi’s consort. So,
considering these in mind, it can be speculated that the image illustrated in Fig 4.1
(vi) is of Bhumi Devi or Wathundaye from the Buddha’s Mara Vijaya narrative and
it is placed on the architecture of the KeSavarai Doul conceiving her to be none
other than Laksmi and the consort of Visnu, may be in his form as Buddha
Janardana. Can it be possible that the narrative and imagery of Phra Mae Thorani or
Bhumi Devi washing away the demons of temptation from distracting Buddha was
prevalent amongst the Ahoms, who are said to be practitioners of a form of
Buddhism before their Hinduization, and, in the context of their complete
Hinduization during king Rudra Sirhha’s reign, this imagery was interpreted in terms

of the Vaisnava Hindu ideology of the region and thus depicted through the image
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on the architecture of the Kesavarai Doul illustrated in Fig 4.1 (vi) ? It may be

possible, and there can be numerous other possibilities as well.

Proceeding further, the association of elephants with Laksmi or Sii is continuing from
the prehistoric times. Laksmi actually originated or evolved from a prehistoric earth,
nature and fertility goddess and a goddess of food, bounty and earthly treasures like a
Yaksi. As she is a goddess of fertility, growth and abundance, she has been made a
presiding divinity of agriculture and hence rain and water- the prime requisites and
integral elements in agricultural practice. As elephants have an ability to sense the
coming of rains and are intimately associated with water and behaviour of the land
systems, they too got linked and made a part of the attributes and aura of Laksmi,
as symbols of fertility, growth and abundance, of agriculture, crops and natural
resources. Thus, a well knitted iconographic form known as St and later Gaja
Laksmi came into being. With the coming of the age of the Puranas and Tantras,
and the evolution of different cultural and religious systems, the imagery or
iconography of Gaja Laksmi took on different interpretations and underwent lots of
changes. But, the belief of Laksmi as a presiding deity of water, agriculture, fertility
and growth remained intact in all the regional, village and folk/ tribal systems of the
Indian subcontinent. Though the Gaja Laksmi imagery originated from the folk and
sylvan beliefs regarding agricultural practice, it slowly became associated with royalty,
royal grandeur, lavishness, wealth, abundance and also valour. It is believed that
worshipping Gaja Laksmi, particularly in her form as Indra Laksmi a king ( or
anyone ) gets blessed with immense wealth, prosperity, power, grandeur and
particularly with elephants. Elephants, during the medieval period in the Indian
subcontinent were very integral to the martial prowess of the kings and chieftains.
They were specially tamed, taken care of, trained and prepared to serve as war
machines, royal conveyances, vehicles and also for serving as votives in religious
rituals or ceremonies. Particularly, in the context of the Ahom royalty, elephants held
profound importance. They were used as war machines, royal escorts, means of
transportation and for several other purposes. The importance and the place of
reverence that elephants held in the Ahom royalty is proven by the different treatises
and manuals dealing with the selection, behavioural patterns, keeping and care of
elephants which were composed under the patronage of the Ahom court. One of such

treatises is the Hastividyarpava. An exquisite illustrated manuscript of Hastividyarnava
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was produced in the court of king Siva Sirhha and his second queen Bar Raja
Ambika Kunvari or Madambika. This manuscript is counted as amongst the finest
artworks produced in Assam under Ahom patronage during the 18" century CE.
Capturing, selecting, taming and keeping elephants was one of the favourite pastimes
of the Ahom rulers, particularly Pratap Sirmha/ Siu- Seng- Pha (early 17" century CE)
who is found described in several historical accounts as Gajapati or the owner of a
thousand or more elephants (Basu, 1970, 173). This passion and zeal for elephants or
for acquiring the wealth in the form of elephants might have continued from the
days of Pratap Sirhha till his succeeding rulers like Siva Sirmha. The images of Gaja
Laksmi, portraying the Indra Laksmi form on the architecture of the Douls, which
have been discussed already, can also be thought of as connoting towards the
profound importance elephants held in the Ahom royalty. These images, in the
context of the Ahom built Douls may be interpreted as a proof of how the belief
centred around the Indra Laksmi aspect as a bestower of regal splendour, valour,
wealth and mainly elephants had been internalized by the Ahom royalty, in their

process of gradual absorption to Hinduism.

4.2 Sarasvati

The most common type of images of goddess Sarasvati that are seen in the relief
sculptural art of the architecture of the concerned five Douls features her as playing a
musical instrument. Only one image of her where she is depicted playing on a Vina
has been found in the whole range of extant architectural relief sculptural art of the

Douls. This image is from the Jagaddhatri Doul at Kalugaon.

4.2 (a) The image featuring the form of goddess Sarasvati playing on a Vina

from the Jagaddhatri Doul
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Fig 4.2 (i) : Line drawing of the image of Sarasvati playing on a Vipa from the

Jagaddhatri Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.2i (p) in Appendix 4B ]

In the context of the Ahom temple relief sculptural art or the temple stone relief
sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms, the above image
can be said as the only available portrayal of the goddess Sarasvati playing the

classical instrument Vina or the Indian lute.

The figure of the goddess featured in the image in Fig 4.2 (i) is two- handed and
she is seated in a pose akin to Maharajalilasana on a lotus. The Vina is either of
the type Rudra or Vicitra Vipa which are integral to the northern Indian Margiya or
classical music traditions. No other human or animal figure is seen accompanying the
goddess, neither there is depiction of any other motif or symbol in the image. Both

the hands of Sarasvati are engaged in plucking the strings of the Vina.

The iconographic form of Sarasvati playing a Vina is seen to be most commonly
conceived and revered in the cultures of the Indian subcontinent including Assam.
Several of such iconographic forms are found to be described in the Puranic, Tantric,

Agamic and Silpa texts. Some of them are described below :

Iconographic forms of Sarasvati playing Vina or Vinahasta Sarasvati in Puranic
texts-
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Agni Purana

The Agni Purana [ 50. 16 ] says that the image of Sarasvati should be made as
holding and playing on a Vina, rosary and book in her hands ( Shastri, J.L., 1998, 132

).
Devi Mahatmyam of the Markandeya Puranpa

The Devi Mahatmyam of the Markandeya Purana describes Sarasvati as having four
hands and holding a Vina along with a Anku$a, a Aksamala and a Pustaka or book/
manuscript (Rao, 1997, 378).

Iconographic forms of Sarasvati playing Vina in Tantric texts-
Saradatilaka

Elaborate descriptions of different iconographic forms of Sarasvati are found in the
Saradatilaka. Here, the form in which Sarasvati is described playing Vina is four
handed and is known by the name Vani ( or speech) or Hamsavagisvari. Sarasvati as

Vani is described to be riding a goose or swan (Bihnemann, 2016, 191) .
Brhat Tantrasara

The Brhat Tantrasara mentions of a form of Sarasvati known as Parijata Sarasvati .
In this form too, Sarasvati is four handed, playing a Vina and has the goose as her
vehicle or mount. Apart from the Vina, Parijata Sarasvati holds a book/ manuscript, a

pot of nectar and a Japamala or rosary / meditation beads (Chattopadhyay, 2010, 202).

All the above texts have no mention of any image or form of Sarasvati where she is
two handed, playing a Vina and seated on a lotus, and without the goose or swan

as her mount.

The image of Sarasvati from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.2 (i) comes
more near to the form or image of Sarasvati when she is depicted as the consort of
Visnu, accompanying him as his beloved wife, or more appropriately subordinate to
him . Sarasvati as the consort of Visnu finds mention in the Puranic and Agamic
texts which are claimed or said to be of eastern Indian origin like the
Brahmavaivarta Purapna, Agni Purana, Kalika Purana, Devi Mahabhagavata Purana

and Hayasirsa Paricaratra (Bhattacharya, G., 108). The Brahmavaivarta Purana, is a

135



text that has been holding a significant place in the cultures of Assam and Bengal. It
mentions that Sarasvati is one of the three consorts of Hari or Visnu, the other two
being Laksmi/SrT and Ganga . The Agni Purana [ |. 44. 48-49 ] mentions that in an
image of Vasudeva or Visnu, Sarasvati as Pusfi and Laksmi as Sy7 should be placed
on either side of the figure of Visnu. Pusti or Sarasvati should be portrayed as two
handed, playing a lute or a harp (Shastri, J.L., 1998, 122). The Haya$irsa Paficaratra,
an important Paricaratra Agama text mentions of Sarasvati as one of the consorts of
Visnu and Pusti being her another name . The vast majority of sculpted images of
Visnu produced by the schools of EISMA, mainly the Pala school and the early
medieval schools of sculptural art in Assam during the 9" to 12" century CE
influenced by the order and idioms of the Pala school, features his figure as flanked
by Si or Laksmi and Pusti or Sarasvati on his both sides. The figures of Laksmi or
Sri are seen portrayed in the Pala Visnu images as two handed with one hand
holding a lotus ( or sometimes a Camara or fly whisk) and the images of Sarasvati
or Pusti (also two handed) as holding or playing on a Vina or lute, as per the
descriptions given in texts like the Agni Purana [ Appendix D2 : Figure (i), (i), (iii)
and (iv) ]. The Vina depicted as held by Sarasvati in all these images is a Ekatantrr
Vinal. In most of the Visnu images of the Pala style or styles influenced by EISMA,
Sri and Pusti are depicted standing on lotus pedestals, but images where the two
goddesses are portrayed as seated on lotuses or a throne on either sides of Visnu are
also not rare. In these type of images, goddess Sarasvati or Pusti is mostly depicted
seated in a Maharajalilasana pose on a lotus or any throne and plucking the strings
of a Vma or lute, similar to the form featured in the image from the Jagaddhatri

Doul illustrated in Fig 4.2 (i).

The concept of Sarasvati as a consort of Visnu is also seen acknowledged in the
neo- Vaisnava culture of Assam. In several paintings of the illustrated manuscripts of
the neo- Vaisnava tradition produced during the time period from 16" to 19" century
CE, Visnu/ Hari/ Krsna when in his celestial abode or Vaikuntha, is shown attended
upon by his consorts Laksmi and Sarasvati. In these paintings, they are not found
described as Sri and Pusti. Instead, they are described as Laksmi and Sarasvati. Both
are shown as two handed in all these illustrations. For example, in a painting from an
illustrated manuscript of the Bhagavata or the Kirtana Ghosa ( ? ) in the neo-

Vaisnava or the Sattriya style , the four- handed Visnu is shown seated in a
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Padmasana pose under a decorated canopy. His two consorts Laksmi and Sarasvati
are seated on his either sides and are attending on him. Laksmi is holding a Camara
by one of her hands whereas Sarasvati is shown holding an offering tray, may be a
Sarai or Bata by her two hands [ Appendix D2 : Figure (v)] in place of the Vina.
Almost all the sculpted images of four handed Visnu in the Pala or the style of
EISMA, and other regional styles that continued with the Pala style or idiom, dating
back to 11"- 13" century CE and discovered from different regions of Assam feature
two- handed Sarasvati as playing on a Vina [ Appendix D2 : Figure (vi), (vii), (viii)
]. Moreover, there are evidences of images dating back to the above time periods or
carlier time periods where Sarasvati as Pusti (two handed, seated or standing on a
lotus or any seat, playing a Vina and without any animal mount/ vehicle/ companion)
is portrayed independently or alone without her consort, Visnu. Two of such sculpted
images each featuring a single, solitary figure of Sarasvati standing, and playing on a
Vina, or in the form of Pusti, are from Sivasagar and Guwahati [ Appendix D2 :
Figure (ix) and (x) ]. In both the images, Sarasvati is shown standing in a
Dvibhanga pose. But, these two images can be said as fragments of a larger image
of Visnu, if observed closely, and so cannot be called as independent representations
of Sarasvati as Pusti. A sculpted image which feature an independent or solitary
aspect of Sarasvati as Pusti, in the actual sense, is from Tezpur. This image is
featured in a stone architectural fragment, may be a lintel of some ruined temple
dating back to 11" or 12" century CE, presently displayed at the Citralekha Udyan
or Cole Park in Tezpur town. Here the goddess is shown seated , probably in a
Lalitasana pose and playing a Vipa. She may be seated on a lotus pedestal. No
other animal or human figures are seen to accompany her. Here the question arises
that, will in all cases, the form of Sarasvati, as two handed, seated on a lotus seat
or any other seat, playing the Vina by her two hands and unaccompanied by her
animal vehicle be identified as Pusti ? The Agni Purana mentions the form of
Sarasvati as Pusti only in relation with Visnu and in the presence of Visnu or
Vasudeva. There is no mention of any independent or solitary image of Sarasvati
where she is in the form of Pusti. The images portrayed in the architectural fragment
from Tezpur and in the architecture of the Jagaddhatri Doul forces us to think
whether there is any convention or tradition which allows the independent portrayal of
Sarasvati as Pusti. A possibility is also there that the sculpted images, though
resembling the form of Sarasvati as Pusti in the Agni Purana are not Pusti at all.
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They may be portrayals of another aspect or form of goddess Sarasvati which is

conceptually very different from her aspect as Pusti, the consort of Visnu.

In the tradition of eastern India, it is seen that the images or conception of two
handed form of Sarasvatt playing a Vina is more popular. The two- handed Sarasvati
playing a Vina is worshipped either as Vagvadini or with the FEkaksara or one
syllable Mantra as Visnuvallabha or consort of Visnu. It means that the two- handed
Sarasvati even if unaccompanied by Visnu is worshipped as his consort or his
beloved. The two-handed Sarasvati is invoked and worshipped as Vagvadini if

worshipped through Tantrika methods?.

In the Vajrayana Buddhist texts, there is a Sadhana form of Sarasvatt which is
known as Vajravina Sarasvat. One of such important texts, the Sadhanamala
describes the goddess Vajravina Sarasvati to be two- handed and playing the Vina by
both of her hands (Bhattacharya, B., 1958, 350). She is described as having no animal
vehicle or mount. She may be seated or standing on a lotus or any other seat. The
form of Vajravina Sarasvati comes to sharply resemble the form of Sarasvati in the
image portrayed in the Jagaddhatri Doul, illustrated in Fig 4.2 (i). As discussed
earlier, Tantric Buddhist elements were an integral part of Saktism that was practiced
in Assam since the 10" to 12" century CE. Though during the Ahom period and
under the patronage of the Ahom court during the 18" century CE, Sakta worship
and Saktism in Assam acquired a new form under the influence of the orthodox
Raghunandana Smarta and other ritual and philosophical systems introduced by
Krsnaram Bhattacharya, still the presence of Tantric Buddhist presence in it could not
be denied and it stayed prominent. Considering the context of the strong Vajrayana
influence in the Sakta culture of Assam and its continuity in ritual and artistic
expression since the 11" and 12" centuries, it can be assumed that the form of
Sarasvati in the 1mage from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.2 (i) is of Vajravina

Sarasvati, but there is no certainty about it .

In the Devi Mahabhagavata Purana also known as Mahabhagavata Purapa [ 41-43 1],
Brahma explains to Rama the divine realms of Gauriloka and Mahddurgaloka. In the
Chapter 43 (verse 67- 86), Brahma says that goddess Durga is seated inside her
resplendent apartment in the realm known as Mahdadurgaloka in her four- handed
form. This four- handed form of hers is known as Mahadurga or Mila Durga or
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Jagaddhatrt and it is the supreme Tantriki Murti. Her mount is a lion and she is
meditated upon by Brahma, Visnu, Siva and all other prominent gods and goddesses.
Crores of Bhairavas and other gods are holding gem studded Danda-s or staffs and
swords and standing there as gatekeepers. It is further described that the goddess
Jaya is standing to the left of Durga and goddess Vijaya is standing right to her.
They both are moving beautiful Camaras or fly whisks. Goddess Laksmi is described
to be on the right of Durgd and goddess Sarasvati is on the left. Both of them are
also said to attend upon the goddess Durga and are also said to carry betel plates
made of ruby and offering betel to her. Goddess Sarasvati, on the left side of Durga
is also described to be playing on a Vina and singing hymns from the Vedas
dedicated to the great goddess (Kumar, 1983, 185- 186). There is no mention of any
animal mount of Sarasvati, and even of Laksmi. The form of Sarasvati portrayed in
the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.2 (i) may also be thought of as
corresponding to this form in the Devi Mahabhagavata Purapa. Images featuring
goddesses Laksmi and Sarasvati, without their Vahanas or animal mounts/ vehicles,
two handed and as attendant goddesses of goddess Durga in accordance to the above
description in the Devi Mahabhagavata Purana, are seen to be frequently portrayed in
the art of the terracotta temples of Bengal built during the 16™ to 18™ century CE
and also in the modern times. In the Ahom built Jay Durga temple ( also dating to
the 18" century CE) at Hajo in Kamrup district of Assam, sculpted images of
Laksmi and Sarasvati without their respective animal mounts, two- handed and
standing on lotuses are seen portrayed on the either sides of the door leading to the
sanctum sanctorum where a stone sculpted ten- handed image of Mahisasuramardini
Durga is enshrined and worshipped as the main Vigraha [ Appendix D2 : Figure (xi),
(xii), (xiii) ]. The Jagaddhatri Doul at Kalugaon, from its name, can be understood as
a shrine to goddess Durga as Mahadurga or Jagaddhatri. So, it may not be wrong to
understand the form of the goddess Sarasvati featured in the image Fig 4.2 (i), as
depicting her conception in the Mahabhagavata as an attendant goddess, or a Sakhr

(companion) of goddess Mahadurga.

4.2 (b) Images featuring Sarasvati playing bowed stringed instruments- Images
depicting goddess Sarasvati playing different varieties of bowed stringed instruments
or fiddles are seen depicted in the iconographic programme of the sculptural art of

Maghnowa Doul, Jagaddhatri Doul and Gaurisagar Devi Doul . Except the previous
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image of Sarasvati discussed in Fig 4.2 (i) and discussed in 4.2 (a), rest of the very
few intact portrayals of her that are seen in the relief sculptural art of the Ahom
Douls show her as playing bowed stringed instruments of different varieties, majority
of which seem to be derived from the folk and tribal cultures of the region. The
image discussed previously is the only one intact image of her where she is shown
playing the Vina. The relatively greater number of images featuring Sarasvati as
playing bowed stringed instruments of the folk or tribal type indicate that the artisans
who sculpted them were possibly, not much acquainted or familiar with the Vina, or
might be, the folk bowed instruments were much more revered and were, or had
possibly become more intimately associated with their lifestyles and cultural
consciousness. It cannot be said that the artisans and the communities of artisans who
sculpted or carved the reliefs in the architecture of Ahom built Douls were
completely unaware or unknown of the different types of Vinas, for portrayal of
Rudra Vinas are seen in the sculptural art of the Douls like the Jay Doul or
Kesavarai Doul which was built much before the Jagaddhatri Doul. In the Ke$avarai
Doul, Rudra Vina is seen to be portrayed as played by the figures of winged
celestial musicians like the Gandharvas and Kinnaras. Though the classical Rudra
Vina or Vina was known by the artisans, its portrayal is not seen as an attribute of
Sarasvati in the relief sculptural art of the late medieval style in the architecture of
Ahom built Douls until the image in the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in 4.2 (i) which
has been discussed already. It might be because, rather the classical Vina, the bowed
stringed instruments were understood to be more integral in the folk or sylvan
conception or symbolism of Sarasvati in the region, or in the culture of the artisan

communities during that time.

In majority of the images from the above three Douls showing Sarasvati playing folk

bowed stringed instruments , the figure of the goddess is two-handed.
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Fig 4.2 (ii) : Line drawing of the image of Sarasvati from the Maghnowa Doul [
refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.2ii (p) in Appendix 4B ]

In the above image from the Maghnowa Doul, the goddess Sarasvati is depicted
seated on a lotus blossom and have no animal mount or vehicle accompanying her.
She is shown playing on a bowed stringed somewhat similar to a Serenda / Serja
which is seen presently as an important part of the musical traditions of the Bodo

Kacart and Koch communities, residing in western Assam [ Appendix D2 : Figure

(xiv) ].

The Serenda became an integral part of the neo- Vaisnava musical traditions during
the 16" to 18" centuries and it began to be used as an accompaniment in the
singing of neo- Vaisnava devotional lyrical compositions known as Bargit (Kalita,
2021, 79). The Serenda might have entered the tradition of neo-Vaisnava music when
neo- Vaisnavism was receiving immense patronage and was nurtured by the Koch
rulers like Naranarayana in the Koch kingdom. There are accounts of the wife of the
Koch general Cilarai or Sukladhvaja playing a Serenda and singing Bargit and
compositions by the neo-Vaisnava saint Sankardeva to its tunes (Basu, 1970, 288). The
use of Serenda is not seen amongst the ethnic communities residing in the regions
surrounding the Maghnowa Doul and also eastern or upper Assam. It is not clear
whether Serenda was prevalent amongst these communities during the late medieval
period. But the image of Sarasvati playing the Serenda portrayed in the Maghnowa

Doul hints towards a possibility that the Serenda was not unknown of in the culture
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of this region during the late medieval period. Another possibility is that in making
of the sculptural imagery of the architecture of the Maghnowa Doul, there might be
involvement of artisans coming from the regions and cultures where use of Serenda is
integral, for example the Koch and Bodo cultures in western Assam and northern

Bengal.

The Jagaddhatri Doul features an image of Sarasvati seated on a lotus and playing on
a bowed stringed instrument must be of the folk derivation [ refer to Fig 4.2iii (p) ].
The design of the instrument resembles that of two bowed stringed instruments
prevalent in the culture of Assam- a Bin and a Kumli Eng [ Appendix D2 : Figure
(xv) and (xvi) ]. It may be identified as either one of them. Kumli Eng is a bowed
stringed instrument of the ethnic Karbi community® residing mostly in central and
eastern Assam. It somewhat resembles the Chinese bowed stringed instrument known

as Erhu.

The Serenda and several other folk bowed stringed instruments like a Bmn or Kumli
Eng shown as played by Sarasvatt in the images from the Maghnowa Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.2 (ii) and Jagaddhatri Doul [refer to Fig 4.2iii (p) in Appendix
4B], respectively had attained a place of prominence under the aegis of the neo-
Vaisnava institutions as well as the Ahom court, particularly from the reign of king
Rudra Simha onwards. To this date, in the musical traditions of certain neo-Vaisnava
Sattras, these stringed instruments, particularly the Serenda are used. In the folk
culture of Assam, these stringed instruments and a host of other musical instruments
are often associated with Siva and Parvati. It is said in the Tokari Gits or Deha
Bicara Gits that Siva himself had designed or crafted many of these musical
instruments. In the tradition of performing Bihu Nam or Hucari, it is generally
observed that the initiation of the songs starts with a short propitiation to goddess
Sarasvati, then to Hari/ Visnu/ Krsna and then to the assembled audience- Prathame
Pranamo Ai Sarasvati, Dvitiya Pranamo Hari, Tritiva Pranamo Samajua Raij.
Propitiation to the goddess also is seen in several other traditions of singing and
music prevalent in Assam, e.g. Oja Pali. The images in the sculptural art of the
Maghnowa Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul featured in Fig 4.2(i1) and 4.2iii (p) featuring
Sarasvati playing folk bowed stringed instruments can be thought of as reflecting how
different folk tribal or Laukika traditions got absorbed into the mainstream Hindu
traditions, made affiliated to or identified themselves with the Puranic and Tantric
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symbolisms, how the essential attributes and symbolisms of the deities like Sarasvati

were understood and internalized by the people of the region in the course of time.

Neog (2008c, 67) mentions of how in some devotional songs and poetry of the neo-
Vaisnava tradition, Ai- the widely and popularly worshipped folk patron goddess of
smallpox is totally seen brought out from her usual identity and belief system as the
patron goddess of smallpox and made associated with Ratnavali or Bhakti Ratnavali-
one of the four chief scriptures or Cari Sastras of the Assamese neo- Vaisnavas. In
some verses of Ratnavali, the goddess is said to be playing on folk stringed
instrument or fiddles like Tokari or sometimes, a Vina . Now, questions arise like
why Ai, a folk sylvan goddess associated with the Sakta system/ faith of the region,
was chosen to be included in a neo- Vaisnava scripture, that too endowing the
characteristics usually attributed to Sarasvati like playing musical instruments,
particularly a Vina ? Was it some kind of strategy by the neo- Vaispava institutions
to bring in more people into their fold ? Neog did not mention anything about it in
his book. Considering the profound influence of neo- Vaisnava texts like Ratnavali on
the cultural and religious orientation of the non- elite common people, including the
artisan communities  from the 15" century CE onwards, and the Vaisnava
acculturation of the widespread belief centred on Ai or the small pox goddess, it can
be, in a way, assumed that the images from the Maghnowa Doul and Jagaddhatri
Doul featuring a goddess playing Vina and various other fiddled instruments depicted
in the Fig 4.2 (i), 4.2 (ii) and 4.2iii (p) actually portray the above concept or
visualization of the popular, widely venerated smallpox goddess Ai in the Bhakti

Ratnavali, and not Sarasvatl.

The portrayal of folk musical instruments as attributes of Sarasvati in these images
from the Douls also points towards an eclectic attitude or approach of the Ahom
rulers from the period of reign of king Rudra Simha onwards. The portrayal of not
only the Vina, but also the different varieties of folk stringed instruments as musical
attributes of Sarasvati, possibly hints towards the liberty the artisans took in
presenting an iconography of the goddess that would be more appealing to and
readable in the context of the culture of the region during the 17" to 18" century
CE.
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Again coming to the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.2iii (p), Das (2011-12,
110) has identified it as a depiction of Laksmi playing a Tokari, which is another
type of folk stringed instrument prevalent in the culture of Assam. She has not
mentioned of any text or imagery on the basis of which such an identification was
made. The deciphering of the image as Laksmi playing a Tokari was certainly done
relying on some proper text. There must be presence or evidences of such texts
where Laksmi gets associated with the symbolism of music which is otherwise known

to be a typical attribute of Sarasvati.

If carefully observed, the musical instrument in the image in Fig 4.2iii (p), though
identified to be Tokari, may not be a Tokari. As seen generally, Tokari is not a
bowed stringed instrument. Its strings are only played with fingers, no bow is used.
Therefore, the instrument shown in the image must be either a Bin, or a Kumli Eng,

or a Serja or Serenda.

4.2 (¢) Image featuring Sarasvati, two handed, seated on a lotus and holding a
manuscript and a lotus from the Jagaddhatri Doul- The form of Sarasvati in this
image corresponds sharply to the form of Vajrasarada, a Dhyana or Sadhana form of
goddess Sarasvati described in the Vajrayana Buddhist text Sadhanamala (
Bhattacharya, B., 1958, 351).

Fig 4.2 (iv) : Line drawing of the image of two- handed Sarasvati seated on a lotus and
holding a manuscript and a lotus from the Jagaddhatri [ refer to the photograph of the
same in Fig 4.2iv (p) in Appendix 4B ]
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This similarity again hints towards the presence and continuation of the Vajrayana

Buddhist elements in the Sakta tradition in Assam.

4.2 (d) Image of a four-handed goddess from the Maghnowa Doul featured

holding a pot/ jar/ vessel and a Aksamala or rosary-

In the architecture of the Maghnowa Doul, there is a partially damaged image
featuring a four- handed goddess seated on a lotus and holding a pot of water/

nectarine water and a Aksamala- attributes that are usually identified with Sarasvati.

Fig 4.2 (v) : Line drawing of the image of a four-handed goddess holding a pot and a
rosary from the Maghnowa Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.2v (p)
of Appendix 4B ]

A combination of attributes like pot or Kamandalu/ Kalasa/ Kumbha and Aksamala/
Japamala or rosary is seen in different forms of Sarasvati. The form of Sarasvati or
Vagisvari invoked through the Sodasaksara or 16 syllable Mantra described in the
Brhat Tantrasara is four handed. Three of her hands are described holding a
Japamala/ Aksamala, a Sudhapirna Kalasa or a pot of nectar and a book/ manuscript.
Her fourth hand is posed in the Vyakhyana pose (Chattopadhyay, 2010, 199). The
Visnudharmottara describes a form of Sarasvati where she holds a Kamandalu along
with a Vina having a bamboo stem. The Praparicasara describes a form of Sarasvati
known as Bharatt who is four handed and holding a Kumbha or a pot, a rosary and
a manuscript in her three hands. Her fourth hand is either in a gesture of knowledge
known as Cinta or in the boon giving gesture known as Vara or Varada. She is said
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to be seated on a white lotus. The same text describes another form of Sarasvati as
Bharati known as Vani where she holds a nectar filled vessel/ pot or Ghata along
with a Vina or lute, a rosary and a manuscript, and is seated on a goose or Hamsa
(Buhnemann, 2016, 31-32, 35). Ten different iconographic forms of Sarasvati are
described in the Saradatilaka. Out of these four forms are described to be holding a
combination of a pot/ vessel and rosary. In the architecture of the 11" century CE
Brhade$varar temple at Gangaikondacholapuram in Tamil Nadu built during the Chola/
Chozha period, there is placed an exquisite stone sculpted image of Sarasvati, seated
and holding a rosary, a Kamandalu/ Kalasa and a manuscript in three of her hands.
one of her hands is in the Vyakhyana pose or gesture of exposition. This image is

identified as Jiiana Sarasvati [ Appendix D2 : Figure ( xvii) ].

In the image featured in the relief sculptural art of the architecture of Maghnowa
Doul and illustrated in Fig 4.2 (v), two of the four hands of the goddess are shown
holding a pot/ jar or lidded vessel and a rosary, whereas rest of her two hands are
seen to posed in certain gestures which may be gestures of boon giving or assurance.
The presence of the vessel and the rosary in the two hands of the goddess may be
an indication towards her identity as Sarasvati. Moreover, if the descriptions in the
above paragraph are followed, the goddess will seem as none other than an
iconographic form of Sarasvati. But, the arrangement and gestures of rest of her
hands are uncertain which prevent putting forward the identification of the goddess

conclusively as Sarasvati.

The pot or jar held in the upper left hand of the goddess, in its design, resembles a
Bhogjara or Jara- a type of lidded jar with a spout the use of which was prevalent
amongst the Ahom royalty and nobility. Bhogjara-s made of silver, copper, brass and
bell metal are being found amongst the possessions of different neo- Vaisnava Sattras
and Devalaya-s across Assam [ Appendix D2 : Figure (xviii) and (xix) ]. Many of
these Bhogjara-s feature exquisite designs and workmanship and these date back
mostly to the 18" - 20" century CE. They are known to be used for holding liquids
like water and sometimes liquor. They were also used to hold consecrated water for

several types of ritual oblations in Sattras and Devalaya-S.

Images depicting independent four- handed forms of Vinahasta Sarasvati are not found

in Assam, in none of the known sculptural art traditions that have flourished here
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since the 7 century CE, including the tradition of relief sculptural art of the late
medieval style patronized and which flourished under the Ahoms. But numerous
images featuring independent four- handed forms of Sarasvati have been found in
Bengal. Majority of these images are dated to the 10" to 12" century CE and they
belong to the Pala style. There is a class of sculpted images produced during the
Pala period which feature four- handed Vinahasta Sarasvati having a Mesa or Ram as
a vehicle [ Appendix D2 : Figure (xx) ]. Numerous images featuring such an
iconography are found in Bangladesh. Not a single image of Mesavahana Vinahasta
Sarasvatt has been found in Assam so far. In the present day, clay crafted images
featuring two handed Vinahasta Sarasvati having Hamsa or swan or goose as her
vehicle are the most popular. But, such an iconographic form is rarely found or
absent in the sculptural art of Assam preceding the modern period.

4.3 Durga
4.3.1 Mahisasuramardint

Durga/ Candika has been conceived both as the consort or Sakti of Siva in the form
of Gauri/ Parvati and as an independent goddess, the sole source of every existence
and the only supreme being in the creation. According to the Mundamala Tantra [ 3.
45 1], there is no Sastra as superior as the Tantra, no Bhakta or devotee as superior
as Kesava/ Visnu, no Yogi as superior as Sankara/ Siva and no Devata or God as
supreme as Durga (Rai, 2010, 66). In various texts and traditions, Durga has been
visualized as having a myriad of forms or aspects. Each of her form and emanation
is a distinct Devi/ Sakti. It has been mentioned in several Tantras that all goddesses
or goddess forms can be addressed or identified as Durga. Flood (1996, 177) says
that the name or concept Devi is interchangeable with Durga. Further several Tantras
or Tantric texts say that any goddess or Devi can be addressed as Durga. Durga as
an independent goddess is more closely associated with the cult of Siva, than Visnu.
The Vaisnavas, especially the neo- Vaisnavas of Assam, conceive Durga as
Yogamaya, the younger sister of Visnu as Krspa and a manifestation of Visnu’s
illusory power, following the narratives elaborated in the 10" Canto or Dasama
Skandha of the Bhagavata Purana [ verses 9-13 ] and the Harivamsa of the
Mahabharata. Yogamaya is also known as Vindhyavasini and her form is described by
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Rao (1997, 344) to be four handed, where her two back hands should be carrying the
Sankha and Cakra- the characteristic attributes of Visnu and her front hands should
be placed in Varada and Abhaya poses. She is said to be having a lion as her
mount. In some Tantric texts, Vindhyavasini is described to having the head of a
bird, may be an eagle and body of a human. She holds Sankha, Cakra and Gada in
her three hands and her fourth hand is placed in Abhaya pose. She adorns a
Mundamala or a garland of severed human heads and mounts a lion. Such a form of
her may be rare and esoteric. Vindhyavasini is also amongst Nava or nine forms of

Durga in certain Agamic texts.

Durga’s numerous forms- Ugra ( terrific/ malevolent), Saumya ( benign/ benevolent) and
Misrital Misra ( having a combination of both Ugra and Saumya) are part of both
Tantric and Puranic traditions of Hinduism. One of her most popular and prominent
iconographic forms falling in the category of either Ugra or Midrita is
Mahisasuramardinz or she as the slayer of the buffalo demon Mahisasura. The
Mahisasuramardini form, particularly in the Sakta tradition of eastern India ( Assam
and Bengal ), has been conceived as the ultimate, highest form of Durga and all
other goddesses and goddess forms are a part of her. This form is seen to be
conceptualized and presented in diverse manners in the literary traditions and in the

religious art of the Indian subcontinent.

Mahisasuramardini Durga, in the study of Hindu iconography or Sakta iconography
can be called as a general umbrella term for visual depictions or images of diverse
martial and protective goddesses identified with or idealized as forms and emanations
of Durga or Candika- the consort of Siva taming or destroying a monstrous buffalo/
shape- shifting buffalo / a buffalo headed human entity/ a half human- half buffalo
demon identified with Mahisasura described as none other than a part incarnation of
Siva ( not always) in the mainstream Puranic and Tantric literature. But there are
certain images or image types in the religious art of the Indian subcontinent,
especially found and popular in eastern India depicting martial and warrior goddesses
slaying a human bodied or anthropomorphic demon having no element of a buffalo in
his morphology. Neither there is found any symbol or figure of a buffalo
accompanying him. Though these goddesses can be identified with or understood as
emanations of Durga or Candika, there arises a problem in identifying the slain
demon as Mahisasura because of the absence of the buffalo imagery. But, these
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image types are being accepted and categorized as Mahisasuramardini Durga. A
variation is also seen within this type of images. In some of the images of such
type, a head of a buffalo is portrayed as placed at the extreme bottom of all the
figures.

The goddesses taming or destroying a buffalo bodied demonic entity or a shape
shifting buffalo demon unified and classified under the conception of Durga slaying
Mahisasura actually belong to diverse ritual systems within the Puranic and Tantric
traditions, and appropriated from numerous folk and tribal/ Laukika mother- goddess
worshipping traditions and cultures styled as Sakta Tantra within the Indian
subcontinent. Each of the Tantric traditions or ritual, or more appropriately Mantra
systems/ Mantra Krama-s focus or visualize a different form of Mahisasuramardini
Durga or Candika. Some Tantric systems visualize or instruct the worship of a form
of Mahisasuramardini Durga where the figure of Durga is eight handed, whereas other
systems instruct the worship of a Mahisasuramardini form where Durga is four-
handed. The royal family of Tripura has been worshipping an unique image of ten-
handed Mahisasuramardini Durga which is crafted in such a manner that the goddess
looks two- handed, and both the hands are engaged in slaying Mahisasura with the
spear. The rest of the hands are kept ‘hidden’ and undiscernable through some visual
tactics and craftsmanship. In some Tantric Kulacara systems , a form of the
Mahavidya Cinnamasta known as Gupta Durga, also known by names such as
Rapajaitrz, Cinna Munda, Camunda etc. [ Appendix D3 : Figure (i) ] has been
worshipped as Mahisaghati or the destroyer of Mahisasura during the Sandhiksana
period of Durga Pijjal. She has been prominently worshipped in some Ksatriya Kulas
or Ksatriya clans?. According to some practitioners of Tantric rituals, the forms of
eight- handed and four- handed Mahisasuramardini Durga are strictly Tantric or
Tantrokta®. The Puranic ritual systems which are again an consolidation of Vedic
Brahmanic / non- Tantric and Tantric systems visualize or instruct the worship of
Mahisasuramardini Durga in her ten- handed form. The ten- handed Mahisasuramardini
Durga form is often called by the adepts of Hindu ritual systems as the Puranic form
or Pauranika Murti. The Devi Mahabhagavata/ Mahabhagavata Purana [ 43. 87 ]
clearly speaks of the ten- handed form of Durga as Pauranika Murti (Kumar, 1983,
186). The ten- handed form of Mahisasuramardini Durga has been the most widely

depicted of all the Mahisasuramardini Durga forms in pan- Indian sculptural art, as
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well as painting. It is only the ten- handed form whose clay image have been
worshipped during the annual autumnal Durga Puja festival in eastern India, including
Assam. The second chapter of Devi Mahatmyam [ 2. 9-38 ] describes an eighteen-
handed form of Mahisasuramardini who is known as Mahalaksmi . She, has been
described as the Madhyama Caritra of Candika or Durga and has been formed from
the assembled energies of all the gods and goddesses (Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 84-90)
. According to the Tantric Navarpa Mantra system, Mahalaksmi is known as a form
of the supreme Candika. In another Krama of this Navarna Mantra system, the
Tantric goddess Damara Bhairavi or Damaresvari Bhairavi [ Appendix D3 : Figure
(i) ] has been conceived and worshipped as the supreme Candika* . The form of
Damara Bhairavi [ shown in Figure (ii) in Appendix D3] has been described in the
Daksinamiirti Sarhhitd, and she is said to be the Candr Vidya of goddess Bhairavi®
and she is the Candika or Candi of the Uttaramnaya- one of the six Amnayas or
Tantric paths of revelation (Vidyanidhi, 2012, 470- 471) . The 59" and 60" chapter of
Kalika Purana speaks of eighteen- handed and sixteen- handed forms of
Mahisasuramardini Durga (Shastri, B., 1994, 57- 61). Portrayals of Eighteen- handed and
Sixteen- handed forms of Mahisasuramardini Durga are also found in several sculptural
traditions in the history of the Indian subcontinent, mostly in the sculptural traditions
falling under the EISMA that flourished during the 8" to 12" century CE. Images
of eighteen handed Mahisasuramardini Durga are most frequently found in the
religious art of Nepal. In Nepalese Saktism, the worship of eighteen handed form of
Mahisasuramardini Durga is seen to be the most widespread [ Appendix D3 : Figure
(i) 1. The Visnudharmottara Purana speaks of a twenty handed form of
Mahisasuramardini Durga under the name of Candika (Rao, 1997, 346). Images of
twenty handed form of Mahisasuramardini Durga are also not rare in the sculptural
art of the Indian subcontinent. Some Tantric texts say that Mahisasuramardini Durga

is amongst the major 18 or Astadasa Mahavidyas® or emanations of Tantric wisdom.

Almost every two- handed or multi- handed warrior goddesses slaying or wounding a
buffalo bodied demon or a half human- half buffalo demon by spears, tridents as
well as Cakra-s or discuses in the religious art, particularly sculptural art of the
Indian subcontinent can be wunderstood and interpreted as illustrating or as
visualizations of the numerous, diverse Puranic narratives and Tantric conceptions of

Durga in her various identities slaying a common buffalo demon Mahisasura.
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But, there are several other images, the first type of which depict a martial, strongly
built goddess catching hold of a buffalo with one of her hands and suffocating its
mouth or strangulating it by her other hand. Images of this type are mostly found
amongst the evidences of the sculptural art of the Kusanas dating to the 1% to 4"
century CE and also the Guptas and Rastrakutas [ Appendix D3 : Figure (iv) and (v)
]. The second type depicts a goddess with eight or ten hands standing on a head of
a Mahisa or buffalo and sometimes accompanied by a lion as well as a stag/
antelope. This type of images locally known as Kotravai/ Korravai/ Vana Durgai/
Durgai [ Appendix D3 : Figure (vi) and (vii)] in the Tamil region and mentioned in
ancient Tamil Sangam or Casikam literature (Flood, 1996, 180) are most frequent in
the sculptural art of the temples built by the Cholas/ Chozhas, and the Pandyas in the
Tamil region. The Saradatilaka [ 11.25 ] mentions of a eight handed/ armed form of
Durga where she stands on the head of a Mahisa. This form is named as
Mahisamardini and it can be said as similar to the form of Kotravai (Shastri, P., 2011,
287). There is also a image type featured frequently in the sculptural art of the Saiva
and Vaisnava temples as well as other temples in southern India where Durga is
shown as having four hands, where two back hands hold Sankha and Cakra and the
front hands are either posed in Varada and Abhaya, or the left hand in Kasihasta or
Kagyavalambita pose and the right hand showing Abhaya Mudra. She is shown
sometimes as standing on a buffalo head or sometimes on a Padmapitha or lotus
pedestal. Such an image type of Durga is known as Vispu Durga, or Durga as the
sister of Visnu [ Appendix D3 : Figure (viii) ]. The Suprabhedagama describes Durga
as the ©dear younger sister of Visnu’, and informs that she came out of the Adisakti,
or the supreme cosmic feminine power (Rao, 1997, 341- 342). There is also an
evidence of a Visnu Durga image in Assam dating back to the 8" to 10" century

CE, and found in the Doiyang- Dhansiri valley region.

The aforesaid types of images can be simply identified just as different stylizations
or variants of Mahisasuramardini Durga. But some of these images, may be featuring
distinct folk, tribal or clan war goddesses associated with the practice of buffalo
sacrifice and buffalo totem worship who became appropriated during the course of
time as Mahisasuramardini Durga. It is because the act of suffocating a buffalo is
one of the prescribed methods of animal sacrifice. The head of a buffalo in the

second type of image may be either a suggestion of Ghata Bali- another mode of
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animal sacrifice where the animal is ritually decapitated, or a tribal or folk totemic
symbol or a tribal practice of displaying the heads of hunted and killed animals as a
trophy of heroic merit. The buffalo in the aforesaid two types of images may not be
necessarily a demonic entity. As the above types of images have been found mainly
in the context of sculptural art of the temples built according to Puranic, Agamic and
Tantric norms, and the goddesses featured in them are infused with Puranic, Agamic
and Tantric attributes of Durga, they can be interpreted as belonging to the category
of Mahisasuramardini Durga, but their possible tribal associations cannot be denied.
In the culture of Assam too, numerous fierce tribal and folk war goddesses, presiding
goddesses of forest and hunting, and goddesses worshipped on the periphery of the
society who were satiated through buffalo sacrifice have been appropriated as
Mahisasuramardini Durga across history, as a result of several tribal clans and
kingdoms absorbing themselves to Puranic and Tantric traditions and manners of
Hinduism. Presently, no distinction can be made between these tribal war goddesses
and Mahisasuramardini Durga, mainly in their visualized forms, and rituals . In most
cases, the rituals and lore related to the Puranic and Tantric Mahisasuramardini Durga
are seen merged with the ritual and lore related to these folk and tribal war and
nature goddesses, e.g. Ranacandi, Baghesvari, Banabasi etc. There are accounts of
Ahoms worshipping a goddess at a Deos$al or shrine located in Bardubi in the
Dibrugarh- Tinsukia region of eastern Assam (Neog, 2008a, 81). The image of this
goddess is known to be brought by the Ahoms and might be a folk and clan war
goddess of the Ahoms. Whether she has also been assimilated into the imagery or
conception of Mahisasuramardini or any other Puranic or Tantric goddess in the later
years is not clear. The Assam State Museum at Guwahati has in its collection a
bronze plaque featuring a relief sculpted face or head of a female deity directly on
top of a buffalo head [ Appendix D3 : Figure (ix) ]. This image has been obviously
identified as a stylized Mahisasuramardini Durga. But from several of its visual
features, and arrangement, it may be again interpreted, either as a tribal totemic
symbol representing some goddess cult subduing or humbling a cult centred on
worshipping buffalo totem (Rao, 1997, 354), or a goddess worshipped through offering
heads of sacrificed buffaloes. She might have been assimilated into the dominant
narrative of Mahisasuramardini Durga under the context of a possible Sanskritization

of the tribal culture in which she was venerated.
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All the visualizations and descriptions of Mahisasuramardini Durga found in the
Puranic and Tantric texts have Durga severing the head of the buffalo body of
Mahisasura, trampling and wounding his emerging human form from the severed
throat of the buffalo by her trident [ Appendix D3 : Figure (x) ]. Such a visualization
of Mahisasura is referred to as Ardhaniskranta by the Devi Mahatmyam [ 3. 41-42 ]
(Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 105). Images of Durga slaying the Ardhaniskranta form of
Mahisasura in accordance to the Puranic, Agamic and Tantric texts began to appear
in the artistic traditions of the Indian subcontinent from the Gupta period onwards
(Choudhury, N.D., 1992, 31). In the sculptural art of Assam, mainly dating from 9" to
12t century CE, which was the period of rise of Saktism, all Mahisasuramardini
Durga images are found to feature the Ardhaniskranta form of Mahisasura as slain by
Durga. But, in the newly emerged Late Medieval style of temple stone relief
sculptural art, and even metal sculptural art of the Ahoms, there is no intact image
featuring Durga slaying the Ardhaniskranta form of Mahisasura as described by the

Puranic and Tantric texts.

In the relief sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms,
Mahisasuramardini Durga is seen to be portrayed only in her ten- handed and sixteen-
handed forms/ aspects. Images showing the goddess Mahisasuramardini Durga as
sixteen- handed are featured only on the architecture of Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul . In
the architecture of Devi Doul at Gaurisagar and Jagaddhatri Doul at Kalugaon, the
images of Mahisasuramardini Durga depicted are of the ten- handed type. Maghnowa
Doul and the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul, presently contain no sculpted image of

Mahisasuramardini Durga on their architecture.

According to the Kalika Purana [ 59. 10- 23 ; 60. 56- 64a; 60. 118-122a ], the ten-
handed form of Mahisasuramardini is known by the name Durga / Katyayani/
Mahisamardini, the sixteen- handed form as Bhadrakal/r and the eighteen- handed form
as Ugracanda (Shastri, B., 1994, 57-61). In the sculptural art of the architecture of the
concerned five Douls, no representation or image of the Ugracanda form of Durga
Mahisasuramardini has been found. The Matsya Purana [ CCLX. 55- 64 ] also describes
the ten- handed form of Mahisasuramardini Durga as Katyayani and her form is
almost similar to that described in the Kalika Purana (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1128). The
Agni Purana [ 50. 1-5] describes Mahisasuramardini as Candi and that she can be
endowed with either twenty or just ten hands (Shastri, J.L., 1998, 132). Most of the
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Mahisasuramardini images crafted out in the present day for worship in eastern India
including Assam conform to the descriptions given in the texts like Kalika Purana,
Matsya Purana and Mahakala Samhita. The Smarta Durga Paja Paddhati-s also
prescribe the worship of the image of ten- handed Durga made in accordance to the
description given by Matsya Purana and the Kalika Purana. According to the 43"
chapter of Devi Mahabhagavata Purana , the ten handed Durga is described as the
Pauranika Murti and the four- handed Mula Durga is known as the Tantriki Mirti
(Kumar, 1983, 181- 187) . In the same Purana [ 43. 88 ], Brahma advises Rama to
worship the clay image of the ten- handed Pauranika form of Durga through elaborate

rituals for the purpose of gaining victory over Ravana (Kumar, 1983, 187).

Intact and recognizable images of Mahisasuramardini Durga as a part of the
architectural stone relief sculptural art of the Ahom built Douls are found to be very
less. Among the five Douls considered in this chapter, sculpted images of ten- handed
form of Mahisasuramardini Durga are only seen on the outer walls of the Gaurisagar
Devi Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul. The Mahisasuramardini image from the Jagaddhatri
Doul can be called as unique in the context of the tradition of temple stone relief
sculpture  that proliferated under the Ahom court. The features of the
Mahisasuramardini image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul have got eroded and
obliterated, might be due to unplanned restoration. Still, the features of image are,

too an extent, discernible.

4.3.1 (a) Image of ten handed Mahisasuramardini from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul-

Fig 4.3 (i) : Line drawing of the image of ten- handed Mahisasuramardini Durga from
the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.3i (p) in
Appendix 4C ]
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Many features of the image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (i) have suffered damage but still
are discernible to a certain extent. The left five hands of the goddess have faded
beyond recognition and it is not clear what attributes are held in them. The right five
hands, are to an extent intact and the attributes held in them are identifiable. Starting
from the upper right hand, the goddess holds the shaft of the Sala or a Trisila (
trident) with which she pierces the body of Mahisasura, a Khadga/ Asi (sword), an
unidentified weapon, may be a Khetaka/ Musala (a mace/ club/ pestle), a Cakra
(discus) and a Sakti (a spear or lance). The attribute in the uppermost left hand is
not at all clear. It may be a shield. The left foot of the goddess must be on the
body of Mahisasura or may be trampling his head and her right foot is established
on the back of her mount, the lion, corresponding to her forms described in the texts
like Kalika Purana, Matsya Purana, Agni Purana and Kali Vilasa Tantra. According
to the Kalika Purana [59.10-21], the goddess holds in her five right hands ( starting
from the top) a Trisila/ Sila or a trident with which she pierces the body of
Mahisasura, a sword, discus, arrow and a lance. In her five left hands ( starting from
the top), she should hold a shield, a full drawn bow, noose, a goad and an axe or a
bell. It is further said in the description that the goddess should be standing in a
Tribhanga or three bended pose of the body. The anthropomorphic or human like
figure of Mahisasura should be emerging from the cut off head of his buffalo body
and pierced by the Trisila held by the goddess in her uppermost right hand. He
holds a sword in his hand. The goddess strangles him with the noose known as
Naga Pasa held in one of her hands as well as she is also said to catch hold of his

hair by the hand in which she holds the noose (Shastri, B., 1994, 57-59) .

In the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3 (i), some of the attributes
held in the five right hands of the goddess Durga like the trident, sword, discus and
lance are similar to that described to be held by her in the form described in the
Kalika Purana, but there are minor variations in the arrangement. As per the Kalika
Purana, the Cakra or discus should be held in the third right hand from the top
(Shastri, B., 1994, 57). But in the image, the third right hand is seen holding an
unidentified attribute the design of which seem to resemble either a Nakoi Da, a
Langkhor, a Amfai or a Dakhar all of which are different types of weapons of the

local or regional variety used by the Ahoms and the Kacaris. It may also be a club/
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mace or a pestle. The Cakra is instead, placed in the fourth hand and the fifth hand

is holding a lance or a spear.

Coming to the left hands of the goddess in the image, they are damaged and none
of the attributes held in them are intact. But if clearly observed, a contour of a
serpentine form or object can be traced descending downwards from the lowermost
hand of the goddess towards the figure of Mahisasura which is completely damaged.
Though the figure of the Asura is completely damaged, some faint edges of its form
are left through which the position in which he was portrayed can be made out. But
it is not clear of whether he was portrayed in an anthropomorphic form or in a half
human- half buffalo form as described in the aforesaid Puranas. The hand of the
Asura which holds a sword is visible. The serpentine object or form may be the
Naga Pasa or the serpent noose, which according to the description in the Kalika
Purana is let by the goddess Durga to strangle or bind Mahisasura. It is described
that the noose is held along with the hair tuft of the Asura in the fourth left hand (
from the top) of the goddess whereas the fifth or the lowermost hand of the goddess
is said to hold either an axe or a bell. But, in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi
Doul in Fig 4.3 (i), the noose seems like it is held by the goddess in her lowermost
or fifth hand.

The figure of the Simha or lion, the mount of the goddess in the image is totally
damaged except for a part of its jaw shown as thrusting itself on the hand of
Mahisasura which is holding the sword. From a close observation of the form of the
jaw and some remaining contours of its head and neck, it can be understood that it
had a hybrid form combining the characteristics of a horse, a dragon like mythical
reptile and a feline creature. Sculpted and painted figures of lions represented as
hybrid forms of reptile, horse and a feline are seen to be common in the art of
Assam as well as Bengal. Mainly, in the Durga images crafted in Bengal and
Assam from 17" century CE onwards, it can be seen that the lion is always depicted
as a creature having a long curved serpentine neck, a long snout, ears and manes
like that of a horse and facial features ( jaws and eyes ) like that of a dragon or a
crocodile. Because of the sharp equine morphological characteristics, such a lion is
commonly called Ghotak Ripi Sirha’ in the culture of Bengal. Such a manner of
portraying the lion having a composite of morphological characteristics of lion, horse
and reptile is also met with in the miniature painting traditions of the Rajput and
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Mughal courts of the same time period. Even in the art of some of the cultures of
the Indian subcontinent from 1%t century BCE to 12" century CE, figures of lions
portrayed in such a form are seen. In the Dravidian temple architectural sculpture too,
images of nearly identical leonine creatures having certain reptilian and equine

features known as Shardula-s and Yali-s are frequently seen.

The figure of Mahisasuramardini Durga in the image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (i) is not
accompanied by figures of other deities or attendants. In the iconographic scheme of
the sculptural art of the architecture of the Douls, there are no evidences of any such
image of Mahisasuramardini Durga where she is featured as accompanied by deities
like Ganesa, Kartikeya, Laksmi and Sarasvati . But, in the sculptural art of the
temples in Bengal, dating back to the same period as well as later than the Ahom
built Douls, several images of Mahisasuramardini Durga where Durga is flanked by
the above four deities are seen. The practice of worshipping the image of ten-
handed Mahisasuramardini Durga along with the images of Laksmi, Sarasvati, Ganesa
and Kartikeya in the manner as it is seen nowadays in Assam and Bengal finds
mention finds mention in the Kali Vilasa Tantra. It mentions of a procedure of
worship of Mahisasuramardini Durga with accompanying deities like Jaya, Vijaya,
Laksmi, Sarasvati, Ganesa and Kartikeya (Tarkatirtha, 1917, 7) The Smarta authors or
the Nibandhakaras who composed the several Durga Puja Paddhati-s or texts/
manuals on the elaborate worship of Durga might have included the procedure of
worship of Mahisasuramardini Durga with accompanying deities like Jaya, Vijaya,
Laksmi, Sarasvati, Ganesa and Kartikeya from texts like the Kali Vilasa Tantra.
According to this Tantra, these six deities are to be placed at different positions
flanking the image of Mahisasuramardini Durga. According to a prevalent belief in
Bengal, the deities Laksmi, Sarasvati, Gane$a and Kartikeya are children of goddess
Durga. Though this belief is seen to be prevalent in the culture of Assam too,
though this belief or conception is an integral part of the ritual poetry on Durga, for
example- the Durga Nam or Gosani Nam mainly prevalent in the culture of eastern
or upper Assam, very negligible number of such visual images, both sculpted and
painted, dating prior to the 19" and 20" century CE are found in Assam where the
figure of Mahisasuramardini Durga is flanked by the figures of above four deities.
Numerous sculpted images featuring Mahisasuramardini Durga as flanked by Laksmi,

Sarasvati, Ganesa and Kartikeya had appeared in the sculptural art of Bengal by 18"
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century CE. But, in the art of Assam, till the 18" century CE, such images were
not common or almost absent as per the evidences found. Only one mutilated and
broken terracotta image of Mahisasuramardini accompanied by Laksmi, Sarasvati,
Gane$a and Kartikeya has been recovered from Belsar in Nalbari district of lower
Assam [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xi) ]. The image seems to exhibit certain features of
Durga portrayed in Kalighat Pasa paintings and the 19" century CE coloured
lithographs/ oleographs of Bengal, mainly in the style of arrangement of the hands of
Durga and the overall positioning of the deities which allows us to date it to a
period not earlier than late 18" or 19" century CE. The modelling of the figures are
sharply similar with that of the images featured in the terracotta sculptural art of the
temples of Bengal built from 18" to 19" century CE which may hint that this image
was crafted somewhere in Bengal and then brought to Assam. The arrangement which
consists of the image of Mahisasuramardini Durga in the centre, flanked by Laksmi ,
Sarasvati, Ganesa and Kartikeya together in the same visual frame is commonly
known as a Ek Cala Pratima and it is very popular in Bengal [ Appendix D3 :
Figure (xii) ].

Turning to the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3 (i), there might have
been another figure or object near the head of Mahisasura, just below the left hands
of the goddess [ marked with red circle in Fig 4.3i (p) in Appendix 4D ], but there
iS no certainty of its presence. It seems as if there was some other animal figure
there, as the broken fragments somewhat are shaped like that of the hind legs or
hind part of a four footed animal. The icon or image of goddess Bara Devi/ Dangar
Ai or Bhavani, the Kuladevi or tutelary goddess of the Koch royal family of Koch
Behar® who is said to have been worshipped since the days of reign of king
Naranarayana or Malladeva ( 16" century CE ) features none other than the ten
handed Mahisasuramardini Durga. The peculiar feature in this image is that in
addition to the figure of the lion, the conventional mount or the vehicle of the
goddess, there is also a figure of a tiger which is positioned on the left side of the
goddess, just below the left hands of the goddess. The tiger is shown biting or
thrusting his jaw on the Asura’s left arm from behind, whereas the lion is biting the
right arm of the Asura which is holding a sword [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xiii) and
(xiv) ]. If the forms of the two images- the Mahisasuramardini image featured in

the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (i) and the Mahisasuramadini image
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known as Bhavani / Bara Devi, the tutelary goddess of the Koch royalty are
compared, it is found that both of them may have a certain similarity in the
positioning of the figures. But, there is no certainty about whether the figure of a
tiger was present ( like in the Bhavani or Bara Devi image of Mahisasuramardini )

in the image portrayed in the Gaurisagar Devi Doul.

As mentioned earlier, the tradition of crafting and worshipping clay images of ten-
handed Mahisasuramardini Durga in the Ahom kingdom inspired by the ones crafted
for worship by the Koch royalty was initiated under the encouragement and
patronage of king Siu- Seng- Pha or Pratap Sirmha. According to historians, Pratap
Simha was the one under whose patronage, the tradition of ceremonial, public scale
worship of the clay image of ten-handed Mahisasuramardini Durga following the
model of the Koch kingdom was first introduced in the Ahom kingdom, and it was
continued by the succeeding Ahom rulers like Siva Sirmhha and Phule$vari Kunvari.
The Buraijjis say that the king heard about the tradition of ceremonial worship of
the clay ten- handed image of Mahisasuramardini in the Koch royal household from
his emissaries and wanted it to be celebrated and observed in the same way as that
held in the Koch royal household. There are accounts of him sending artisans like
Marangiyal Khanikar to the Koch kingdom to learn the art of crafting clay images of
ten- handed Mahisasuramardini (Basu, 1970, 329) . The Koch royalty, till to this date,
has been worshipping the clay image of Mahisasuramardini crafted in the form of
Bara Devi or Bhavani during the annual Durga Puja festival. The Bara Devi image is
said to have been crafted in the same, unaltered manner since the period of reign of
Naranarayana or even earlier, during the reign of Visvasirhha- the founder of the
Koch or Kamata kingdom. Possibly, the artisans who were sent by the Ahom king
Pratap Simha to the Koch kingdom had learnt to craft the Bara Devi image because
the Koch royalty has never worshipped a clay image of Mahisasuramardini Durga
having a formal and iconographic setup other than Bara Devi or Bhavani during
the annual Durga Puja festival. The Mahisasuramardini image in the sculptural art of
Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3 (i) seems to parallel the Bara Devi
Mahisasuramardini image worshipped by the Koch royalty in many respects. Now, if
the unclear, indistinct object below the left hands of the goddess in the image, seen
is surely the remaining faded fragment of the obliterated figure of a tiger, then it

can be concluded that the image in Fig 4.3 (i) was a copy of the Bara Devi or
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Bhavani image of Mahisasuramardini Durga worshipped by the Koch royalty.
Moreover, if the figure of Mahisasura is carefully observed, it is found that one of
his hands holds the sword by its hilt whereas his other hand might have held the
blade of the sword, just like the figure of Mahisasura in the Bara Devi or Bhavani

Mahisasuramardini Durga image.

4.3.1 (b) Image of ten-handed Mahisasuramardini Durga from the Jagaddhatri
Doul, Kalugaon- This Mahisasuramardini image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (ii), is perhaps
the most intricately rendered one in the whole range of Mahisasuramardini images
portrayed in the late medieval style of stone sculptural art adorning the the Ahom

built Douls.

Fig 4.3 (ii) : Line drawing of the image of the ten handed Mahisasuramardini Durga
from the Jagaddhatri Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.3ii (p) in
Appendix 4C ]

Several features of the image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (ii) are damaged. The right five
hands of the figure of the goddess are completely damaged. In her two left hands,
starting from the top, the goddess may be holding a Khetaka or a shield (?) and a
full drawn bow. The attributes or weapons in the third and fourth hands are indistinct
and unidentifiable. The fifth and the lowermost hand holds the Naga Pasa as well as
the hair tuft of Mahisasura. The lion, the mount of the goddess, as per convention

and the prevalent stylistics of the period, is shown as a hybrid creature having a
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combination of reptilian, equine and feline characteristics. It is shown as pouncing
upon and in an act of mauling Mahisasura. It is catching hold of the right arm of
Mahisasura which is holding a sword. The left hand of Mahisasura holding a shield
is bound by the Naga Pasa held in the lowermost left hand of Durga. On the either
sides of the goddess, are figures of two female attendants standing on lotus pedestals.
One of the attendants is waving a Camara or a fly whisk and the figure of the other
attendant is damaged. There is a canopy (?) over the head of the goddess [ refer to
the photograph in Fig 4.3ii (p) of Appendix 4C]. The Trisila/ Sala or the trident
which is piercing the body of Mahisasura is broken and it is not clear in which right
hand of the goddess it is held. The sword held in the uppermost right hand has a

fragment of it remaining.

The two female attendant figures with one of them waving a fly whisk, must be
goddesses Jaya and Vijaya, known as the Nitya Sakhis or companions / attendants of
goddess Durga. They are actually the Saktis or personifications of the energy of
goddess Durga. In the Bara Devi image too, the figure of  goddess
Mahisasuramardini Durga is also shown as flanked by Jaya and Vijaya, and no other
deities . In the Kalika Purana [ 59.22-23] , it is mentioned that the image of
Mahisasuramardini Durga should be constantly encircled by eight Saktis or eight
goddesses but does not mention of Jaya and Vijaya in this group (Shastri, B., 1994,
59). But in every Smarta or Puranokta Durga Paja Paddhati texts elaborating the
theory, model or procedure of ritual worship of goddess Durga , the image of
Mahisasuramardini to be worshipped should include the figures of Jaya and Vijaya.
Worship must be offered to the two goddesses during the course of the ritual. The
forms of Jaya and Vijaya, when accompanying goddess Durga in all images, should
be portrayed two handed. In an image of Durga, Jaya should be placed on the left
side of the goddess whereas Vijaya on the right hand side, as per certain
iconographic conventions prevalent in eastern India. The forms of Jaya and Vijaya
may differ with respect to text and tradition. In some images of Durga, Jaya and
Vijaya, both, are portrayed holding swords and shields. The Kali Vilasa Tantra [ 18.
11- 16 ] mentions that Jaya and Vijaya, should both be two- handed when
accompanying goddess Durga. Jaya is described to have the colour of molten gold,
decked in divine ornaments and offering boons, merits and powers to her votaries.

Vijaya, on the other hand is described to have the colour of mixed collyrium,
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bedecked in divine garments and ornaments and adorned with a Gana Yantra- may be
a musical instrument (Tarkatirtha, 1917, 39-40), the presence of a Gana Yantra may
associate her with Sarasvati but it requires more insight. The 43™ chapter of the Devi
Mahabhagavata Purana or Mahabhagavata Purana in its description of the
Mahadurgaloka or the supreme abode of Mahadurga or Milla Durga, tells of
goddesses Jaya and Vijaya to be attending upon the goddess Mahadurga/ Miiladurga
or the Tantriki Mirti of Durga with fly whisks [ verse 74 ] and other offerings (
Kumar, 1983, 186 ). This imagery of Jaya and Vijaya in the Mahabhagavata Purana
might have inspired the forms of Jaya and Vijaya in the Mahisasuramardini image

from the Jagaddhatri Doul featured in Fig 4.3 (i1).

In all the forms of Mahisasuramardini Durga described in the Puranas, Tantras,
Agamas and Silpasastras, she is visualized as standing either in Tribhanga, or Alidha
poses. In the image of Mahisasuramardini Durgi from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated
in Fig 4.3 (ii), an attempt is seen by the artisans to render the Alidha pose in a
graceful and articulated manner and almost bearing the lyricism and aesthetic
intricacy advocated by the Silpasastras or image making treatises/texts and descriptions
in Puranas and Tantras. No other Mahisasuramardini Durga image (considered here) in
the context of the relief sculptural art of the Ahom built Douls, is seen to feature
such a clear, articulated, lyrically resonated and near to natural rendering of the
bodily nuances of the goddess. The tenderness of the lithe flesh can be sensed in the
bodily form of Mahisasuramardini Durga in the image from Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig
4.3 (ii). The figure of Mahisasura, in the image, also bears a very lively tension and
a lyrical grace in his bodily form. He is shown in his complete human form here,
not in his theriomorphic half human half buffalo form. But, there might have been
some depiction of a buffalo motif accompanying him or placed near him in the

image, but it is not seen now.

The image of Mahisasuramardini Durga portrayed in the Jagaddhatri Doul has sharp
resemblances with a metal image of Mahisasuramardini found at Tinisukia preserved
now at the Assam State Museum in Guwahati [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xv) ]. This
image from Tinisukia dates back to the 18" century CE itself and is counted as
amongst the finest specimens of metal sculpture produced in late medieval Assam.
From the resemblance, it can be said that it too, may have been produced in the
ateliers patronized by the Ahom court.
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4.3.1 (c) Images featuring sixteen handed Mahisasuramardini Durga from the Bar
Pukhuri Siva Doul -

Images of sixteen-handed Mahisasuramardini Durga are seen to be depicted only in
the relief sculptural art of the architecture of Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul. The outer part
of the Bada of the Garbhagrha of Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul contains more than one
image of the sixteen-handed Mahisasuramardini on its architecture, that too positioned

or placed at different directions.

AN 5

Fig 4.3 (iii) : A Line drawing of one of the images of sixteen handed Mahisasuramardini
Durga from the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul [refer to the photograph of the same in Fig
4.3iii (p) in Appendix 4C]

But why the image of the sixteen handed form of the goddess is seen to be
repeated several times on the temple architecture ? There can be several explanations

for it.

The Agni Purana [ 50. 6-12 ] describes the imagery of Nava Durga or nine Durgas.
The nine Durgas are said to be worshipped in a diagram of nine lotuses issuing from
the central eighteen- handed form of Mahisasuramardini Durga. Each of these nine
goddesses commencing with Rudracanda have the form of sixteen- handed
Mahisasuramardini Durga but having different body colours (Shastri, J.L, 1998, 132).
In the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul, presently, there are six images of
sixteen- handed Mahisasuramardini Durga, connoting towards a possibility that once
there might have been nine of these representations on the temple body and the
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artisans had intended to depict the Nava Durga imagery as per the Agni Purana. Now
the question arises that why the artisans would have chosen to depict the above Nava
Durga imagery only in the iconographic programme of the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul
and not in any other Doul, even in the nearby Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul where the
presiding deity or Vigraha is Mahisasuramardini Durga ? No clear interpretation can

be given for it.

According to the Kalika Purana [59.22-23 ], an image of goddess Durga, in her ten
handed Mahisasuramardini form should be encircled by eight Saktis or eight Yoginis,
namely- Ugracanda, Pracanda, Candogra, Candanayika, Canda, Candavati, Camunda
and Candika (Shastri, 1994, 59). The Kalika Purana does not give any description of
their forms. The Puranic/ Smarta Durga Paja Paddhati-s which have been composed
and prevalent in eastern India since the late medieval period, also say that an image
of goddess Durga, in her Mahisasuramardini form should be accompanied by eight
Sakti-s which are reflections of her power. Each of these eight goddesses known as
Astanayikas, are described to be the fierce warrior attendant goddesses of the ten-
handed Mahisasuramardini Durga. These eight goddesses placed in the eight different
directions as per the Brhannandike$vara/ Nandike$§vara Purana are Ugracanda, Pracanda,
Candogra, Canda, Candanayika, Candariipa, Candavati and Aticandika®. The prevalent
Brhannandike$vara Puranokta Smarta Durga Puja Paddhatis further say that except
Pracanda, rest all should be meditated upon and worshipped as having the form of
sixteen- handed Durga, riding a lion and slaying Mahisasura®. Considering this, the
six images of sixteen- handed Durga, riding a lion and slaying Mahisasura portrayed
on the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul can be interpreted as six of the

above Nayikas excluding Pracanda, who surround or accompany goddess Durga.

The Kalika Purana mentions that the eight Nayikas of ten-handed Mahisasuramardini
Durga can also be worshipped or placed along with sixteen-handed Bhadrakali and
eighteen-handed Ugracanda forms®'. Considering this, it can be assumed that one of
the six extant sixteen-handed images of Durga on the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri
Siva Doul is of Bhadrakali herself and the rest five of them are among the Asta
Nayikas. The Kalika Purana is silent on the describing the forms of the eight
Nayikas. It is in the texts like the Skanda Yamala that the forms of the eight
Nayikas as sixteen and eighteen-handed are found to be described along with the
descriptions of how they should be placed and arranged around the central figure of
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Durga. The artisans might have followed the above texts in crafting the forms of the

(supposed) Nayikas on the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul.

The Navadurgas or the Asta Saktis/ Nayikas of Durga are not worshipped or depicted
through their material images in the prevalent traditions of worship of her, particularly
in eastern India. During the course of the ritual of Durga Puja, the Asta Nayikas are
mentally invoked through their Tattvaksaras and Dhyana Mantras in the diagram
known as Sarvatobhadramandala [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xvi)]. There is no evidence
of any ritual of Durga worship in eastern India in the present day where separate
material images of each the Asta Nayikas or Navadurgas are placed along with the
image of Durga and worshipped. But, the possibility of prevalence of a practice of
making and worshipping material images of each of the Astanayikas or Navadurgas in
Assam as well as in Bengal in the pre- modern periods cannot be ruled out. A stone
sculpted image of sixteen- handed Candanayika is recovered from the archaeological
site at Ambari in Guwahati [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xvii) and (xviii)]. This image
is now preserved at the Assam State Museum in Guwahati. The image cannot be
dating back earlier than 13" to 15" century CE and it is not clear whether it was a
venerated/ consecrated icon inside a temple or a part of the architectural body of a
temple. The inscription on the base of the image identifies the goddess to be
Candanayika. This image somewhat indicates that the material images of the
Navadurgas in accordance to the Agni Purana or the Asta Nayikas of Durga were
either worshipped or placed as a part of the religious architecture in Assam, and this
practice might had been kept continued upto the Ahom period and the sixteen- handed
Mahisasuramardini Durga images featured on the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Siva

Doul may be a evidence of that continuity.

As per Kalika Purana [ 60. 55- 63 ], during the period or Manvantara of
Swayambhuva Manu, and in the beginning of Krtayuga, the supreme goddess
Mahamaya/ Yogamaya/ Yoganidra, who is the Yogic slumber of Visnu and who
pervades the entire universe manifested on the northern shore of the cosmic Milky
Ocean assuming a gigantic mighty form with sixteen hands, holding various weapons
and having a complexion like that of a Atasi or flax flower. She assumed this
mighty form known as Bhadrakali with a view to destroy the tyrant Mahisasura and
bring peace to the creation (Shastri, B., 1994, 59). All the gods watched with awe and
silence how the mighty sixteen- handed goddess, who is the supreme Creatrix, showed
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them the vision of piercing Mahisasura with her trident and crushing him under her
left foot. In the 76™ verse of the Candisatakam by Banabhatta, it is said that when
Mahisasura wearing the form of a buffalo, proud, inwardly full of anger and delusion,
was boasting of his ‘immense’ strength and said to goddess that she is vainly or
uselessly bending the bow of her brow whose arrow is her quivering glance, and
derisively speaking about Pinakin or Siva, then the goddess as Bhadrakali killed him,
the foe of the Gods with her excessively hard foot (Fatahsingh, 1968, 123).

The Kalika Purana [ 60.110- 111 ] further says that it is only in this Bhadrakali form
that the goddess enlightened Mahisasura about his liberation ( or death ) at her hands
during three Kalpas or epochs/ eras/ stages of creation. Mahisasura was granted the
boon by the goddess in her Bhadrakali form, of getting a share of worship in any
ritual invoking and venerating her. It was in this form that the goddess blessed
Mahisasura that, in any worshipped image of her, his Asura form will continue to be
portrayed near her feet, tamed and defeated (Bhattacharya, D.N., 2008, 771). The Kali
Vilasa Tantra [ 19.1 | mentions that in the ritual worship of goddess Durga,
Mahisasura should be invoked as Siva Ripa (Tarkatirtha, 1917, 42). Different Puranic,
Upa- Puranic narratives and Sakta texts like the Kalika Purana describe that he was
none other than a Amsa or part of Siva, a manifestation of Siva or bearing the
principle of Siva in a Asura body. The Yogini Tantra [ 9. 70- 73 ] mentions of
goddess Daksina Kali/ Kali saying to Sadasiva or Siva that she had killed an Asura
named Ghora or Ghorasura in a past epoch/ eon. She further seeks the attention of
Siva towards her prophecy that his ( Siva’s ) Arsa or part will be born as
Mahisasura in the womb of a buffalo maiden known as Mahisi. She will then be
fighting him in this Mahisasura form in a furious bloody battle thus killing him. She
explains that the form in which she will be killing him is the sixteen- handed
Bhadrakali Durga form (Bhattacharya, D.N., 2012, 115- 116). It can be interpreted that
she as Bhadrakali, by killing him will make him release himself from his Jivatva or
the corporeal ego ridden body or existence as Mahisasura to attain his Sivatva or his

true unblemished existence.

It can be said in a way that in her sixteen- handed Bhadrakali form, goddess Durga
made Mahisasura realize the Siva principle within him [ refer to Appendix D3 :
Figure (xix) for a clear understanding ]. Also, it can be inferred from the above
narratives that Durga as Bhadrakali is the representation of supreme energy and
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knowledge which can tear apart the inertial body of ego and delusion represented by
Mahisasura and liberate from its shackles the latent Siva or the embodiment of
knowledge and consciousness. The portrayal of the image of sixteen- handed
Mahisasuramardini Durga repeatedly on the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul
might indicate towards an intention to convey the idea that one can realize the Siva
principle within himself/ herself like Mahisasura only through surrender to the goddess
Sakti/ Mahamaya or Durga. The repeated portrayal of the Bhadrakali image on the
architecture of the Doul may also be thought of as a result of the wishes of the
patrons- king Siva Simha and queen Ambika Kunvari or Draupadi/ Madambika who
were staunch followers and adepts of the Sakta tradition. They, might have wanted
the images of Bhadrakalt to be placed repeatedly on the temple walls to put forward
an ideology that Siva can be attained or realized within oneself only through
veneration to Durga. Even though the Doul is a house of worship of Siva, the
repeated portrayal of the images of Bhadrakali Durga on its architecture might be
intended for reminding the profoundness of Saktism that had grown amongst the
Ahom royalty during the reign of Siva Simha, and particularly queen Phule$vari
Kunvari. The images of Bhadrakali might also be placed there as a strategy to
portray the ‘greatness’ or °superiority’ of the Sakta tradition or sect over other forms/
traditions of worship, the Sakti worship as pervading or acquiring a prime place in

every other form of worship.

In the Devi Mahabhagavata Purana, it iS mentioned that after immolating her own
mortal body, goddess Sati assumed her supreme Bhadrakali form and destroyed the
Yajfia organized by Daksa and so she came to be known as Daksayajiiavinasini . But,
the Purana does not mention about the Bhadrakali form having sixteen hands and
mounted on a lion (Kumar, 1983, 52) . If it is assumed that the narrative or the
underlying essence of the narrative of the destruction of Daksa Yajiia, which is one
of the important motifs in both Saiva and Sakta traditions, was tried by the artisans
to portray in the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul, then the images of
sixteen- handed Mahisasuramardini Durga can be understood as their conception of the
Bhadrakali; which means that the artisans might have understood the form of
Bhadrakalt who destroyed the Yajiia of Daksa as no different from the sixteen-
handed Mahisasuramardini Durga also known as Bhadrakali in the Kalika Purana and

hence portrayed it as such on the walls of the Doul.
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In the popular and folk belief prevalent in Assam, Durga, who is also known as Ai,
Sitala, Kalika, Bhagavati, Gosani, Mahamaya is conceived as the patron goddess of
epidemics like pox, measles and cholera (Rajkhowa, 2016, 135). She is to be venerated
and pleased so that she does not get offended and cause these epidemics. Till date,
in certain pockets of Assam, when a person or several families get inflicted with
smallpox, or during the season where there is fear of a possible outbreak of
smallpox, a ritual service known as Ai Sabah is performed by women where they
make offerings of food, flowers etc. to Ai or Durga and sing songs in her praise.
This is done in order to appease her and calm her down so that she does not
aggravate the epidemic. These songs also contain verses that ask for forgiveness from
the goddess for doing such things that are offensive to her glory. The practice of Ai
Sabah may have evolved from the very ancient Shamanic and healing practices and it
is one of the important part of the Sakta tradition of Assam. Most of the songs
known as Ai Nam containing eulogies to the goddess Durga as Ai or patron of
epidemics are seen to be composed during the time period between 16" to 18™
century CE, i.e. During the reign of the Ahoms (Bardaloi, 2007, 390). This may
connote towards a possibility that might have been frequent outbreaks of epidemics
during that period which contributed to the strengthening of the belief in Durga or Ai
as a patron and protector from epidemics. The growth of Saktism as a prominent
faith under the encouragement of the Ahom court might had made this belief firmly
grounded. Now, if a context of an outbreak or devastation by an epidemic like
cholera or pox during the period of construction and development of the Bar Pukhuri
Siva Doul is considered, the repeated portrayals of the image of sixteen-handed
Mahisasuramardini Durga on its walls might be intended as a charm, for pleasing the
goddess immensely and innumerable times so that she gets satisfied and nullifies the
epidemic and its adverse catastrophic affects. If this is the supposed reason, then
why the sixteen handed form of Mahisasuramardini Durga was preferred over all her
other forms ? Again, why only in the iconographic scheme of the sculptural art of
Bar Pukhuri Siva Doul, were these images depicted ? These images could have been
portrayed in the iconographic scheme of the nearby or adjacent Bar Pukhuri Devi
Doul, which has Durga as its presiding deity. But it was not done so. The reasons
can be numerous. It can either be a temple iconographic convention, matter of some
personal preference of the patron, the preference of the court, the creative liberty or
persuasions of the artisans or influence of some kind of prophecy. It may also be
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assumed as done because of some divine intervention that might have happened in

the life of the patrons.

It has to be noted that Eight is a very important digit or numerical motif in the
culture of the Ahoms and in the Ahom religion. The coins or Mohars issued by the
Ahom rulers are all seen to be octagonal in shape. There is an account in the
Naobaisha Phukan Asam Buranji of how and why the octagon was preferred as the
shape for the gold and silver coins issued by the Ahom rulers. King Siu- Seng- Pha
or Pratap Simha once thought of introducing a new and unique type of coin in the
Ahom kingdom. So, he consulted the scholars of his court about what should be the
design and shape of the coins. The scholars then studied the Tantras and cited a
verse from them which goes like : Asta Konaiica Saumaram, Yatra Dikkaravasint
Tasminnivasanti Ye Loka, Jianad Jiianate Piva, Tepi Devyah Prasadena Siddhim,
Gaccanti Nanyatha. The basic meaning of this verse is that Saumarapitha or Saumara
Pristha or eastern Assam is octagonal or have eight major corners, parts or directions.
Saumarapitha also comprises the heartland of the Ahom kingdom and so the Ahom
kings are being addressed as Saumaradhipati in numerous epigraphs and documents.
The court scholars explained to king Pratap Simha that according to the above verse
the Saumarapitha is octagonal and he was the sovereign ruler of this A¢h cukiya or
octagonal Saumarapitha, and so the shape and design of the new Ahom coins should
be made octagonal. Further, they further elaborated that there is no such country or
kingdom other than the Ahom kingdom which is Ath Cukiya and have octagonal
coins. Pratap Sirmhha obeying to the suggestions of the learned scholars of his court
introduced and started the minting of octagonal gold and silver coins in the Ahom

kingdom embossed with his name bearing the title Svarganarayapa (Tamuli, 2019, 75).

From the above account, it can be understood that the number Eight is also a symbol
connoting the political power and dominance attained by the Ahoms in Assam. It is
also a symbol of how the conquest of the Ath Cukiya Saumarapitha had been the

foundation of the rise of Ahom kingdom and its influence in Assam.

Sixteen is a multiple of eight. So can there be a possibility that the placing the
images of sixteen- handed Bhadrakali Durga on the architecture of the Bar Pukhuri
Siva Doul was done intentionally to tactfully project the doubling of the Ahom
political power and sovereignty symbolized by the number Eight as a result of the
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establishment of Saktism as the state religion ? It is just an assumption, but it cannot

be overlooked.

4.3.2 lconographic conceptions or goddess forms which can be categorized and
studied as Simhavahini Durga featured in the relief sculptural art of the

Gaurisagar Devi Doul, Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul

Apart from images featuring the Mahisasuramardini form of Durga, there are several
other images or representations in the sculptural art of the architecture of the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul, Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul which feature
goddesses either in warring attitudes brandishing weapons of war, not shown in
slaying or vanquishing any Asura or, in benign non-warring modes carrying various
attributes and riding a Simha or a lion/ leonine beast. These representations or
goddess forms can be categorized under an iconographic type known as Simhavahint
Durga. Images of Durga falling under the Simhavahini type have also appeared in the
sculptural art traditions of Assam dating from 8™ to 12" century CE. Choudhury
(1992, 39) has mentioned of three images of the Simhavahini type found in different
regions across Assam. In all these images, Durga is shown as having four hands.
One of these images datable to the 9™ century CE is preserved in the Assam State
Museum. In this image Durga is shown sitting astride her mount or Vahana- Simha
or the lion and holds a Khadga with her right hand. Her left hand holds a Khetaka
while the left back holds may be a Sila. The second image of the Sirhhavahini type
is said to be sculpted on a rock of the Vasundhari or Basundhari Pahar at Nagaon in
central Assam. She is said to be holding a Cakra, Khadga, Pasa and a Gada in her
four hands and standing in a Samapada- Sthanaka attitude on her Vahana Simha. She
is locally known as Vasundhari/ Basundhari. Images of the Simhavahini type featuring
four- handed Durga seated or standing on or along with a Sirhha ( placed beneath her
) dating to the 9" to 10" century CE are numerously found in Bengal. One of them
is seen preserved at the Museum of the palace or Rajbari of the Koch royal family
at Koch Behar [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xx) ]. The details of this image will be

discussed in the upcoming paragraphs.

Images of Durga of the Simhavahini type where the figure of Durga is two-handed
are seen featured in the sculptural imagery of the Douls. Such depictions of

Simhavahini Durga are not known to have appeared in the sculptural imagery of
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Assam before the temple sculptural tradition of the Ahoms. Moreover, the
Simhavahini Durga image types in the sculptural imagery of the Douls have such
combination of motifs and iconographical features that are not met with in the
sculptural art found in other parts of the Indian subcontinent. A detailed study of
these iconographic aspects have, till now, not been taken up by majority of
archaeologists and art historians. The iconography and nomenclature of some
Sirmhhavahini Durga images portrayed in the architecture of the Douls, though claimed
to have been ascertained by the governmental archaeological sources, may demand
further observation and study. In the upcoming sections, an insight will be given into
three such Simhavahini Durga images featured in the sculptural imagery of the

Douls

43.2 (a) A Simhavahini Durga image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul which
features a two- handed Durga riding a Simha or lion and holding an animal

horn or tusk like object in one of her hands-

Fig 4.3 (iv) : Line drawing of the Simhavahini Durga image from the Gaurisagar Devi
Doul featuring two- handed Durga holding an animal or tusk like object in one of her
hands [ refer to the photographic image in Fig 4.3iv (p) in Appendix 4C ]

In the above image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3 (iv), Durga riding a
lion is holding an object shaped like a buffalo horn or a tusk of an elephant in her
right hand and an object resembling either a spear or lance in her left hand. It may

also be a Bana or an arrow. If the object in the right hand is assumed to be a
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buffalo horn and the object held in the left hand is assumed to be a spear, it may
be an indication towards the defeated and destroyed Mahisasura and as a result the
whole image in Fig 4.3 (iv) will be an illustration of the narrative of Durga as
Mahisasuramardini. It may be thought of as an wunique visualization of
Mahisasuramardini Durga or the narrative of Durga Kkilling the buffalo demon
Mahisasura by the artisans, where Durga is not shown in the act of fighting and
killing Mahisasura in the image, but posing alone victoriously after vanquishing him
by piercing his chest by the spear and flaunting a horn severed from his buffalo
head.

The importance place that buffalo horn has in the material culture of Assam is well
known. Pipes made of buffalo horn known as P&pa [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxi) ]
are intrinsic to the musical tradition of the springtime Bihu or Bahag/ Rangali Bihu-
the established national festival of Assam which received royal patronage during the
reign of king Rudra Simha. There are also accounts of use of buffalo horns as
devices for sending messages and warnings. The museum at Srimanta Sankardeva
Kalaksetra at Guwahati has in its collection a particular type of buffalo horn pipe
known as Sifiga. It has been identified as a war horn and is very much resembling
to the form of the object assumed as a buffalo horn held by Durga in the image
from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (iv). Therefore, if the object in
the image is again assumed to be a buffalo horn, but now in the aspect of a Sifiga
or a war horn, then it will indicate Durga’s conception as a symbol of martial

prowess, as Ranacandi/ Ranacandika.

If again, the object held in the right hand of Durga in the image is assumed as a
tusk of an elephant and not as a buffalo horn, it may hint towards the narrative of
vanquishing or slaying of the elephant bodied Asura known as Karindrasura by
goddess Durga in her form as Jagaddhatri or Mahadurga . In other words, if the
object held in the right hand is assumed as an elephant tusk suggesting towards the
defeated elephant bodied Karindrasura, then Durga in the image in Fig 4.3 (iv) will
undoubtedly be identified as an visualization of her in the form of Jagaddhatri or as
the Mahavidya Jagaddhatri or Mahadurga who is also known as Simhavahini. If it is
so, then it will be a very unique visualization of Jagaddhatri, very different from her
imagery generally conceived following her description in the Tantric texts, chiefly the
Katyayani Tantra, Maya Tantra and the Vi$vasara Tantra'?, and the imagery of her
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which is a combination of her four- handed Sirhhavahini form, carrying bow, arrow/
arrows, Sankha and Cakra described by the aforesaid Tantric texts, and her form as
the slayer of Karindrasura. This combined form has been traditionally visualized and
crafted in the religious art traditions of eastern India [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxii)

]

Presently, in the ritual culture of Assam, there is seen the prevalence of a type of
Jagaddhatr1 image which is very different from the descriptions in the aforesaid
Tantric texts and the ones that are traditionally worshipped in Bengal. Here,
Jagaddhatr1 is depicted as directly combating and piercing the body of elephant
bodied Karindrasura by a spear [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxiii) ]. From when such an
imagery became prevalent and worshipped in Assam is not known. Coming to the
image in Fig 4.3 (iv), if the object held in the right hand of the goddess is assumed
to be a tusk of an elephant connoting towards Karindrasura and the object in the left
hand is assumed to be a spear, then it can be explained that the visualization of
Jagaddhatr1 Durga in the act of combating and slaying Karindrasura by a spear, and a
spear as attribute of Jagaddhatri Durga depicted in images in present day Assam, may
have been in prevalence since the Ahom period, and the image from the Gaurisagar

Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (iv) is an evidence of it.

The Devi Purana describes a goddess Jayavati amongst the sixty four Yogini
goddesses or sixty four forms of Durga as holding a Srnga or an animal horn in one
of her hands. She is said to ride a Simha/ lion and hold a Bana or arrow in her
other hand (Misra, 2001, 208). In the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3
(iv), the pointed curved object held by Durga in her right hand can be somewhat
identified as a horn of a large bovine animal like a buffalo. If the sharp blade at the
downward or down facing end of the weapon held in her left hand is carefully
observed, its shape somewhat can be thought of as resembling that of an arrow. Its
other end positioned upward is blunt and somewhat broad and conical may be
suggesting the feathered end of the arrow. Now, if the weapon is surely an arrow,
then Durgd in the image should be interpreted as Jayavati as per the above

description in the Devi Purana.

There can be yet another interpretation that can be given for the above image. In

many representations of Krspa as a cowherd in the sculptural art and painting
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traditions of Assam, particularly the neo-Vaisnava or Sattriya tradition, he is often
seen as carrying and playing on a horn of a buffalo or any other animal also known
as Singa, along with his flute or Venu/ Benu. Singa or a animal horn mainly of the
buffalo has been an important paraphernalia of the cowherds or Garakhiyas along
with Benu and Laru ( a staff ). The presiding deity of the Garakhiyas has been
undoubtedly understood and worshipped as Krsna as Garakhiya Gosain or Rakhal
Gosain or the lord of cowherds, livestock and pastures, in the culture of Assam, as
well as in a major part of the Indian subcontinent. The cowherd imagery or
iconographic representation of Krsna as holding the flute, horn and staff has been
continuing as the most widely portrayed theme in the art and literature of the Indian
subcontinent, made more popular by the Bhakti movements. The Narada Purana [ Il
82. 51-60 ] mentions of Krsna as the one who is armed with a horn and a stick
amongst one of his Sahasranamas or thousand names (Tagare, 1997, 1184). According
to the Bhagavata Purana, Krsna grew up in the house of Nanda, his foster father and
the chief of cowherds and milkmen and women in Gokula. His elder brother is
Balarama and his sister is Subhadra. In sculptural or painted representations,
particularly produced by the neo -Vaisnava culture in Assam, Balarama as a cowherd
boy is seen to be portrayed as also holding a Singa but not flute along with it,
because flute has been exclusive to the iconography of Krsna. Subhadra is none other
than or identified as Yogamaya/ Yoganidra or Durga. She is none other than
Vindhyavasini Durga, Ekanamsa and Nanda. The Marti Rahasyam of the Devi
Mahatmyam speaks of six Devis or goddesses arising from the supreme Durga or
Candika or Mahalaksmi- Nanda, Raktadantika, Sakambhari, Durga, Bhima and
Bhramari. Nanda is described as MNandaja or the dear daughter of Nanda
(Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 226-230) which hints towards her as none other than
Subhadra, the sister of Krsna. The Arya Stuti of the Harivams$a Purana describes
Durga as Narayani (Pandey, 219). Further the 10" and 11" verses of the same Stuti
says of Durga as Bhagini Baladevasya or sister of Baladeva or Balarama, and
Nandagopasuta or the dear daughter of Nanda- the chief of the cowherds, also

hinting towards Durga as Ekanarmsa or Subhadra (220) and sister of Krsna.

Considering the above, it can be said that in the image in Fig 4.3 (iv), Durga holding
a buffalo horn or Singa ( supposedly ) is an unique visualization and rendering by the

artisans of her identity and conception as Nanda- the daughter of the chief of
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cowherds Nanda, and Subhadra/ Ekanamsa/ Yogamaya, the sister of Garakhiya Gosain
or Krsna and Balarama. It can be assumed that in the image, the artisans had
depicted Vindhyavasini Durga. Possibly, they had portrayed her Simhavahana in
accordance to certain mainstream Sastric texts but have chosen to depict one of her
hand held attributes as a buffalo horn to project the conception of her as none other
than sister of Krsna, as none other than sister of Krsna as Garakhiya Gosain- the
aspect and narrative imagery of him as a cowherd and herdsman widely understood,
worshipped and lived by people, mainly in the culture of Assam.

There are several narratives and legends that have been prevalent in the folk oral
literature of Assam across ages which bear a common motif- of cowherd boys or
Garakhiyas offering worship to Gosani or Durga at some particular spot in grasslands,
fields and pastures by sacrificing Faring or grasshoppers. These spots may have taken
the form of Thans or village shrines with time. Thans associated with Garakhiyas are
spread across Assam, two of such revered Thans are the Garakhiya Gosain Than and
Thetha Gosain Than in Nalbari district. Some narratives in royal dynastic chronicles
also have references to Durga as worshipped by Garakhiyas or cowherds. An example
of such a narrative finds mention in the Darrang Rajvassavali- a 16" century CE
chronicle of the Koch dynasty. Here, the founder of the Koch dynasty Bi$vasirhha
has been described as a chief of cowherds in his early phase of life, as Bar
Garakhiya Bisu. Bar Garakhiya means a chief of cowherds. Bisu or Bisvasimha used
to regularly worship Durga by offering sacrifices of grasshoppers or beetles to her.
The other Garakhiyas who were subordinate to him used to arrange those insects for
him for sacrifice. One day, one of the Garakhiyas could not arrange grasshoppers for
him, so out of rage he sacrificed that Garakhiya to Durga by severing his head by
the strip or a sharp peel of the Kaka or Kakowa type of bamboo. It is said that like
this, by offering uninterrupted sacrificial worship to Durga, Bar Garakhiya Bisu
attained her favour and grace and thus became a powerful ruler and the founder of
the Koch dynasty (Sarma, N.C., 2016, 256-257).

From the above narratives, it can be understood that there were traditions of worship

of Durga by Garakhiyas or cowherds in the folk culture of Assam. Such traditions

and their underlying belief systems may be thought of as rooted in or associated with

a conception like Durga/ Kali/ Devi as Gosthamata, or Durga/ Kali/ Devi as the mother

of Krsna and the Gosthas/ Govalas/ Garakhiyas or cowherds!®. Such traditions may
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also have some link with the description of Durga/ Devi as residing in the form of
Katyayani in Braja or Vrndavana (Braje Katyayani Para ) offered by the Adya
Stotram - a part of the Tantric text Brahmayamala. Braja or Vrndavana is the place
where Krsna spent his early life as a cowherd boy or Garakhiya and performed his
exploits along with the fellow cowherds. In other words, it can be said that
Katyayani Durga was the mother goddess of all the cowherds of Braja as well as

Krsna.

If the object held by Durga in her right hand in image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (iv) is
again assumed to be a horn or Singa used by the Garakhiyas, then she may be
interpreted as bearing some relation with the Durga or Gosani worshipped by the
Garakhiyas spoken about in the aforesaid types of narratives, or hinting towards a
tradition or belief, either known or obscure, where Durgad or any other goddess
identified with Durga presides and receives worship as a mother or protector goddess

of the Garakhiyas or cowherds, or livestock as a whole.

In the history of the Indian subcontinent, there have been several folk, tribal and clan
goddesses who are associated with war, procreativity and nature and are satiated
through offerings of heads of sacrificed buffaloes. Many of these goddesses have, in
the course of history have got assimilated into the imagery and narrative of
Mahisamardini or Mahisasuramardini Durga. Buffaloes as food totem, as war totems
and as fertility totems have been a defining feature of several ethnic cultures in north
eastern India as well as in southern India. Offering of buffalo or Mithun horns as
trophies and cult symbols have been a practice amongst several tribal communities in
the Naga hills and Arunachal Pradesh. There has been a practice of displaying or
placing a buffalo skull with its horns intact in the entranceways of several traditional
affluent households in Assam. This may be done as a protective charm or a symbol
of power and wealth. Assamese folklore has an evil spirit known as Mah Jakh. It is
a spirit who takes the form of a monstrous buffalo ( Mah or Muih means buffalo in
Assamese ) and roams amidst buffalo herds. The Mah Jakh can be thought of as
amongst the wvarious folk spirit imageries which might have assimilated and

contributed to the mainstream imagery of Mahisasura.

The Ahoms have a belief of the buffalo horn as having medicinal properties. In the

ritual known as Ap- Tang of Caklang or the marriage ceremony following the
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traditional tenets of the ancestral Ahom religion, sacred water containing in it a
mixture of a buffalo horn along with several other ingredients believed to have
medicinal properties is used to bathe the bride and groom. While pouring this
medicated water on the head, the bride or groom should utter the name of Phra Tara
(Gogoi, P., 1976, 73-74). Buffalo meat, along with swine meat has also been spoken as
the staple and favourite food of the Ahoms in the Burafijis and also modern and
colonial historical accounts of Assam. Moreover, the Burafijis also mention of how
the meat of buffaloes, and swine were sources of the strength and the virility of the
Ahoms, thereby indicating the buffalo as well as boar to be a food totem in the

Ahom culture.

Again assuming the object held in the right hand of the goddess in the image in 4.3
(iv) as a buffalo horn symbolizing the above mentioned Ahom beliefs regarding the
buffalo, she may be interpreted as some clan deity ( either living in some form or
forgotten ) of the Ahoms who was invoked for gaining protection, strength, virility
and invincibility. Further, she may be related with the practices of feasting of buffalo
meat as integral parts of majority of ritual ceremonies performed according to the
tenets and codes of the ancestral Ahom religion. A possibility is also there that in
the image, she has been merged with the identity and narrative of Durga in the
context of the growing influence of Saktism amongst the Ahoms during the 18%

century CE.
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432 (b) A Simmhhavahini Durga Image featuring a two-handed Durga from the

architecture of the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul-
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Fig 4.3 (v) : Line drawing of the Sirmhavahini Durga image featuring two- handed Durga
with indistinct attributes in her hands from the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul [ refer to the

photograph of the same in Fig 4.3v (p) in Appendix 4C ]

The two hands of this Simhavahini Durga image are mutilated, and it is not at all
known what was held in them or how they were posed. Coming to the form of the
lion portrayed in the above image, it is also a hybrid creature having a mix of the
morphological features of a dragon like reptile, horse, lion and a bird. The most
noticeable aspect in its form is the wing like structure. The above image from the
Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (v) is not the only one where such
type of a winged lion with one of its front legs raised in a manner of advancing is
portrayed. This type of hybrid winged lion appear frequently as vehicles or mounts of
Durga or as decorations in the sculptural art of the architecture of the temples built
by the Ahoms, not only in those Douls taken up here in this study, but also other
temples built/ rebuilt/ renovated by them elsewhere in Assam during the 18" century
CE, e.g. the Kame$vara temple near the Kamakhya temple at Nilacala in Guwahati [
Appendix D3 : Figure (xxiv)]. Similar hybrid winged lion figures are also seen
portrayed in the miniature paintings of the manuscripts produced in the ateliers of the
Ahom court and also the Vaisnava Sattras. Such type of a hybrid winged lion

resembles the form of the Ngi Ngao Kham- a highly venerated and sacred symbol of
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the Ahoms. It is also found to be the royal insignia of the Ahoms and a symbol of
Ahom power and sovereignty. Ngi Ngao Kham is a mythical beast which is a hybrid
of five different types of animals, each having a specific power and significance, and
it forms the central motif of the Khring Fra- the royal or national flag of the Ahoms
(Sarma, R., 2017, 15). In the relief sculptural art of the Douls, the hybrid lions are
never seen to be portrayed as having wings in the images of Mahisasuramardini
Durga, but in the available images of Durga, of the Simhavahini type, these lions are
depicted as having wings and shaped like the Ngi Ngao Kham. What could be the
intention behind shaping or envisioning the lion of Durga in the form akin to the
Ngi Ngao Kham ? It may be thought of as some kind of political agenda, an attempt
by the Ahom royalty during the rule of Siva Sithha and his queens in order to
project the inseparability between Saktism, the worship of Sakti or Devi and the
Ahom state power and sovereignty. Moreover, the lion mounts of Durga represented
in the form akin to Ngi Ngao Kham somewhere, can be be called as projecting
either the so called ‘triumph’ of Saktism over the original Ahom religion during the
rule of Siva Sithha and his queens , or, it may be connoting towards the Ahom
royalty not completely giving up their ancestral religious practices and how they had
been keeping a harmony or negotiation between their original or ancestral religious
traditions and the Hindu traditions, mainly the Sakta traditions which they adhered to
and followed for attaining the motive of political and military dominance.

A sculpted Simhavahini image similar to the image in Fig 4.3 (v) is seen placed
inside a niche on one of the inner walls or inner part of the Bada of the Garbhagrha
of the same Doul (the photography of this image was not allowed ). Though the
image on the inner wall is in a somewhat better condition than the image on the
outer wall of the Doul in Fig 4.3 (v), the attributes held by the goddess are not at
all discernible. According to the priests who have been performing the daily worship
in the Doul, the two attributes are meant to be a Sankha and a Cakra and the whole
image features Durga as Jagaddhatri. The priests gave the same interpretation for the

image in Fig 4.3 (v) placed on the outer wall of the Doul.

Both Sankha and Cakra are characteristic Vaisnava attributes and they are, in fact

described by the 43 chapter of Devi Mahabhagavata Purana as placed in the hands

of Durga as Mula/ Mahadurga. Sankha and Cakra are also held as attributes by

Durga in her form as Jayadurga or Sokarahitd / Bipadtarini. Durga is often
179



conceptualized as Narayani or Vaispavi. According to the Kiarma Purapa, she is said
to be inseparable from Visnu or Narayana (Siddhantabhusana, 1929, 28). In certain
folk songs/ ritual poetry or Nam known as Durga Nam or Gosani Nam sung as a
part of worship of goddess Durga, mainly in eastern or upper Assam, it has been
found that Durga is often invoked as Narayani- having a form like Visnu and
holding attributes like him, which is also hinting towards her conception as a
Vaisnavi or Narayani Sakti’* (Sarma, H.K., 2006, 1-2). In the previous paragraphs,
mention of the iconographic forms of Visnu Durga and Vindhyavasini, their
association with Visnu and Visnu as Krsna and they displaying attributes of Visnu

have already been made.

In the two images from the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul including the one illustrated in
Fig 4.3 (v), the attributes held by Durga are not at all clear. In the image placed in
the inside wall of the Garbhagrha, the forms of the attributes are totally faded. The
circular contours of one of the attributes might have allowed the priests to interpret it
as a Cakra, and the other faded attribute has been assumed as a Sankha. If it is
assumed that that the unknown and faded attributes held by the two hands of Durga
in the Simhavahini image depicted in the outer wall [ in Fig 4.3 (v) ] and in the
Simhavahini image depicted on the inner wall the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul, are surely
a Sankha and Cakra, inference will be that Durga as Vindhyavasini is depicted in
both the images, and having the form of two-handed Visnu holding a Sankha and a
Cakra. Visnu or Narayana is invoked or meditated upon as situated in the midst of
the solar orb or Savitramandala as two-handed, and holding a Sankha and Cakra®®.
The two-handed Visnu in  midst of the solar orb is perceived as
Savitramandalamadhyavarti Narayapna or Narayana/ Visnu as the presiding deity of the
sun, probably hinting towards his Vedic origins as one of the twelve Adityas or solar
deities [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxv)]. The Laksmi Tantra [ 10. 12-16 ] speaks of a
form of Visnu where he is two- handed. His two hands are held in the gestures of
boon giving and promising protection and traced with lines representing the disc or
Cakra and the conch shell or Sankha. It is further said that such a form is Visnu’s
supreme and most exalted form, representing his absolute manifestation (Gupta, S.,
2003, 55).

A form of two- handed Durga riding a lion and holding a Sankha and Cakra is
mentioned in the Sri Vidyarnava Tantra. This form of Durga is mentioned as a
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Dvara Devata or a deity of the entranceway (Sastri, S.S., 1944, 10). In other words, in
this form she must be a subsidiary or minor deity. If two- handed Simhavahini Durga
in both the images from the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul are again assumed to be holding
a Sankha and Cakra, then they can be somewhat related to the form of two- handed
Durga carrying a Sankha and a Cakra and riding a lion described in the Sri

Vidyarpava Tantra.

The Kalika Purana [ 58. 59-60 ] says that Mahamaya/ Kamakhya/ Durga is Kamada
when she moves hither and thither sitting on the lion. She is further said to take her
shape at her will ( possibly referring to a characteristic attributed to the Yogini
goddesses ), and likes to seat sometimes on a white ghost or Sita Preta, at times on
the red lotus or Raktapankaja and still at other times on the back of the lion (Shastri,
B., 1994, 55). The two-handed Simhavahini image placed on the outer part of the
Bada of Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (v) as well as the two- handed
Simhavahini image placed on the inner wall can also be somewhat related to or
understood as a visualization of the imagery of Kamakhya / Mahamaya or Durga as

Kamada in the Kalika Purana.

If it is assumed that the broken hands of Durga in the Sirhhavahini image illustrated
in Fig 4.3 (v) were in Abhaya and Varada poses, then she can be associated with
Abhaya Durga- a iconographic conception of Durga, mainly popular in Bengal, where
she sits on the back of a lion, bearing a benign and pleasing countenance and having
two hands displaying Abhaya and Varada Mudras [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxvi) ].
Further considering the influence of the ritual codes and practices brought in from
Bengal by Krsnaram Nyayavagisa during the reign of Siva Sirnha and his queens, and
the infusion of artisans and artistic practices, mainly religious artistic practices and
texts from Bengal said to be occurring since the reign of king Rudra Simbha,

assuming the image as featuring Abhaya Durga cannot be unjustifiable.

Again assuming the two hands of Durgd in the image as placed in Abhaya and
Varada, her form will sharply resemble that of Mangalacandika described in the
Kalika Purana. According to the Kalika Purana [ 80. 64b-66a ], Kamakhya as
Dikkaravasini residing in the Saumarapitha or eastern Assam has two forms- one the
fierce Tiksnakanta and the other the benign and pleasing Lalitakanta who is also
known as Mangalacandika (Shastri, B., 1994, 97-99). It may be possible that in the
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image, the two-handed form of Mangalacandika or Mangalacandi has been depicted
riding a lion resembling the Ngi- Ngao- Kham. As, there is a context of presence of
narratives and evidences in the form of epigraphs like copper plate inscriptions, and
accounts in the Burafijis that the Ahom rulers considered themselves the overlords of
the Saumarapitha region, therefore thinking of the image in Fig 4.3 (v) as a possible
depiction of the presiding goddess of Saumarapitha Mangalacandika Durga as mounted
on a lion resembling the Ngi- Ngao- Kham- the insignia of the Ahom dynasty , may

not be wrong.

Ahom king Kamale$var Simha who ruled during the last phases of the Ahom
dynasty, much after Siva Simha and his queens, erected three temples on the
Catrakara hillock in Guwahati. Two metal Vigrahas or icons of two- handed
Mangalacandika showing Abhaya and Varada by their hands and standing on
Padmapithas were installed in the Garbhagrha of the central temple. These two
Vigrahas are said by the officiating priests of the temple to be originally belonging to
chieftain brothers Raja Haradatta and Raja Biradatta who ruled a part of the Kamrtp
region and who led a uprising against the atrocities committed by the Ahom
governors and generals in Kamrilp and declared war on the Ahom kingdom [
Appendix D3 : Figure (xxvii) ]. The Ahom royalty installing the metal Vigrahas of
Mangalacandi or Mangalacandika once worshipped by their enemies or rivals, in full
honour in their commissioned temples may indicate the extent of devotion they had

for the concept and cult of worship of Mangalacandika.
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4.3.2 (c) Sirmhavahini Durga image from the Jagaddhatri Doul where Durga is

four- handed and holding an Aksamala/ Japamala or a rosary-

g O
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Fig 4.3 (vi) : Line drawing of the Simmhavahini Durga image featuring four-
handed Durga holding an Aksamala or rosary from the Jagaddhatri Doul [ refer

to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.3vi (p) in Appendix 4C ]

In the above image, Durga is featured holding a Ak$amala/ Japamala or rosary in
one of her right hands. This hand is shown as positioned close to chest of the
goddess. Her whole stance gives us a feeling as if she is engrossed in counting the
beads of the rosary. Coming to the rest of her hands, her other right hand is holding
an object having the shape of something like a spear or a sharp weapon. The upper
left hand is damaged and the lower left hand is positioned in an uncertain gesture.
The form of Durga in the above image has been identified by the local people of
Kalugaon as well as the State Archaeological department as Jagaddhatri. But the
attributes held in her hands, particularly the rosary does not confirm to the prevalent
Tantric descriptions of Jagaddhatri. In her commonly perceived form, Jagaddhatri
Durga is described as holding a Sankha, Cakra, bow and arrow(s) in her four hands
and riding the lion. So, there is a need to find other possible interpretations for the

image.

Durga in the image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (vi) engrossed in Japa or the meditative

counting of the rosary beads somewhat relates to the benign aspect of her as
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Parvati/ Gauri/ Uma engaged in severe austerities and penance like the Paricdgni
Tapa . Japamala / Aksamala or rosary is the characteristic attribute of the different
iconographic forms of Durgad as Gauri/ Parvati/ Uma. Therefore, can the image be
thought of as featuring a form or visualization of Gaurl/ Parvati, she as a symbol of
austerity and detachment or Sanyasa, or as dedicatedly immersed in Tapa or penance
? If it is considered for a while that the image surely depicts the form of Parvati or
Gaurl as engaged in a severe austerity or Tapa, then the attribute held in the upper
right hand will no more be identified as a spear like weapon. It will be something
else, anything related to or associated with the practice of Sanyasa or extreme

penance. If it is so, then what could it be ?

In the sculpted representations of Parvati/ Gaurl as an ascetic or a strict practitioner
of austerities and celibacy, a type of staff known as Tridanda or Trisikha is usually
shown held in one of the goddess’s hands. the Tridanda/ Trisikha is a type of staff
made of a type of tree branch having three sub- branches or projections. It is
generally portrayed or conceived as a paraphernalia of ascetics and persons practicing
extreme penance and celibacy. The sharp pointed triangular object held by the
goddess in the image in Fig 4.3 (vi) have no projection that can prove it as a
Tridanda. Neither it is a Tristla or trident which is sometimes also portrayed as an

attribute of Parvati in her mild, benign aspect of performing penance and austerities.

The lower left hand of the goddess might had held some type of object which got
damaged and disappeared in the course of time. The manner of positioning of the
wrist of the hand somewhat hints that a representation of an object like a vessel or
a bowl might had been placed there, which is now missing. If the goddess in the
image in Fig 4.3 (vi) is assumed as Parvati/ Gaurl engaged in Tapa or as a symbol of
penance and Sanyasa, then the absent attribute thought to be there in the lower left
hand should either be a Kamandalu or a begging bowl- two prime objects that define
the practices of Tapa and Sanyasa. It can also be assumed as a Kamandalu because
there are different iconographic forms of Gaurl/ Parvati/ Uma mentioned in texts like
Stitradhara Mandana’s Rupamandana where she holds a rosary/ Japamala along with a
Kamandalu or any water pot. Rao (1997, 360) has made mention of different forms
of Gauri like Uma and Parvati who hold Kamandalu and Aksamala/ Japamala as
attributes. Sculptural representations of Parvati engaged in severe Paficagni Tapa
crafted in the style of EISMA ( Pala and Sena styles ) have been found in Bengal
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and Bihar. One of such representations is from Munger or Monghyr in Bihar and it
dates back circa 9" to 11" century CE [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxviii) ]. The
representations of Parvati as a symbol of asceticism in the different traditions and in
different time periods of art are seen to portray different variations. Somewhere,
Parvatt is portrayed alone engaged in penance, and in others, she 1is shown
accompanied by a lion and deer or a lion, deer and bull. In most of the images

showing Parvati’s Paficagni Tapa, she is shown surrounded by five types of fires.

If the image in Fig 4.3 (vi) is portraying the aspect of Parvati as a presiding deity of
Sanyasa and Tapa, the lion might have been placed there as her mount by the

artisans in an intention to convey that Parvati is none other than Durga or Candika.

The pointed object depicted as held by the goddess in her upper right hand, again, if
observed carefully, resembles either a spear head or a blade of a spear, or a lotus/
lily. The possibility of identity of the object as a war weapon such as a spear is
completely denied assuming the goddess to be a form of Parvati in her ascetic
aspect. Considering the identity of the goddess in the image in Fig 4.3 (vi) as the
ascetic Parvati, and supposing the object to be a spear or lance, it can be said that
the artisans might have intended to project the presence of the fierce warrior

Durga/ Candika within the benign Parvati engrossed in austerities.

A combination of a Siila which may either mean a spear or a chopper or a sharp
piercing weapon, or a trident/ Tri$iila and a Kamalaksa Mala (which may either mean
a rosary of lotus seeds or a lotus garland) is carried by Mangala who is amongst
the 64 Yoginis or 64 forms of Durga mentioned in the Devi Purana (Misra, 2001,
204). Mangala is further described to show the gesture of Varada or boon by one of
her other hands. She is said to be seated in Padmasana on a lion. Similar
combination of Sila, and a Kamalaksa Mala is again described by the Devi Purana
to be held as attributes by goddesses named Vijaya and Bhadra (204). They too, are
amongst the sixty-four forms of Durga. Bhadra is described to be seated in
Bhadrasana pose over a lion. She is said to hold other than the Sila and Padmaksa
Mala, a blue lotus and conferring auspiciousness possibly hinting towards portraying
the Varada Mudra. In the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (vi),
if it is assumed that the sharp pointed object held in her upper right hand as none

other than a representation of a Sila, the rosary held in her lower or front left hand
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as a Padmaksa Mala, and her lower left hand shown as forming a boat like or cup
like shape as placed in Varada pose, then the goddess in the above image can be
associated or identified with either of the above three goddesses described in the
Devi Purdna. But, with whom out of the three ? All three of them have the Sila,
Padmaksa Mala, the boon giving gesture and the lion mount in common. But, Bhadra
is said to hold a blue lotus along with the three. Mangala is said to be seated in a
Padmasana pose whereas Bhadra is described as seated in Bhadrasana. The manner or
pose in which the goddess is shown seated in the image in the Fig 4.3 (vi) seems
somewhat like a type of Bhadrasana as practiced in Astanga Yoga [ Appendix D3 :
Figure (xxix) ], possibly bringing her identity close to Bhadra described in the Devi

Purana.

In the preceding paragraphs, a mention has been made of a stone sculpted
Simhavahini Durga image preserved at the museum of the Rajbari or palace of the
Koch royal family at Koch Behar, West Bengal. The image is said to be dating back
to 10" century CE and it clearly portrays the Pala Style or the style of EISMA. It is
partially damaged and mutilated. Like the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated
in Fig 4.3 (vi), Durga in this image is also four handed and holds a rosary in her
front right hand. She holds a Khadga which is damaged in her back right hand and
a Khetaka or a shield in her back left hand. The object held by her front left hand
is damaged and it may be a Mudgara or club, or the shaft of a damaged Tristula or
a Danda or staff. The rosary and its positioning here, is similar to that of Durga in
the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3 (vi), but there is seen no

similarity between the two images in respect of rest of the attributes.

The Kalika Purana [ 53. 21- 36 ] describes a form of Ambika or Durga who is four
handed, her lower left hand holding a Siddhasatra or a rosary, and upper right hand
holds a Nistrimsa which may mean either a sword or any sharp weapon. Her left
hands are placed in Abhaya and Varada poses. She is seated in a Baddha Paryarika
or the Yogic Cot posture. Her mount, the lion is said to be standing in front of her
and she is said to be looking at it. The goddess is said to be seated on a red lotus
lying on a couch of gems placed in a pavilion of gems in the golden island or

Svarnadvipa in midst of the ocean of syrup (Shastri, B., 1994, 51).
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The above form known as Ambika is also known as Mahotsaha and she is the fifth
of the Paficamiirtis or five emanations of goddess Kamakhya. She is also addressed

by the name Mahamaya ( Das, 2011, 111).

Now, in the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (vi), the position
in which the legs and lower torso of Durga is shown, somewhat, also comes near to
that in the Yogic posture of Baddha Paryankasana [ Appendix D3 : Figure (xxx) ].
Her lower right hand is also holding a rosary and the sharp weapon like thing can
be assumed as a Nistrimsa. Further, the gesture of her lower left hand seems as if
she is about to give something, in other words- Varada pose. If her damaged upper
left hand is assumed to be showing the Abhaya pose, then the whole form of Durga
depicted in the image will come near similar to the above form or imagery of
Ambika / Mahotsaha / Mahamaya described in the 53" chapter of the Kalika Purana. If
it is so, then it can be said that in the image, the artisans had either chosen not to
depict the cot of gems separately and instead placed the figure of the goddess
positioned in the Yogic cot pose, directly on the back of her mount, the lion, or,
they had conceived the couch of gems as the royal Ahom throne which is said to
have intricately carved ornate lions as its significant structural motifs (Gogoi, L., 1994,
203). Possibly, in the image, they have creatively portrayed the couch of gems in the
form of the Ahom throne and the lion mount of Ambika together through the single
image of the winged hybrid lion.

It has been found that images of conceptions like Mangalacandika, Mahotsaha, and
also Siddhakames$vari mentioned in the Kalika Purana are not seen to have appeared
in the sculptural art of Assam dating to the early medieval periods. Even, neither of
the sculpted images depicted on the architecture of the Kamakhya temple or found in
its vicinity at Nilacala are found to have their descriptions in the Kalika Purana, as
per information. It may be possible that the forms/concepts of Siddhakamesvari,
Mangalacandika, and Mahotsaha appeared much later, might be after 13" century CE
in the pantheon and theogony of Kamakhya and got included in the Kalika Purana
which is said to be composed around 10" to 12" century CE. The identification and
establishing possible affinities of the images in Fig 4.3 (v) and (vi) with Kamada,
Mangalacandika, Mahotsaha described in the Kalika Purana can be reasonable keeping
in consideration the context of a possible appearance and popularity of the above
concepts in the Sakta system of Assam after or from the 13" century CE, a context
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of the final form given to the cult of Kamakhya by the Rajaguru of king Siva Sirha
and his queens Krsnaram Bhattacharya during the 18" century CE, and lastly, a
context of a possible following of the Kalika Purana by the artisans during the 17%

to 18" century CE in making images of deities, mainly goddesses.

There can also be a possibility that the images illustrated in Fig 4.3 (v) and (vi) may
not be actually featuring any Puranic or Tantric form of Simhavahini Durga. If the
figures of the winged lions are considered as Ngi- Ngao- Kham, but intended to be
portrayed solely as royal insignias, the female figures riding them can be explained as
deified or over- glorified forms of either the two queens of Siva Sirmha- Bar Raja
Phulesvar1 Kunvari and Bar Raja Ambika Kunvari. An explanation can be given as
such that in both the images, Ngi-Ngao-Kham has been depicted as the royal insignia
of the Ahom dynasty, and the deified figures of either of the two queens were
placed on their backs to convey or symbolize a message and an idea that the power
of the Ahom royal house was in their hands and under their guidance and direction.
The Buraiijis say that the two queens of Siva Sirmha died young. Considering this, it
can also be said that the two images in Fig 4.3 (v) and (vi) were post- mortuary
portraits of either of the two queens in the forms of Simhavahini Durga. Sculpting
portraits of rulers in the form of deities, and placing them on the architectural
structures of their commissioned temples or enthroning them along with the main
icons of the deities inside the sacred spaces of these temples, has been observed as
an integral part of the temple architecture and sculpture of the Indian subcontinent as
well as south east Asia. Bronze sculpted portrait images of the Chola/ Chozha queen
Sembiyan Mahadevi / Madevi [ Appendix D3 : Figure ( xxxi) ] in the form of Parvati
dating back to the 9" to 10" century CE are among such examples. Both the queens
of Siva Sirhha are described to be devout Sakta initiates. In the image from the
Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (vi), in particular, if the goddess is actually a
deified form of one of the queens of Siva Sirha, the rosary may be explained as

representing her identity as a devout Sakta.

The features of the lion in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in
Fig 4.3 (iv) are not clear. It must also have been with wings and resembling the Ngi-
Ngao- Kham. This image can also be assumed as a deified portrait of queen
Phule$vart Kunvari. In 4.3.2 (a), an identification of the goddess as possibly a clan
deity of the Ahoms associated with strength, protection, and virility was made. If the
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leonine figure is certainly or akin to Ngi- Ngao- Kham, such an identification can
become more justified, because Ngi- Ngao- Kham is also a clan symbol of the Ahoms

and represents their traditional and ancestral religious ethos, their strength and vigour.

4.3.3 Apart from the images discussed in 4.3.2 (a), (b), (c), there are certain images in
the relief sculptural art of the Maghnowa Doul and Gaurisagar Devi Doul featuring
other iconographic conceptions or goddess forms that can be categorized and studied
as manifestations of Durga, and that are not found depicted in the evident sculptural
imagery of Assam other than the temple relief sculptural art of the Ahoms. These
goddess forms can also be called as rarely appearing in the overall extant sculptural
art of the Indian subcontinent. Interpretations for some of these selected images are

given in the following paragraphs.

433 (a) Image of a two handed goddess seated on a lotus and holding a

Tristla and a Aksamala from the Maghnowa Doul-

Fig 4.3 (vii) : Line drawing of the image of a two handed goddess seated on a lotus and
holding a Trisila and Aksamala from the Maghnowa Doul [ refer to the photograph of
the same in Fig 4.3vii (p) in Appendix 4C ]

In this image, the presence of the Tri§illa in one of the hands of the goddess hints
towards her identity as a form or an emanation of Durgd / Gauri/ Parvati. The

goddess is shown seated on a lotus and she holds a Aksamala in her other hand.
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The form of the goddess in the image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (vii) sharply resemble
that of Ambika described in the Devi Purana[ 50.III. 14 ]. Ambika is also described
to be holding a Sala/ Tristla and a Aksasiitra ( or a Aksamala ) in her two hands.
She is said to bestow merits and auspiciousness if worshipped with red- coloured
offerings and Balidana or sacrifices (Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993, 303). Ambika is
amongst the sixty four Yogini goddesses or forms of goddess Durga as per Devi

Purana.

4.3.3 (b) Image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul featuring a two handed goddess
holding a Darpana or mirror and an uncertain object and seated on a lotus-

Fig 4.3 (viii) : Line drawing of the image of a two-handed goddess holding a Darpana/
mirror and an uncertain object from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer to the photograph
of the same in Fig 4.3viii (p) in Appendix 4C ]

In the image illustrated in Fig 4.3 (viii), the goddess holds a Darpana or mirror in
her left hand. The object held in her right hand may be a spear or a lotus. The
goddess is shown seated in a Padmasana pose on a lotus.

There is a class or type of images of Gaurl or Durga appearing in the sculptural art
traditions of eastern India including Assam dating from 8" to 11" century CE where
the common attribute held by her is a mirror or Darpana/ Adar$a. In these images,
the four handed, Samapada Sthanaka or straight unbent standing figure of Gaurl or
Durga, one of her hands holding a mirror and flanked by figures of Ganesa and

Kartikeya are the common motifs. The variations amongst the images only appear in
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the attributes or objects depicted in other hands of Gauri/ Durga. References of such
forms of four handed Gauri or benign, non- martial aspects of Durga as holding a
mirror as an attribute in one of her hands are described in various Puranic, Tantric,
Agamic and Silpa texts. The Sutradhara Mandana’s Devatamirtiprakaranam and
Ripamandana [ 8. 3 ] describes a form of Gauri/ Durga known as Uma in which
she holds a mirror, a lotus, a rosary and a water pot (Sankhyatirtha, 1936, 144). There
is a form of Gauri/Durga known as Lalita who is said to be holding a mirror along
with objects like a Afjanasalaka or a stick or sharp needle like instrument for
applying Afijana or collyrium to the eyes. Such a form of Lalita Gauri finds mention
in the Agni Purana [I. 52.15] (Shastri, J.L., 1998, 139) . A four handed form of
Lalita holding a mirror along with a conch, box containing collyrium and a fruit is
described by Rao (1914 ,359) . There are certain iconographic forms of Laksmi too
where she is featured holding a mirror as one of her attributes. In traditional
Nepalese iconography, Laksmi is often depicted four handed and having a tortoise as
her mount or vehicle. She holds a mirror as one of her attributes [ Appendix D3 :

Figure (xxxit) ].

In the architectural relief sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the
Ahoms, no image of four handed or Caturbhija Gauri as holding a mirror in one

of their hands and flanked by Gane$a and Kartikeya has been found portrayed.

Images featuring Caturbhtja forms of Gauri holding a mirror in one of her hands and
flanked by Ganesa and Kartikeya are sufficiently found in the sculptural art of Assam
dating from 9" to 10" century CE ( early medieval period ). The image of Gauri
worshipped as Durga at the Deopani Durgathan in Karbi- Anglong district in eastern-
central Assam and another image of Gaurl from Telisal at Kasomaripathar in
Golaghat district of eastern Assam are two such examples (Dutta, H.N., 2021, 116).
Though no such conceptions of four handed or Caturbhitja Gaurl as holding a mirror
in one of their hands has been found portrayed in the imagery of architectural relief
sculptural art of the late medieval style patronized by the Ahoms, the image from the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.3 (viii)) can be either a hint towards a
possible continuation of the above conception, a completely different visualization of
the above conception, or the goddess may have a different identity, different from the

idea and conception of Gaurl.
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It is seen in the sculptural art or imagery of the Indian subcontinent that usually,
when Gaurl is portrayed along with Siva, she is two handed and she holds a mirror
in one of her hands. Images where Gauri, two handed and holding a mirror in one
of them, and portrayed solitary or independent ( not accompanied by Siva ) are rarely

found.

The Agni Purana [ 1. 52. 14 ] describes an independent two handed form of Gauri/
Durga where she is three eyed, two handed and holding a mirror in one of her
hands and a spear in the other (Shastri, J.L., 1998, 139). In the form of the goddess
featured in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.3 (viii), the shape of
the remaining contours or the fragments of the damaged or obliterated object in the
right hand of the goddess allows to assume that it might be a spear or a spear like
weapon. If the obliterated object held in the right hand of the goddess was surely a
spear, the above image has to be identified as the exact representation of the above
two- handed form of Gauri described in the Agni Purana. If this is so, then it will

be one of its kind in the whole known range of temple sculptural art of Assam.

The Sutradhara Mandana’s Devatamirtiprakaranam and Ripamandanam [ 8. 9 ]
describes a form of Gauri known as Himavanti or Haimavati. She is amongst the
twelve forms or Dvadasa Mirtis of Gaurl. She is described as Sailaraji or the
queen/princess of the mountains, as the bride of Siva/ Mahe$vara. In one of her hands
she is said to hold a Darpana or mirror and a Padma or lotus (Sankhyatirtha, 1936,
145). The Siva Purana [ 46.24-30] in the episode of Siva’s marriage with Parvati,
describes the auspicious form of the bride Parvati where she is carrying a gem set
mirror in one of her hands and a toy lotus in the other. In the image illustrated in
Fig 4.3 (viii), the contours of the damaged object held in the right hand also seems
like a lotus bud with its long stalk. If it is assumed as a lotus then the form of the
goddess can be identified with either of the above two forms or imageries of Gaurl
or Parvati or Durga as the the bride and wife of Siva. The episodes and narratives
of Siva and Parvati’s marriage ceremony elaborated in the Siva Purana and several
other such texts have been important motifs in the culture of Assam. Siva and
Parvati, their wedding and their marital life has a significant place in the lore
associated with the rituals of marriage in the culture of Assam. Siva/ Hara and Parvati
/ Durga / Gaur1 has been understood and revered as the symbol of ideal married
couple in the culture of Assam. Even the groom and bride, during the course of the
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ritual of marriage are being viewed as Hara and Gaurl respectively and they receive
blessings from the elders as Hara- Gauri Bas Hauk which translates to ‘may Hara
and Gaurl reside forever in your marital life’. Taking into account the popularity and
a deep seated reverence for the imagery of Siva and Parvati as a symbol of ideal
marital life and as presiding deities of marital life, household and mutual love and
respect between a married man and woman, in the culture of Assam, it can be, in a
way, said that the artisans engaged in making the sculptures in the architecture of
Gaurtsagar Devi Doul, might had chosen to feature such a form of Parvati or Durga
where she may represent marriage or marital bliss and where she may be endowed
with objects or symbols integrally associated with the nuptial rituals in the culture of
the region, i.e. Assam, like a mirror or a Darpana or Dapon. Therefore, they might
have resorted to descriptions of Parvati/ Gauri/ Durga as a bride or in her role of
becoming a bride of Siva mentioned in the texts like Siva Purana and the
Ripamandana and as a result portrayed it through the image illustrated in Fig 4.3
(viii).

The image in Fig 4.3 (vii) can also be interpreted in yet another way. One of the
central concepts of classical or mainstream Tantric philosophy is that of Prakasa and
Vimarsa, which means the Light of Consciousness and the Power of Self-Awareness,
respectively. Tompkins and Wallis (2009, 1) explains Prakasa and Vimar$a as such :
Prakasa is associated with Siva, which is simply a name for the universal
Consciousness that is the ground of all reality. Vimar§a, as a power (Sakti), is
associated with the Goddess ( Tripurasundari/ Durga / Kali ), also known as Sakti.
Prakasa may also be translated "Manifestation," for the Light of Consciousness
manifests all things, which are never separate from that divine Light. However, the
manifestation of the universal would be sterile and meaningless without Vimarsa, the
power by which we know ourselves as individual expressions of that universal.
Vimarsa is also translated as "representation” for it is the power by which the divine
re-presents itself to itself— as us. We are each representations of divine reality, and
when we know ourselves as such, we fully exercise the Power of Self-awareness (
Vimarsa ). Finally, Vimarsa may be translated as "reflection,” for it is the reflection
of the Absolute in the mirror of awareness within a given individual that expresses
specifically and concretely the exquisite beauty that inheres potentially within the
Absolute.
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In the image in Fig 4.3 (viii), the Devi or goddess holding the mirror or Darpana-
the concrete symbol of reflection can be understood as a visualization of the above
Tantric philosophical concept of Sakti/ Devi or the feminine principle as Vimarsa, but

there is no certainty about it.

In the Devi Gita [ 10. 28-29 ], the supreme Devi or the Great Goddess, in her
spiritual counsel says that whole of her worship should be performed with the
Hrillekha Mantra. She further says that the Hrillekha or the Hrimm Mantra is regarded
as the supreme director of all Mantras and she is ever reflected in the Hrillekha as
in a mirror (Brown, 2002, 123). This conception, explained by the goddess herself in
the Devi Gita, can be related to the ritual of worshipping of the reflection of the
image of goddess Durga in a mirror marked with the Hrimm Mantra, in the traditions
of Diirga Puja in eastern India including Assam. In the whole course of the ritual of
Durga Puja, it is seen that all the oblations and offerings are done to the mirror
marked with Hrim (usually seen to be marked with vermillion or Sindura mixed with
oil ) which reflects the earthern image of Durga and her family enthroned. The image
in Fig 4.3 (viii) can also be interpreted as the Great Goddess, who is Durga in
general sense, holding a mirror which is nothing but a representation of the Hrillekha
or Hrim Mantra where she gets reflected. It may be a visualization by the artisans
after having acquainted themselves with the aforesaid conception in the Devi Gita.
There may be a second possibility that the image in Fig 4.3 (viii) is a creative
rendering by the artisans of the thought and essence behind worshipping the reflection

of the earthen image of Durga in a mirror in the ritual of Diirga Puja.

Durga as Gauri or Parvati or Uma, as the beloved and devoted consort of Siva, as
undifferentiated from Siva, as always accompanying Siva has remained amongst the
most prominent conception of her in the culture of Assam. Gauri/ Parvati/ Uma in
association or in union with Siva or Mahe§vara has been the symbol of reverence of
the kings and dynasties that flourished in Assam from the 6" century CE onwards till
the 18" century CE. The majority of copper plate grants, and also weapons like
cannons or Bar Top of Ahom rulers, dated between the 17" to 18" century CE, are
seen to feature inscriptions/ epigraphs which opens with lines/ verses like Sri Sri
Hara- Gauri- Pada- Dvandaravinda- Makarandananda- Madhukaro..... Such lines speak
of these rulers projecting themselves as servants of Uma- Mahesvara or Hara- Gaurl
or devoted to their feet (Neog, 2008b, 110-111) . The worship of Siva in association
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with or as inseparable from Durga as Gauri/ Parvati/ Uma was very much profound
amongst the Hinduized Ahoms, mainly the Ahom royalty. Though, the worship of
Siva accompanied by or jointly with Gauri/Parvati/ Uma was profound amongst the
Ahom royalty, not a single image has been found in the relief sculptural art adorning
the architecture of their commissioned Douls which features Siva or Mahe$vara in an
intimate embrace or Alingana with Gauri/ Uma / Parvati. But images and fragments
depicting such an iconographic concept are sufficiently found amongst the evidences
of sculptural art found in Assam dating back to the time period from 9" to 11"
century CE. Ardhanarisvara- the androgynous anthropomorphic form which is a
combination of the morphology and iconographic principles of Siva and Parvati/ Uma
/ Gaurl has also been a very important and significant and revered concept in the
culture of Assam as evident from the different epigraphs, and folk narratives
prevalent across Assam. The temples like the Ardhanari$vara temple at Pati Darrang
in the Darrang district of central Assam can also be an evidence of the prevalence of
the worship of Ardhanari§vara. Though the concept of Ardhanari$vara has been a
prominent presence in the culture of Assam, till now, either very few or no sculpted
image featuring the Saiva- Sakta composite has been found in the region. No
Ardhanari$vara image, both of architectural and free- standing types, in the tradition of

Ahom late medieval style stone relief sculptural art, has come to light.

Another significant iconographic conception of Durga found elaborated in the Puranic,
Agamic, Tantric texts and in the texts collectively known as Silpasastras is
Navadurga. Navadurga means nine forms of Durga, or more appropriately, nine
different iconographic forms of Durga which have been arranged as a group.
Navadurgas, or the nine Durgas, or the nine goddesses conceived as Durga and
arranged as a compact iconographic group, generally vary and differ according to
texts, ritualistic traditions and regional Hindu cultures. Sometimes, certain goddesses
who are known as generally a part of other pantheons or iconographic groups within
Saktism like the Matrkas are also included amongst the Navadurgas in certain eastern
Indian traditions. The most commonly perceived and understood Navadurga group
within the Indian subcontinent is the one described in the system of the Devi
Mahatmyam. These nine Durgas are mentioned in its Devi Kavaca section [ verses 3-

5] . In the eastern Indian Sakta traditions including Assam, in particular no sharp
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distinctions can be made between Navadurgas and the Matrkas- who are either seven,

eight, nine or sixteen in number.

4.4 The Saptamatrkas

The Matrkas are numerous mother goddesses who are related to the pan- Indian
Puranic, Agamic and Tantric traditions of Sakti / Devi and also Siva, and sometimes
Visnu. These goddesses were originally village or tribal malevolent and blood thirsty
goddesses associated with epidemics, calamities and also occult practices, who in the
course of history, were gradually endowed new interpretations and symbolisms,
acculturated, and incorporated into the Puranic and Tantric Saiva and Sakta systems,
as well as Buddhism and Jainism too . In the Puranic and Tantric traditions, these
goddesses got evolved to be none other than the ramifications or reflections of energy
of Durga/Candika, Kali and Tripurasundari. In the Matsya Purana [ II. 179. 8- 86 ],
different Matrkas are described to be created by Siva and Visnu (in his Narasimha
form) for the annihilation of the demon Andhaka/ Andhakasura (Wilson, Singh, 1983,
842- 849) . In the Devi Mahatmyam or Candi [ 8. 12-28 ], eight Matrkas are said to
aid the supreme Durga or Candika in her battle against the destructive demonic
forces of Canda- Munda, Raktabija and Sumbha- Nisumbha (Bhattacharya, D. P., 2016,
148-151). According to the commentaries on the Devi Mahatmyam by the Sakta
theologians, all the Matrkas are the manifestations of energies of the supreme
Bhagavati Mahamaya Candika / Durga / Katyayani inherent or distributed in every
Devata or god. The Matrkas, are also described to be the attendants or companions
of Durga or Candika. In almost all Puranic narratives, the Matrkas are described to
be associated with war, destruction and annihilation. The Varaha Purana even states
that eight Matrkas represent eight mental qualities that are morally bad (Rao, 1997,
381). The Matrkas’ profound thirst for blood and flesh as described in the Puranic
literature is their original tribal characteristic which have been retained, but seen
pacified and subdued to a certain extent. Their destructive energies are seen to be
channelized towards the purpose of upholding the cosmic order or Dharma. Even if
they tend to move towards devastation and bloodshed, they are seen to be pacified,
or made benign and instilled with the virtue of protection. The instilling or attempts
to instil compassionate and protective attitudes to the Matrkas are excellently traced in

their numerous literary, artistic and visual representations. In many visual
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representations of the Matrkas, for example, in the sculptural traditions of Odisha
dating from 9" to 12" century CE, and also in some Odiya Patacitra paintings, it is
seen that each of them are portrayed carrying or cuddling a child on their laps. This
indicates towards their conception and reverence as protective mother figures and
givers of progeny. In the Matsya Purana [ Il. 179. 73-84 ], Visnu as Narasirmha
explains to the Matrkas that they should give all the desires to mankind upon being
worshipped. He further says that those who are desirous of progeny will worship the
Matrka Suskadevi (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 848).

In most of the texts of Puranic, Agamic and Tantric systems , the Matrkas are
described together to be mostly eight in number or even more. The Matrkas
Brahmani / Brahmi, Vaispavi, Mahe$vari, Kaumari, Varahi, Indrani / Aindri and
Narasimh1 are described to having almost the same iconographic forms and attributes
as the male gods of whom they are inherent energies. These Matrkas are the only
ones who bear the names of the male gods in whom they reside and originate from.
The six Matrkas- Brahmi, Vaisnavi, Mahe$vari, Kaumari, Varahi and Aindri are seen
as generally common to all the Matrka groups mentioned in the Puranas, Agamas and
Tantras . Camunda is seen to be included as one of the Matrkas in Puranas and
Silpa texts like Visnudharmottara, Riipamandana etc. but, in the Devi Mahatmyam [
8.20 ], she gets replaced by Narasimhi. Here, Camunda is not described to be a
Matrka. She is Candika or Durga as Kali herself . There is also an eighth Matrka
described here who is known as Sivadifi. Coming to the Matsya Purana, the Matrka
group described here has seven Matrkas- the above six ( said as staying common to
all Matrka groups) and a seventh Matrka known as Yogesvari of whom Camunda is
an aspect. The Varaha Purana states that Yoge$vari is the eight Matrka along with
the above common six Matrkas and Camunda (Rao, 1997, 381). In the Kali Krama, or
in the system of the Kali Kula, one of the two important traditions/ schools of
Saktism, centred in Bengal and Assam, a Matrka known as Aparajita [ Appendix D4 :
Figure (i) ] is included in place of Aindri or Indrani. Here, she has been worshipped
along with Brahmi, Vaisnavi/ Narayani, Mahesvari, Kaumari, Varahi, Camunda and

Narasimhi (Bhattacharya, S.C., 2012, 75).

It is seen that the concept of the group of eight or more Matrkas are generally seen
in the literary descriptions and representations. In artistic representations, particularly
in sculptural art, the Matrkas are mostly depicted and seen to be seven in number.
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These seven Matrkas or Saptamatrkas are Brahmani/ Brahmi, Vaisnavi, Mahes$vari,
Kaumari, Varahi, Indrant /Aindri and Camunda. But, sculptural representations
featuring figures of nine or Navamatrkas are also found. An example of such a
representation is found at Rajshahi in Bangladesh, and it dates back to the 10"
century CE [ Appendix D4 : Figure (ii) ]. Most of the available representations or
portrayals of the seven Matrkas in the sculptural art of the Indian subcontinent date
back not earlier than the Kusana and the Gupta periods. Most of these date from
circa 4" to 7" century CE onwards. In all of the known representations or images,
the above seven Matrkas are found to be either sculpted together as a compact group,
on a single panel, or sometimes, each of them sculpted separately and arranged side
by side systematically as one compact set or group. In some representations, for
example, portrayal of Ganesa accompanying the seven Matrkas or sometimes both
Ganesa and Virabhadra/ Bhairava are depicted as flanking them [ Appendix D4 :
Figure (iii) and (iv) ]. The Smrtis instruct the Puja or worship of the Saptamatrkas-
Brahmi, Vaisnavi, Mahes$vari, Kaumari, Varahi, Aindri and Camunda along with
Ganesa and Virabhadra. This may explain the frequent and widespread depiction of
above Saptamatrkas together along with Ganesa and Virabhadra in the temple
sculptural art of the Indian subcontinent. it is seen that in most of these images,
Virabhadra is depicted as playing on a Vina [ Appendix D4 : Figure (v) ]. The Matsya
Purana says that an image of Gane$a/ Vinayaka should be established near the images
of Matrkas, and an image of Vire§vara or Virabhadra with matted hair locks or
Jatajuta, holding a Tri$tila and a Vina, and mounted on a bull or Vrsabha should be

placed in front or facing the images of Matrkas (Misra, 2001, 219).

Matrkas Varahi, Narasimhi and Camunda have independent traditions or cults of their
own. Therefore, several sculpted representations of them where they are shown as
independent goddesses and not a part of any Matrka group are found. Varahi along
with her numerous forms like Mahavarahi, Svapna Varahi, Varthali etc., and
Narasimhi as Pratyangira or Atharvarna Bhadrakalr are two major goddesses in the
Sakta tradition of ST Kula or Sri Vidya, particularly in southern India. In Assam,
there is rarely any evidence of sculpted representation or temple structure/
architectural fragment dating back to the time period from 8" to 12" century CE
which portray the seven Matrkas together in a set or group. But, there is an exquisite

stone image of a goddess identified as Tripura Bhairavi found at Jogijan in Nagaon
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district, where small images of the seven Matrkas are seen depicted together
accompanying a central large image of Tripura Bhairavi. The small figures of the
seven Matrkas along with the figures of Bhairavas are seen carved on the surface of
the stone Silapatta or stele forming the backdrop of the central seated figure of the
goddess identified as Tripura Bhairavi (Choudhury, R.D., 2010, 103). From the
observation of its stylistic features which are sharply of the EISMA , Choudhury (
2010, 104 ) places the image in around 10" century CE [ Appendix D4 : Figures (vi)
and (vii) ] . Except this image of Tripura Bhairavi, other sculptural representation in
Assam which features the figures of the seven Matrkas carved or sculpted together
on a single panel, stele or rock face are unknown. But, independent representations of
Matrkas Vaisnavi, Varaht and Camunda have been found amongst the evidences of
sculptural art in Assam belonging to the time period from 11" to 12" century CE. A
miniature black basalt stone sculpted image identified as Vaisnavi dated circa 10" to
11" century CE, was found at the Helem Tea Estate in Gahpur in Sonitpur district,
and is kept preserved at the Sonitpur District Museum in Tezpur [ Appendix D4 :
Figure (viii) ].

Images of the Matrkas are featured in the relief sculptural art of the Maghnowa
Doul, Gaurisagar Devi Doul, Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul. In the
architectural relief sculptural art of none of these Douls, the images of these seven
Matrkas are seen arranged side by side or near each other as a set or group. They
are placed separately with images of other gods and goddesses in between them. It is
seen that a single Doul contains the depiction of either six, three or two of the seven
Matrkas, but not all the seven at a time. Even, in a single architectural structure, the
representations or images of more than one iconographic form of a single Matrka are
seen. The reason and such convention which allowed for such repeated portrayal of
images of a particular iconographic form or portrayal of images of different
iconographic forms of a single Matrka in the architectural body of a Doul is not
known. In the Douls, the mode of arrangement of their images may point towards a
different conception of them, not as Matrkas who are always conceived in majority of

the Puranic and Tantric texts as remaining and appearing together in a group.

In the iconographic scheme of the sculptural art of the architecture of the above

Douls, all the forms of the Matrkas are portrayed as either two- armed or four-

199



armed. An insight into the iconographic conceptions of the seven Matrkas in the

relief sculptural art of the above Douls will be given in the upcoming paragraphs :
a) Matrka Brahmi/Brahmani

Matrka Brahmi or Brahmani, the inherent female energy within Brahma is described
in most of the Puranas, Agamas and Silpasastras as having the basic form same as
that of Brahma- having four faces/heads and having swan and lotus as seat or mount.
But, though having the same form as Brahma, variations are seen to appear,
particularly in the number of hands/arms and the type of attributes held in the hands.
The four face motif is seen to remain common or constant in all her forms. In the
Visnudharmottara, Brahmani is described to have six hands, four of them holding
different attributes like Pustaka (book/ manuscript), Kamandalu, Statra ( either a rosary
or thread) and a Sruva which is a type of wooden spoon or ladle for offering ghee
into the fire in a Yajfia. The rest two hands are in Abhaya and Varada poses (Rao,
1997, 384). The Matsya Purana [ II. CCLXI. 24 ] describes Brahmani as having four
arms and mounted on or riding a swan or a crane/stork. She is said to hold a
Aksasiitra (rosary) and a Kamandalu. The other two hands may be in Abhaya and
Varada poses but is not mentioned in the Purana (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1131) . The
form of Brahmi described in the Devi Mahatmyam or the Candi of the Markandeya
Purana is same as that mentioned in the Matsya Purana. The Devi Purana [ 50. Il. 1-2
] describes Brahmani or Brahmi to be four- handed and seated on a Yogapatta. She is
said to hold a Dapda (staff), Kamandalu, Aksasttra or rosary and a Sruva. She is
further described to be reciting Vedic hymns (Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993, 296). The
Amsumadbhedagama describes Brahmani as four- handed, with the front two hands
posed in Abhaya and Varada and the other two holding a Aksamala and a Sila (
lance/ chopper) . She is seated on a red lotus and have a swan as her vehicle.
Further, she is said to be situated under the canopy of a Palasa tree (Rao, 1997, 383-
384). The Agni Purana [ 50.18-19] describes Brahmani to be four- handed, riding a
swan and holding a rosary, a Sura ( drinking vessel) and a Kunda (may be a kind of
flower ) in three of her four hands. Nothing is said about the fourth hand, about its
position or what is held in it (Shastri, J.L., 1998, 133) .

The image of Brahmani / Brahmi portrayed in the relief sculptural art of the

architecture of the Jagaddhatr1 Doul is shown as having four faces, which is common
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to all the Brahmani images described in the Puranic, Agamic and Silpa texts. She is
seated on the back of a swan or goose, and is four-handed. One of her left hands is
seen holding or grabbing the neck of the swan which is a very unique feature. Rest
of her hands are seen to be holding different objects. Aksamala/ Aksasiitra or the
rosary which is generally seen as an important and common attribute of Brahmant is

absent in this image.

Fig 4.4 (i) : Line drawing of the image of Matrka Brahmani/Brahmi from the
Jagaddhatri Doul [refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4i (p) of Appendix 4D ]

The most striking feature in the image of Brahmani from the Jagaddhatri Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.4 (i) is the wrist of her left lower hand catching hold of the neck
of the swan or goose on which she is mounted. Why is it portrayed like this is not
clear. It may also be assumed as just a stylistic or formal device. As the hand does
not hold any attribute, the artisans might have chosen to use the neck of the goose
or swan as a support or a kind of armrest in order to show the hand as engaged. It
may also be possible that this hand of the goddess was intended by the artisans to
show as a device to control the movement of the goose/ swan which serves as the

vehicle of the goddess.

Further, the figure of Brahmani in Fig 4.4 (i) is not shown as holding a Kamandalu
which is otherwise described as another typical attribute of her in most of the

Puranas, Tantras and Silpa texts. Both rosary and Kamandalu are absent in the hands
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of Brahmani in this image. Her lower right hand may be holding a lotus. The upper
hands of the goddess are holding two instruments, out of which one held in the
upper left hand seems like either a club or a spoon/ladle used to pour oblations of
ghee or clarified butter to sacrificial fire in a Srauta or Vedic Yajiia. There is more
possibility of it being a ladle because in her many images and forms, Brahmani (like
Brahma), is said to and made to hold such ladles or spoons . There are different
types of such wooden ladles, for e.g. Sruk, Sruva, Dhruva, Juhu, Upabhrt,
Vasordhara, Upayamani, Proksani etc. The attribute held in her upper left hand, if
observed closely, seem to come near to the form of the sacrificial ladles Sruk,
Dhruva, Juhu and Upabhrt. It may be any one of them, but the probability of it being
a Sruk is more because Sruk and Sruva are the most common, prescribed and
prevalent sacrificial ladles. The Sruk represents the Prakrti or the female principle
(Boddupalli, Sastri, 2015, 553). The object held in the upper right hand of the
goddess, it must be a Sruva because Sruva is always seen to be used along the Sruk

in any Yajfia. Sruva represents the Purusa or the male principle (553).

All the forms or images of Brahmi mentioned in the Puranic, Agamic and Tantric
texts feature her as holding a rosary and a Kamandalu. According to the Devi
Mahatmyam or Sri Sri Candi [ 8.33 ], in the battle between the goddess Durga /
Candi / Sakti and the demonic armies of Canda- Munda, Raktabija and Sumbha-
Nisumbha, Brahmani is said to immobilize, curb and nullify the strength and vigour
of the demonic armies by sprinkling the water contained in her Kamandalu
(Bhattacharya, D. P., 2016, 151- 152). The Kamandalu and the rosary are the essential
attributes of Brahma and so of Brahmani who is none but the personification of his
energy, and almost every known Puranic or Silpa text mentions it. The image of
Brahma without the presence of Kamandalu and rosary, featured in the Jagaddhatri
Doul and illustrated in Fig 4.4 (i) is an unique one. The lower right hand of the
goddess, in this image, further, holds a Padma or lotus. The Bangla encyclopaedic
text on Hindu rituals Purohit Darpan do mention of a form of Brahmani who holds
a lotus in one of her hands (Smrititirtha, 1989, 287). The text does not mention
anything about the actual source of this form . Even if this form features Brahmani
holding a lotus as an attribute in her hands, it cannot be related to her form featured
in the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.4 (i). Its because, in the form of
Brahmani described in the Purohit Darpan, the goddess is shown holding along with
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the lotus, a Danda and a Aksamala (287), different from the form of her portrayed in
the Jagaddhatri Doul in which she is seen holding a complete different combination

of attributes.
(b) Vaisnavi

Vaisnavi has the same form/ appearance as Visnu but variations are seen to appear in
the number of arms/ hands, the type and arrangement of attributes held in the hands,
the poses of the hands and the seats/ mounts. The Devi Purana [ 50. Ill. 19-20 ]
describes Vaisnavi as having exactly the same form as Visnu. She possesses four
hands in which she is said to carry conch, discus, mace and lotus. She rides the bird
Garuda, the characteristic vehicle of Visnu and is clad in yellow garments just like
him. Further, she is also said to adorn the Vanamala, Visnu’s characteristic garland
(Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993, 303) . Vaisnavi is known as the Sthiti Sakti- energy of
preservation and nourishment of the supreme Candi/ Durga embodied by Visnu in
Sakta ideology. The Visnudharmottara describes Vaisnavi to be six- handed. Two of
her right hands are described to be carrying the mace and lotus, while the third one
is posed in Abhaya Mudra. Her two left hands are carrying the discus and the conch
while her third left hand is said to be posed in Varada Mudra (Rao, 1997, 384- 385).
The Matsya Purana [ Il. CCLXI. 28-29 ] offers a very different description of the
form of Vaisnavi. Here she is described to possess four hands, out of which three
are holding discus, conch and a mace. The fourth hand is posed in Varada Mudra.
The goddess is said to be accompanied by a child or she may be carrying or
cuddling the child on her lap. She along with the child is described to be seated on
a throne (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1131). Another text, Purvakaranagama, a Saiva Agama,
describes Vaisnavi as four- handed and riding the Garuda. She, like Visnu is said to
have a dark complexion, and dressed in yellow garments (Rao, 1997, 385). Two of
her hands are said to hold a discus and a conch, and the rest two are posed in
Abhaya and Varada Mudras. The Devi Mahatmyam [ 8. 18] does not specify about
the number of hands of Vaisnavi but says about the sharp resemblance of her form
with that of Visnu. She is said to ride the Garuda and holding the characteristic
attributes of Visnu like conch, discus, mace, the bow called Saranga and a sword
(Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 149) .
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The image of Vaisnavi featured in the architecture of the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.4 (ii) features her as four- handed. Her facial features and several
details of it are obliterated. Only the part of the Cakra or discus held in her upper
right hand and the theriomorphic figure of her mount Garuda crafted like the ones
placed in the Namghars of the neo- Vaisnava Sattras and illustrated in the paintings
in the manuscripts produced by the neo-Vaisnava Sattra ateliers point us towards her
identity as Vaisnavi. The objects held in the other hands are damaged and have
chipped off. The object held in the upper left hand may be a conch. The lower right
hand is damaged and it is not at all clear what was placed in it. The object held in
the lower left hand is also damaged but if we closely observe the shape and
arrangement of its remaining parts and contours, and the way it is held, it appears
like a Ghanta or a metal bell used in Hindu and Buddhist rituals and meditational

practices.

Fig 4.4 (ii) (in the previous page) : Line drawing of the image of Vaisnavi from the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4ii (p) of Appendix
]

A form of Vaisnavi or Narayani is mentioned in the Saradatilaka [ 6.22 ] where the
goddess holds Cakra, Sankha, Kapala and a Ghanta in her four hands, and riding on
the Garuda (Shastri, P., 2011, 160). If the unclear object in the lower left hand of
Vaisnavi in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (ii) is

assumed as a bell and the other unclear damaged attributes of her as a conch/ Sankha
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and a Kapala ( skull/ skull bowl), it may go to resemble her form mentioned in the

Saradatilaka.

In the eastern Indian Kali Avarana Krama, there are eight Matrkas : Brahmi, Vaisnavi,
Mahesvari, Kaumari, Varahi, Camunda, Narasimhi and Aparajital. All these Matrkas
occupy different positions in the Yantra or diagram of Kali, and they are to be
worshipped during the course of ritual of Kali Pu#ja. The form of Vaisnavi or
Narayani, in particular, is visualized in this Krama as well as the Yantra to be
holding Sankha, Cakra, Kapala and a Ghanta or bell?. This form or conception of

hers may be inspired or taken from the Saradatilaka.

Fig 4.4 (iii) : Image of a goddess carrying a child from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul |

refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4iii (p) of Appendix 4D ]

The above image in Fig 4.4 (ii1) is depicted on the architecture of the Gaurisagar
Devi Doul and can be, at first, identified as that of Vaisnavi if her description in the
Matsya Purana where she is described as four- handed and accompanied by or
carrying a child, is considered. In the above image, the four handed goddess is
featured standing in a Samabhanga Sthanaka (?) pose and carrying a child in her lap.
The figure of the goddess may be standing on some kind of pedestal or a lotus but
its not clear. The attributes held in the hands of the goddess are missing and are

damaged. Due to the absence of the attributes in the hands of the goddess, and the
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uncertainty of whether the goddess is standing on some kind of pedestal, it is not

certain that she is Vaisnavi sculpted following the description in the Matsya Purana.

In the Visnu Purana [ V.II ], there is an claborate invocation to Devaki, the mother
of Krsna, as the supreme Prakrti, the supreme nurturer and progenitor of the universe
and all its beings. It is narrated in the Purana that when the supreme Visnu
descended to the womb of Devaki to be born as Krsna, Devaki was praised and
eulogized day and night by the celestials, the gods and goddesses as none other than
the mother of the creation, as the progenitor of Brahma and the mother of the Devas
and Asuras (Dutt, 1896, 323-324) . Following or considering this eulogy in the Visnu
Purana, the image of the goddess holding a child from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in
Fig 4.4 (iii)) may also be identified as the conception of Devaki as the supreme
mother, creative and nurturing principle, and the child on her lap being Krsna, who
is universe himself. Mathura- the birthplace of Krsna is considered as one of the 108
supreme Sakti/ Devi Pithas or Devi Ksetras , and here the Devi/ Sakti presides over as
Devaki- the mother of Krsna. Considering the context of queen Phule$vari Kunvari’s
sectarian zeal for Saktism, and the conflict between Saktism which was receiving
royal patronage from the Ahom court under Siva Sirhha and Phule$vari Kunvari and
neo- Vaisnavism- which was imbibed and followed by a majority of the common and
downtrodden people of the Ahom kingdom, the concerned image may be thought of
as Devaki, Devaki tactically portrayed as a supreme manifestation of the Sakti, and
the one and only cause of existence of Krsna ( situated as a child on her lap)- the

only revered divine principle in neo- Vaisnavism.

The goddess in the image in Fig 4.4 (iii) can also be assumed as a portrayal of
Yasoda carrying Krsna in her lap. Yasoda has been described as the foster mother of
Krsna and she was the one who brought up Krsna according the narratives in the
Bhagavata Purana and Visnu Purana. In the verses 63-65 of the 80" Chapter of the
3 part of Narada Purana which is on the Tantric worship of Krsna through
different Mantras, it is found described that one should also worship the various
associates of Krsna including his fathers Nandagopa and Vasudeva and his mothers
Devaki and Yasoda on the tips of the petals of a lotus shaped Yantra. The forms of
both Devaki and Yasoda should be visualized as goddesses, bedecked with divine
garments, unguents, ornaments and holding in their hands milk pudding and vessels
full of it. It is not clearly said about the number of their hands (Tagare, 1997, 1142).
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It can be assumed that the goddess in Fig 4.4 (iii) can be a divine portrayal of
Yasoda or Devaki made by the artisans after getting acquainted with the intricacies of
some type of ritual worship of Krspa in a Yantra like the above described by the
Narada Purana. In the image in Fig 4.4 (iii)) they possibly had made Yasoda or
Devaki to hold milk pudding and a vessel containing it in her upper or back hands-
cither following the visualization mentioned in the Narada Purana or a visualization
similar to it in another text. Moreover, the figure of the child in her lap and held by
her front or lower left hand may be identified as none other than Krsna and have

been depicted there to ascertain the goddess as none other than Yasoda or Devaki.

Further assuming the child to be Krsna, the goddess in the image in Fig 4.4 (iii) can
also be identified or associated with the imagery of Krsnamata or Durga/ Kali as the
mother and cause of Krsna- a concept seen to be popular mainly in Bengal.
Representations of Krsnamata can be extensively found in the early 19" century CE
oleographs and lithographs produced in colonial Kolkata / Calcutta [ Appendix D4 :
Figure (ix) ]. The concept of Krsnamata or Durga / Kali / Sakti/ Mahamaya as the
mother and cause of existence of Krsna might be rooted in texts like the Kali Vilasa
Tantra. The Kali Vilasa Tantra contains an elaborate description of Krsnamata’s form

in its 23" chapter (Tarkatirtha, 1917, 54-56).

In the Devi Mahabhagavata Purana [ Ill. 3. 63-67 ] Visnu says to Brahma and
Mahe$vara/ Siva that when he, as a baby was licking the left toe of his feet lying on
a Vatapatra or a banyan leaf floating on the waters of the Karanasamudra or the
endless cosmic or causal ocean, he was fondled, comforted and rocked to and fro by
the Mahadevi or the Great Goddess Mahamaya / Kali / Durga / Bhuvanes$vari / Para
Prakrti singing lullabies like a mother. He goes on to say that She is the sole origin,
the supreme Bhagavati, the mother and the cause of himself, Brahma and Siva, and
everyone and everything in the creation®. This narrative in the Devi Mahabhagavata
Purana may have some relation with or have served as an inspiration for the concept
and iconography of Krsnamata, of viewing Durga / Kali as a mother of Krsna/ Visnu
or in a way, the Vaisnava principle. Phulesvari Kunvari in her desire to establish the
Sakta thought as superior during her reign, and to suppress or pacify the neo-
Vaisnava thought or the neo- Vaisnavas with whom she as well the Ahom court was
in a serious conflict, might have wanted or demanded a visual or material
representation of an imagery or concept to be depicted in the architecture of her
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commissioned Gaurisagar Devi Doul where the Sakti/ Devi principle is the cause and
progenitor of the Visnu principle, and Visnu principle is subservient and subordinate
to the Sakti or Devi principle. Obeying to such a demand, the artisans might have
gone through the above narrative in the Devi Mahabhagavata Purana, understood its
thought and have depicted it through the image illustrated in Fig 4.4 (iii). If this is
so, then the four- handed form of the goddess in the image may be identified with
the four-handed form of the supreme primordial goddess Para Prakrti/ Mulaprakrti/
Mahamaya described in the verses 11- 16 of the Chapter 3 of the Devi
Mahabhagavata Purana* (Kumar,1983, 11). It has been said that at the beginning of the
creation, when there was no existence other than Para Prakrti/ Mula Prakrti who is of
the form of Being- Consciousness- Bliss, Para Prakrti, of her own accord created a
Purusa or a male being who by getting blessed with her powers, became threefold as

Brahma, Visnpu and Siva.

It can be also assumed that Phulesvari Kunvari, preoccupied by the desire of placing
an image in the architectural body of her commissioned monument which can portray
the Devi as supreme to Visnu or Krsna, could have consulted Krsnaram Bhattacharya
Nyayavagisa regarding what type of iconography or aspect of Devi / Sakti/ Durga /
Mahamaya / Kali as supreme to Visnu / Krspa and showing him as a part of her
should be placed on the architecture of the Gaurisagar Devi Doul. Krsnaram
Bhattacharya who had been bringing in ideas and codes of worship from Bengal, in
response, might have suggested the form of Krsnamata or Kali Krsnamata as
justifiable. Obeying to it, Phule$§vari Kunvari might have ordered the artisans to sculpt
an image of Krsnamata on the wall of the Doul. The image in Fig 4.4 (iii) can be
understood as the manifestation of this demand or order of Phulesvar1 Kunvari by
the artisans. Further, if the involvement of artisans from Bengal is considered,
identifying the image in Fig 4.4 (iii) as a form of Krsnamata is apt.

The attributes held by the goddess in the image in her back hands, and her right
lower or front hand are damaged and are unknown. The presence of the child in her
lap cannot be the only criteria for identifying her either as Vaisnavi described in the
Matsya Purana, or as Yasoda/ Devaki or as Krspnamata, or as a portrayal by the
artisans of Devi/ Mahadevi/ Mahamaya, as the mother of Visnu as well as of Brahma
and Mahe$a and the whole creation narrated in the Devi Mahabhagavata Purana. A
figure of a child is found to be depicted as held in the laps of Matrkas other than
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Vaisnavi too, in various traditions of sculptural art in the Indian subcontinent .
Considering this, the goddess in the image in Fig 4.4 (iii) can be identified as another
Matrka, if not Vaisnavi. In pan- Indian iconography, or iconographic depictions in
pan- Indian art, a child or a baby is seen represented as held by not only the
goddesses categorized as Matrkas, but also seen as held by a large number of
goddesses like Manasa, Sasthi, Haritt and also Yoginis. Yoginis are closely related to
the Matrkas. Sasthi and Hariti [ Appendix D4 : Figure (x) ] are evolved from ancient
goddesses or malevolent spirits and they have evolved to protective mother goddesses
and presiding goddesses of childbirth and maternal care, which makes them closely
related to Matrkas. Considering these, the goddess in the image in Fig 4.4 (iii) can be
identified with either Sasthi or Haritl.

The Assam State Museum at Guwahati has in its collection a miniature bronze image
of a two- handed goddess, seated in Lalitasana on a throne having an aureole around
her head , and holding a child on the thigh of her left leg which is folded. This
image was found at Hahara in Kamrup district and has been identified as Haritl. It
is dated circa 10" to 11" century CE [ Appendix D4 : Figure (xi)]. No other image
of the Buddhist mother goddess or mother spirit Haritt in Assam, other than this
image from Hahara, has come to light. This particular image is an evidence of a
possible prevalence or practice of a cult or worship of Haritt in Assam much before
the Ahom period. The image from Gaurisagar Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (iii) also
features the same attributes as Hariti- the motif of child on the lap and motherly
protection, and it can be assumed that from the 10" to 11" century CE till the
Ahom period (late 17" to 18" century CE), the cult and worship of Hariti was

continuing in Assam in some form or other.

Sculpted images of a goddess identified as Purnesvari [ Appendix D4 : Figure (xii) ]
has been found amongst the extant examples of Pala sculptural art dating circa 11™
to 12" century CE. Though, not much is known about this goddess, her images
portray her as four- handed, seated in royal ease and holding a child by one of her
hands in her lap. She is said to be revered and worshipped by both Hindus and
Buddhists®. Her origin, history and evolution is not known, neither there is any
evidence of the spread and extent of her worship, particularly within eastern India.
The goddess in the image illustrated in Fig 4.4 (iii) can be said as bearing some

resemblance with Piirne$vari. If there is certainly some connection between the two
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imageries, it can be said the cult, belief and imagery of Piirne$vari might had
survived till the later medieval period, either in the same form or other form, and

was also popular in Assam. Deep insight and exploration is required in this regard.

In Chapter 2, mention has been made of a folk narrative prevalent among the
members of the Deurl community residing in Sadiya in easternmost frontier of
Assam in which the goddess Kecaikhaiti in the form of a woman or female spirit
with grotesque features comes face to face with king Gadadhar Simha or Siu- Pat-
Pha. The narrative goes on like this : Some members of a Deurl village in the
Sadiya region used to set bamboo traps known as Cepa at night for catching fish.
But, when they came to check the traps in the morning for fish, they would find that
the caught fish were either missing or half eaten, or their half eaten parts strewn
across the place. This continued for several nights, and the people of the village were
unable to catch the thief. Even the Deurm chiefs were unable to trace who was
behind all this. That time, the Ahom prince Gadapani Konvar who later became king
Gadadhar Simha or Siu- Pat- Pha was spending days as a fugitive escaping from the
assassins of the tyrant Ahom general Laluk Sola Barphukan and the crown Ahom
king Ratnadhvaj Simha or Siu- Lik- Pha or Lora Raja. He happened to be staying in
that village and was served by the Deuris. Unable to catch the fish thief, the Deurt
people and the chieftains sought Gadapani Konvar/ Gadadhar Simha’s help. Gadadhar
Simha listened to their pleas, agreed and assured them that he will surely catch the
fish thief. He made a plan, he stayed awake one night, went in the vicinity of a
water body where the bamboo baits were put up and cleverly hid himself and waited
in a safe distance for the thief to come. After some moments, in the darkness of the
night, Gadadhar Sirmha saw a tall dark woman or a female spirit with grotesque and
fearful bodily features like long dishevelled hairs, protruding eyes and long nails
sneaking towards the bamboo traps, taking out the fish trapped in them and
devouring them. He further saw a baby/ infant in the woman’s lap. Gadadhar Sirmha
went out from his hiding and threw a large fruit, a Pomelo or Rabab Tenga at the
woman/ spirit and yelled loud at her and asked her who was she and why was she
stealing fish at night. The woman introduced herself as Kecaikhaiti- the tutelary
goddess of the Cutiyas and she predicted that Gadapani Konvar will soon become

king®.
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There is one more Deurl folk narrative mentioned by Bipul Chandra Deuri, in his
essay Deuri Bora, Deuri Baruah which was published in a souvenir Kundil in the
year 1994 (pages 19-20). This narrative too, speaks of Gadadhar Sirmhha being served
and revered by the Deuris when he was spending his life as a fugitive prince
Gadapani Konvar. There were Deurl Aldharas or attendants who were required to
daily arrange and serve food for Gadapani. Fish constituted a major part of his daily
diet. The Aldharas had to daily catch and arrange fresh fish for Gadapani . One day,
while getting ready for food, Gadapani Konvar saw that there was no fish in the
platter served to him. He was astonished and enquired about this matter to his Deurl
Aldharas. They said that “Sibidh” or That Thing ate all the fish trapped in the Cepa
or the bamboo baits set up in the rivulet. Upon asking about that thing, the Aldharas
said that it was a Pisach or PiSaca or a malevolent spirit. They further explained that
if one mentions the name of that spirit, the spirit gets to know about it, and kills the
person who says its name, by breaking his/ her neck. Gadapani Konvar listened and
said to wait for two more days. He then asked the Aldharas to show him the rivulet
where the baits or Cepas were set up and where the spirit comes and finish off the
fish trapped in them. He then deviced a plan, he came back to his residence, he took
his meals and before noon, and again went back to that place near the rivulet where
the Cepas were set up. He perched up on an elephant apple or Ou Tenga tree near
the rivulet and waited. It was a rainy afternoon of the Asadha or Ahar month. After
waiting for some moments, he heard the cries of a child or a baby. Upon seeking
the source of the sound, he saw a tall thin woman with hairs so long that they touch
her ankles. Her hairs were so thick that they seemed like covering her body in the
manner of drapery. She has a child tied to her back by creeper or leaves of some
tree. She then put her exceptionally long hands into the Cepas, drew out the fish
trapped in them and began to savour them. Seeing this, Gadapani Konvar/ Gadadhar
Simhha who was on the Ou Tenga tree, out of anger, threw a Ou Tenga fruit aiming
at her. The force of throwing was such that the fruit broke and severed the neck of
the child tied to the woman’s back. Angered, the woman turned her face towards
Gadadhar Simha. She had long sharp teeth, had red bloodshot eyes, and was of the
complexion of soot. She was none other than the spirit mentioned by the Deurt
Aldharas. She advanced to attack Gadadhar Simha but stopped seeing the radiance of
Gadadhar Sirmha and at once calming down on listening his divine voice with which

he ordered her to go and never to come back again. She, shattered at the loss of her
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child, agreed to the order and blessed Gadadhar Sirmmha that he has all the Laksanas
required to become a king. She further said that the mankind needs a leader and

protector like him, and he will soon be enthroned as a great king.

The woman or the female spirit in the aforesaid narratives, as observed from her
fearful, malevolent, yet motherly attributes, may be amongst several of those village
or tribal female protector spirits who evolved to Matrkas in the mainstream Hindu
Puranic and Tantric theogony. She has been called as none other than Kecaikhaiti, the
tutelary and the most important goddess of the Deuris in the first narrative. She, as
only sighted, reached and ‘apprehended’ by Gadapani Konvar or Gadadhar Sirmha, and
by none other, not even by the Deuris, may indicate towards a possible decline of
her belief system and importance amongst the Deuris and the acceptance of her cult
by the Ahoms. Moreover, it also connotes towards how the Ahoms, in their first
phase of acceptance of the religious culture of Assam were imbibing the practices and
beliefs of the Deuris and Cutiyas which can be categorized as Tantra or Laukika
forms of Tantra. It has been said that the Ahoms, in their initial phase of acceptance
of Hinduism, accepted the deities and spirits worshipped by the Cutiyas and Deurts

and employed Deurt priests for carrying out worship.

The goddess holding a child featured in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
illustrated in Fig 4.4 (iii) can be associated with the imagery of the woman or female
spirit holding a baby or an infant in the above mentioned narratives. The female
spirit featuring in the aforesaid narratives might had been a venerated and feared
symbol in the Deuri belief systems, as well as in the diverse folk belief systems
centred on the goddess Kecaikhaiti in eastern Assam. Her conception might have
existed in the folk religious culture and belief systems of the Deurls from a much
earlier period, much before the above narratives was shaped. It can’t be said that
such a female spirit has no existence or presence apart from the above narratives.
Strong ritual or cultic traditions worshipping a myriad of mother spirits having a
fearful countenances and carrying a child/ baby might have existed or is still in
practice amongst the Deuris. These traditions prevalent amongst the Deuris and
Cutiyas might also had entered the belief system of the Ahoms as well as got
included or incorporated in the conception of Matrkas in the regional mainstream
Saktism of Assam and its texts during the late medieval period or even earlier. The
image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul in Fig 4.4 (iii) may be thought as its proof. It
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can be assumed that in this image depicted in the architecture of the Gaurisagar Devi
Doul, the female spirit holding a baby in her lap described in the aforesaid Deurt
folk narratives, has been portrayed either in the form of Matrka Vaisnavi of the

Matsya Purana, or as a distinct Matrka.

Further in both the above narratives, it has been said that the female spirit blessed
prince Gadapani Konvar to rise and become king Gadadhar Simha, and sit on the
Ahom throne. This indicates that the tradition worshipping such a mother spirit or
spirits might have been accepted and encouraged by king Gadadhar Simha from
whom started the rule of the Tunkhungia clan of the Ahom royalty. After Gadadhar
Sirhha, under his descendants and succeeding Ahom rulers, who initiated themselves
to Saivism and Saktism, the female spirit holding a baby might have been gradually
incorporated into mainstream Puranic and Tantric conception of Matrkas, and therefore
depicted in the form of goddesses like Matrka Vaisnavi, or, in the form of goddesses
like Sasthi, Hariti or PurneSvari in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul

illustrated in Fig 4.4 (iii).

A mention has been made of an image of a female figure carrying a child on her
lap depicted in the relief sculptural art of the Kesavarai Doul. This female figure
does not bear the characteristics of a goddess, rather she seems more human. It may
be possible that the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (ii1)

have some relation with this image, but there is no certainty in it.
(c) Mahesvart

Mahesévari is described to be having the same form and features as Siva. She is also
known as Siva, Sankari and Rudrani. She, according to Sakta thought is the Laya
Sakti or the annihilating or dissolving energy of the supreme Durga / Candika
embodied by Mahe$vara/ Siva/ Rudra. She is sometimes conceived as no different
from Gauri or Parvati- the consort of Siva, in popular or folk belief. The Matsya
Purana [ Il. CCLXI. 24-26 ] describes her form as such- she has four hands and riding
a bull. Her hairs are matted and forehead adorned with a crescent moon mark. Her
three hands are armed with a sword, a Tristila or trident and a Khasvanga ( a skull
topped staff), and she holds a skull in her fourth hand (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1131) .
The Devi Mahatmyam [ 8. 16 ] describes Mahe$§vari to be riding a bull, adorned with
snakes as her bracelets, wearing a crescent moon on her forehead and holding the
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trident (Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 149). The Devi Purana [ 50. Ill. 15 ] says of
Mahesvari as three eyed, riding a bull and wielding a trident in her hand (Tarkaratna,
Nyayatirtha, 1993, 303) . Coming to the Visnudharmottara, Mahe$vari, here is described
as having five faces like Siva in his Paficavakra aspect. Each of her five faces have
three eyes. She is described to have six arms/ hands. Four of her six arms are
carrying Sutra ( may be a Aksasiitra or a rosary), Damaru ( Kettle Drum- a
characteristic attribute of Siva), trident and a bell while her remaining two hands are
held respectively in Abhaya and Varada poses. Her head is adorned with a Jata
Mukuta ( crown of matted hair). The crescent moon mark is worn by her on her
crown (Rao, 1997, 387). The Saiva Agama text Armmsumadbhedagama describes
Maheévari to be four- handed and holding a Japa Mala or rosary and a Sala or
trident in two of her hands. Her remaining two hands are in Abhaya and Varada
poses, and her head is adorned with Jata Mukuta (Rao, 1997, 387). Sutradhara
Mandana’s Riipamandana [ 8. 63- 64 ] has description of the form of Mahe$vari as
four- handed and riding a bull. she is said to be holding a Kapala ( askull or a skull
cup), a Khatvanga, a trident in three of her four arms and her fourth hand is held is
Varada pose (Sankhyatirtha, 1936, 157).

Fig 4.4 (iv) : Line drawing of the image of Mahesvarl from the Maghnowa Doul [ refer

to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4iv (p) in Appendix 4D ]

In the image of Mahe$vari from the Maghnowa Doul illustrated in in Fig 4.4 (iv), the

goddess Mahe$var1 is shown as four handed and riding a bull. The object held in her
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upper right hand is not clear. Her lower right hand is seen carrying a trident while
her lower left hand may be posed either in Varada or Abhaya pose. Her matted hair
is shown loose but not tied as a bun. In the image of Mahe$vari from the Bar
Pukhuri Devi Doul illustrated below in Fig 4.4 (v), the goddess is shown four handed
and riding a bull. Here, she is shown holding a staff/ stick known as Yoga Danda in
her lower left hand. Her lower right hand may be posed in Abhaya or Varada. The
trident or Tristla is absent in this image. Instead, her upper right hand is portrayed
holding, may be a lance or a spear. Nothing can be said about her upper left hand.
It is not clear whether there was any object placed there or, was it placed in some

particular gesture.

Fig 4.4 (v) : Line drawing of the image of Mahesvari from the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul
[ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4v (p) in Appendix 4D ]

Mahesvari, in the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated below in Fig 4.4 (vi) is
also four- handed but having five faces or heads. She too, holds in her right hands a
Yoga Danda and a Trisila/ trident. Her left hands are posed in Abhaya and Varada.
The striking feature in this image is the serpent which portrayed as coiled and
twisted around the whole body of Mahesvari. The hood of the serpent is forming a

canopy over the heads of the goddess.
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Fig 4.4 (vi) : Line drawing of the image of Mahes$vari from the Jagaddhatri Doul [ refer
to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4vi (p) in Appendix 4D ]

It can be seen that in all the three images of Mahe$vari or Siva from the Maghnowa
Doul, Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul and the Jagaddhatri Doul, illustrated in Fig 4.4 (iv), (v)
and (vi) respectively, the Yoga Danda is portrayed as a common attribute. The Yoga
Danda or the wooden armrest used by Yogis and ascetics is not found depicted as an
attribute of Mahesvar1 in any known representation of her found in the artistic
traditions of the Indian subcontinent. The above conceptions of Mahes$vari as holding
a Yoga Danda is very unique to the Ahom temple relief sculptural art. Possibly, in
the images illustrated in Fig 4.4 (v) and (vi), Mahesvari was conceived none other
than Parvati or Gauri, and the Yoga Danda might be portrayed there by the artisans
to convey the narrative of goddess Parvati’s severe austerities and Yogic practices to
get Siva as her husband. The Yoga Danda may be thought of as a motif explaining
or hinting towards the severe penance and austerities that goddess Parvati undertook
in order to become one with Siva. The narrative of Parvati’s penance to attain Siva
is found mentioned in different Puranas, for example, the Siva Purana. The Siva
Purana has been a very influential and popular Puranic text in the culture of Assam.
During the Ahom period, Siva Purana became a very revered text right from the days
of reign of king Rudra Simha. The Yoga Danda can be also thought of as reflecting

Mahes$var or Parvati’s as Brahmacarini- she as a divine scholar, ascetic and a seeker
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of knowledge. Brahmacarini is mentioned as one of the Navadurgas or the nine
aspects or emanations of Durga in the Devi Kavacam ( verses 3-5) included in the
Devi Mahatmyam or Candi of the Markandeya Purana (Bhattacharya, D. P., 2016, 23-
24).

Mahesvari is believed to be the one who, after creation, breathes life into a creature’.
This connotes towards her probable connection with Yogic practice, which is
concerned with the science of balance and purification of life breath or Prana. A
Yoga Danda or the wooden armrest is usually used in Yogic practice for balancing
and easing the flow of this life breath inside the body. Its portrayal as an attribute
of Mahes$vari in the above images from the Douls, thus reflects her as the symbol of
the subtle energy which keeps the flow of Prana balanced and replenished in the

body.

The image of Mahesvari from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.4 (vi), as mentioned
earlier, features her as having five faces or heads which corresponds to the five- faced
or Paficavakra aspect of Siva. It seems at first that this image is in accordance to
Mahe$vari’s image or form described in the Visnudharmottara, but except the five
face imagery, everything else is different from the Visnudharmottara image.
Mahe$vari, here, has only four hands unlike the image described in the
Visnudharmottara where the goddess has six hands. Further the presence of the Yoga
Danda as an attribute totally deviates the image from that described in the

Visnudharmottara.

The image of Mahesvarl from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.4 (vi) has another
feature that is worth noting. It is the figure of the serpent shown coiled up and
twisted around the whole length of the body of Mahesvari with its hood forming a
canopy over her five heads, like in certain images of Visnu mentioned in Chapter 3.
The tail end of the serpent is coiled around the legs of the goddess. The manner in
which the serpent is shown twisted and coiled around the body of the figure of
goddess reminds of the monolithic serpent/snake pillar found at Sadiya which has
been often associated as a part of a political treaty between the Ahoms and Mishmis
[ Appendix D4 : Figure (xiii) ]. The serpent in the image of Mahe§vari in Fig 4.4 (vi)
may be interpreted as symbolizing the Kundalini- the vital energy conceived as Sakti

or feminine which is inherent in every being. It remains coiled up in the region
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known as Miladhara ( near the groin and in the pelvic region) and has to be
awakened through Yogic practices. It unwinds and goes upwards until it unites with
the Siva principle in the Sahasrara ( in the Hypothalamic cavity)®. The figure of
Mahe$vari, in the image in Fig 4.4 (vi) may be depicting the process of gradual
union of Siva ( symbolized here by the five heads having matted hair locks) and
Sakti ( symbolized by the feminine body ) through the upward spiral movement of
the serpentine Kundalini in the form of the figure of the snake coiled around her.
The Tristula or the trident held by Mahesvari in her upper right hand may symbolize
both the Saiva and Sakta principles, and the Yoga Danda symbolizes the Yogic

practice which brings about the union of Siva and Sakti.

In the Kamakala Khandam of the Mahakala Samhita [8.628-631], there is a form of
Mahesvart where she is described to have five heads/ faces and riding a bull. Further,
she is described as Subhravasukinagendralasadyajiiopavitinim which means that the
king of serpents known as Vasuki who in white in colour is embracing or
ornamenting her body and serving as her Yajiiopavita or sacred thread (Jha, 1986,
151). The figure serpent coiling up around the five- headed Mahe$vari in the image in
Fig 4.4 (vi) can be thought of as the artisans’ understanding and rendering of the
above description of Vasuki serving as a Yajfiopavita of Mahe$vari mentioned in the

Mahakala Sambhita.

In the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (vi), the five-faced, four-
handed form of Mahesvari may be the form of Mahesvara or Siva in his Nilakantha
aspect found described in the Saradatilaka (Buhnemann, 2016, 272). Moreover, the form
of Siva presiding as Umananda in the Bhasmacala in Guwahati is also sometimes
meditated as five- faced and having four hands. M.N. Bhattacharya says that there is
a Dhyana Mantra in a text known as Tirthapaddhati which visualizes Umananda Siva
as five- faced/ headed and having four hands. It can be said there are rarely any
representation of Matrka Mahesvari in the sculptural art of the Indian subcontinent
where she is portrayed as having the form of Siva in his Paficavakra or five- faced
aspect. Moreover, Mahe$varl having a form of five- headed and four- handed Siva,
like in the image in Fig 4.4 (vi) is even rarely found in the extant sculptural art of

the Indian subcontinent.
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(d) Kaumart

Kaumari has the same form as Kartikeya/ Kumara/ Subrahmanya/ Skanda. The form of
Kartikeya, in most of Puranas, Agamas and Silpa texts, is described to be either
having one faced/ headed or six faced/headed, two handed or having more than two
hands. His vehicle or mount is described to be a peacock and his main attribute or
weapon as a spear or javelin which is known as Sakti or a Vela. Kaumari, like
Kartikeya is also sometimes described as having six faces/ heads. In all the
descriptions, she is said to ride the peacock and holds the characteristic spear/ javelin
of Kartikeya. The Agni Purana [ 50.18-19 ] describes the form of Kaumari as having
one face and two hands and riding the peacock . She is said to hold spears or
javelins in both her hands (Shastri, J.L.,1998, 19) . The Visnudharmottara describes
Kaumari as having six faces and twelve hands. Here, two of her twelve arms are
posed in Abhaya and Varada. Rest of the arms are said to be carrying the Sakti,
Dhvaja ( flag), Danda ( staff), bow, arrow, bell, lotus, Patra ( drinking vessel), Kukkuta
(a rooster) and Parasu ( battle axe) (Rao, 1997, 387- 388). The Devi Purana [ 50. Il
17-18 ] says about the form of Kaumari as having one face, two handed and riding a
peaock. She is described to be adorned with a garland of red flowers and holding the
Sakti in one of her hands and a Tridandi in the other (Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993,
303). Sutradhara Mandana’s Rapamandana [ 8. 65- 67 ] describes Kaumari to be riding
a peacock. She is six- faced, six handed and holding attributes like the Pataka, Danda
or Pasa and Bana or bow in her right hands and may be a Parasu or axe/ hatchet,
lotus and Kukkuta or rooster in her left hands (Sankhyatirtha, 1936, 157- 158). The
Devi Mahatmyam [ 8. 17 ] says of Kaumari as having only one face, riding a peacock
and holding a Sakti in one of her hands (Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 149). There is also
another image of Kaumari described in the Devi Mahatmyam [ 11. 15 ] where she is
surrounded by a peacock and a Kukkuta, and carrying a Sakti in one of her hands
(175) . The text Amsumadbhedagama has description of an image of Kaumari where
she is single- faced, four-handed with two of the hands posed in Abhaya and Vara
and the other two holding a Sakti and a Kukkuta. The Kukkuta also features as the
emblem on her Dhvaja or flag/ banner (Rao, 1997, 387). The Kukkuta or rooster also
is an attribute of Kartikeya and it forms the emblem on his banner as well. The
Matsya Purana [ CCLXI. 27 ] describes the form of Kaumari as armed with a trident (

the characteristic attribute of Siva) and a Sakti, riding a peacock and carrying a
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Kukkuta or cock/ rooster in her hands. she is further described to be dressed in red

garments and adorned with armlets and garlands (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1131) .

The image of Kaumari from the Jagaddhatri Doul features her as single faced/ headed/
monocephalic, two-handed and riding a peafowl, whereas the image from the
Maghnowa Doul features her as six-faced/ headed having four hands and also

mounted on the back of a peafowl.

In the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul, Kaumari [ Fig 4.4 (vii)] is holding a Sakti
in one of her hands and a mace or club in the other. The image from the
Maghnowa Doul is a very unique one. In this image, Kaumari is portrayed as
holding a Cakra or a discus. Her upper hands are holding Saktis . Her left lower
hand is without any attribute and may be posed in a gesture of blessing [ Fig 4.4
(viii)]. Kaumari in the image from the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul is also shown as six

headed but with only two hands, each holding a Sakti or a spear [ Fig 4.4 (ix)].

Line drawings of the Fig 4.4 (vii) : image of Kaumari from the Jagaddhatri Doul (left)
and Fig 4.4 (viii) : image of Kaumari from the Maghnowa Doul (right ) [ refer to the
photographs of the same in Fig 4.4vii (p) and 4.4viii (p) in Appendix 4D ]

Cakra is not seen to be described as a characteristic attribute of Kaumari according
to the known Puranic and Tantric texts including the ones mentioned in the previous

paragraphs. In several texts centred around Kumara ( Kumara being another name of
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Kartikeya) worship like the Kumara Tantra, Cakra do find mention as an attribute
held by Kartikeya or Kumara in several of his forms, but almost all of these texts
are seen to be prevalent in the southern Indian traditions. We are till now not clear
about the history of the tradition of Kumara or the Kartikeya worship in Assam,
though evidences of living traditions of worship of Kartikeya are found in the Koch/
Rajbansi, Rabha and Hajong communities of western Assam. Images of Kartikeya are
found in very less or negligible numbers compared to that of other deities in the
sculptural art of Assam, including the sculptural art of the architecture of the Ahom
built Douls. Till date, no image of Kartikeya featuring him as holding a Cakra
dating back to the pre- Ahom period has been recovered in Assam. Even in the
Puranic or regional literature of the region, which includes texts like the Kalika
Purana and several forms of ritual poetry, there is no mention of Kartikeya holding a

Cakra.

Fig 4.4 (ix) : Line drawing of the image of Kaumari from the Bar Pukhuri Devi Doul |
refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4ix (p) in Appendix 4D )

(e) Varahi

Matrka Varahi is the inherent Sakti of the boar incarnation of Visnu known as

Varaha. In all her images she is described and portrayed as having the face of a

wild boar. The Visnudharmottara states that Varahi has a big belly and six-
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handed/armed, four of which are said to be carrying Danda ( staff), Khadga (sword),
Khetaka and Pasa. Her remaining two hands are said to be held respectively in the
Abhaya and Varada poses. Her mount/ vehicle and the symbol on her banner is
described to be an elephant (Rao, 1997, 388). The Devi Purana [ 50. Ill. 23] describes
Varahi as Vaivasvati. She is said to ride a buffalo and is intoxicated by drinking
liquor from a skull cup. She is further said to hold a staff in her other hand . It is
not clearly mentioned in the Devi Purana whether Varahi as Vaiva$vati has only two
hands or more than two hands (Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993, 304). The
Amsumadbhedagama again describes Varahi to be riding an elephant and carrying the
banner bearing the symbol of an elephant. She has four hands. Two of them are
carryinga Hala (plough) and a Sakti or spear. Rest of the hands are described to be
posed in Abhaya and Varada . She is further described to be seated under a Kalpaka
tree (Rao, 1997, 388). Varahi, in the text Purvakaranagama, is said to carry in three of
her four hands weapons like the Saranga (the characteristic bow of Visnu), the Hala
and Musala (a pestle) (388).

Varahi is one of the major or supreme goddesses in the Sri Kula or Sri Vidya Sakta
tradition. Here, she is known as Varahi ! Mahavarahi | Dandanathal Dandini and as the
source of all the Matrkas, which also include herself as Unmatta Bhairavi or Laghu
Varahi. Unmatta Bhairavi or Laghu Varahi is the Matrka Varahi and is also known
as the Anga Vidya of Mahavarahi®. According to the Lalitastavaratnam ( verse 69 ),
Unmatta Bhairavi is amongst the foremost and the prominent Devis who surround
Mahavarahi or Varahi®®. According to the texts of the Sakta tradition of Sri Vidya or
Sr1 Kula, Mahavarahi or Dandandyika / Dandanatha | Potrini is said to be the defence
minister or supreme commander or lieutenant of the supreme goddess Lalita/
Rajarajesvari / Maha Tripurasundari. She is the chief commander- in- chief who leads
the army of goddess Lalita. As per the description in the Lalitopakhyana or Lalita
Mahatmya of the Brahmanda Purana [ IV. 20.1-5] , her chariot is known as Kiri
Ratha or Kiri Cakra or the Boar wheeled chariot (Tagare, 1999, 1116 ). According to
some narratives in Sri Vidya traditions, goddess Mahavarahi/ Varahi is said to play
the role of the father whereas goddess Kurukulla is said to play the role of the
mother of Lalita/ Maha Tripurasundari during her marriage with Siva Kame$vara.
May be due to this reason Varahi or Mahavarahi is revered as the father of all the

followers, practitioners of the Sri Vidya Sakta tradition or Marga ( path).
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Since the later part of the Gupta period (or even earlier), there might have been
prevalence of a strong distinct Tantric Sakta tradition of worship centred around the
boar headed goddess Varahi, particularly in Odisha and southern India. This is evident
from both archaeological and literary sources. Numerous temples and shrines
dedicated to the Tantric worship of Varahi in her various aspects, conceptions and
imageries like Matsya Varaht [ Appendix D4 : Figure (xiv)] dating from the 7 to
11" century CE onwards are scattered across the length and breath of Odisha. An
example of such a temple is the Varahi Deula at Chaurasi [ Appendix D4 : Figure
(xv) ] . Few sculpted representations of Varahi from the early medieval periods have
been recovered in Assam and its adjoining regions. A sculpted image of seated
Varahi has been found amongst the 11" to 12" century CE temple ruins at Malini
Than in Likabali, lying in the region now bordering Assam and Arunachal Pradesh. A
stone sculpted female figure or a goddess seated in a squatting posture holding the
same attributes as the image of Matsya Varahi enshrined inside the Varahi Deula at
Chaurasi, has been found at Barpathar in Golaghat district. These attributes are a
bowl and a fish [ Appendix D4 : Figure (xvi)]. This image dates back to may be 7"
-8" century CE, but it may not be of Matsya Varahi because the goddess is not
boar- faced. She has a human- like face. The bowl, held by Matsya Varahi and this
squatting goddess figure from eastern Assam is a Pana or Sura Patra- a vessel to
hold liquor. Both the Patra and the fish may be symbols of Matsya and Mada or
liguor- two of the five integral or principal elements of Tantric Vamacara worship

known as Pasica ‘Ma’ Kara.

Amongst the Douls considered in this study, images of Varahi are seen to be
depicted only in the relief sculptural art of the architecture of Gaurisagar Devi Doul
and the Jagaddhatri Doul. In both the images, the goddess is shown four-handed and
riding a bovine animal, must be a buffalo. The figure of Varahi in the image from
the Jagaddhatri Doul is shown to carry in her four hands Gada, Cakra, Padma and a

spear.
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Fig 4.4 (x) : Line drawing of the image of Varahi from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer

to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4x (p) in Appendix 4D ]

The image of Varahi from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (x) is seen
to be damaged at several places. Her back right hand is completely obliterated and
the object held in her back left hand is not discernible. The object held in her front
left hand and rested on her left shoulder may be a Hala or plough or a Danda or
staff. The round object held by her front right hand may be identified as a shield. It
may also be interpreted as the loop part of a Pasa or noose wound around her wrist.
Noose is also described in certain texts as an iconographic attribute of Varahi and it
points towards her association with Yama or the god of death and Dharma. The
Danda held by Varahi in certain of her images and buffalo as her mount also
indicates her association with Yama. It is believed that Varahi use to take the food
offerings or Pinda offered by people to their dead ancestors, and so she has affinity
to Yama'? In the text Silpasarigraha, it is even said that Varahi was born from

Yama .

The lifted up face or head of Varahi in the image in Fig 4.4 (x) seems as if it is
connoting towards an inspiration from the imagery of Bhii Varaha or that aspect of
Varaha in which he rescued and lifted up the earth goddess by his snout and tusks

from the abyssal depths of the catastrophic waters. According to the different

224



commentaries on the Sakta texts like Candi or Devi Mahatmyam, it is not Varaha,
but actually the Sakti Varahi inherent in Vardha through which he rescued and upheld
the earth goddess from getting submerged in the waters. In other words, it is only
the Sakti Varahi, a part of the Narayvani Sakti or Stithi Sakti ( the energy of
preservation ) of the supreme Candika / Bhagavati / Durga shared by Narayana/ Visnu
as Varaha who saved the earth goddess or Bhii Devi from getting lost in the waters
of the deluge. Further, it is said that Unmatta Bhairavi, the Anga Vidya of Maha
Varahi or the Matrka Varahi protected the world/ earth and reinstated it during the
great cosmic submersion or deluge by carrying it in her tusks. In the image
illustrated in Fig 4.4 (x), the manner in which the face or head of Varahi is
portrayed seems as if she is engrossed in balancing, keeping in place, or bearing the
weight of something placed on her snout or tusks. It might be possible that the
artisans had portrayed some image or symbol of the earth goddess as seated or
balanced on her snout or tusks keeping in mind the Sakta concept of Varahi as the
only energy that rescued the earth goddess from sinking into the depths of the waters
of the deluge.

The image of Varahi from the Jagaddhatri Doul; as said earlier is shown holding a
discus, mace/ club, a spear and a lotus, like in a particular form of Visnu seen to be
depicted frequently in the sculptural imagery of the same Doul and also the
Gaurisagar Devi Doul. In this type of image of Visnu, he is seen to be portrayed
always in a standing posture and holding a Cakra, Gada and a lotus in her three
hands but not Sankha in his fourth hand. Instead the Sankha is replaced by a spear
or lance in his fourth hand. If Visnu holds such a combination of attributes, he is to
be known as Pandunatha as per Kalika Purapa (Shastri, B., 1994, 83). According to
the Kalika Puranpa [ 63.133b-1341], Visnu is to be worshipped as the Bhairava known
as Pandunatha in presence of the goddess Kamakhya/ Mahamaya/ Durga (83). King
Siva Sirhha, his queens and his courtiers, deeply engrossed in practicing and
patronizing Saktism, might have wanted the other deities, mainly Visnu, to be
sculpted in the architecture of their commissioned temples to the Devi as portraying
those forms or aspects like Pandunatha where they remain subordinate to or paying
allegiance to Sakti/ Devi or the goddess revered as Durga, Gaurl and Kamakhya. The
Pandunatha Visnu images are met with only in the Gaurisagar Devi Doul and the

Jagaddhatri Doul, the former being commissioned by queen Phulesvari Kunvarl/
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Pramathe$vari Devi and the latter by her brother Harinath Barpatra Gohain, a prime
minister of Siva Sithha and Phule$vari Kunvari. In no other Ahom built Doul other
than the aforesaid Douls, the depiction of images of Visnu as Pandunatha are seen.
Their presence in these two Douls may be thought of as reflecting a desire by the
patrons or the patronizing authority, i.e. the Ahom court to convey an idea, either of
a negotiation between Saktism and Vaisnavism, or, of the subjugation or humbling of
Vaisnavism by Saktism, considering the context of the Sakta- neo-Vaisnava conflicts
during that period (18" century CE).

Fig 4.4 (xi) : Line drawing of the image of Varahi from the Jagaddhatri Doul [ refer to
the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4xi (p) in Appendix 4D ]

(f) Indrani/ Aindri

Aindri or Indrani is the Sakti of Indra or Sakra. She is also known as Sakri. The
Amsumadbhedagama describes Aindri or Indrani as having four hands and three eyes.
She is said to ride an elephant ( like Indra ), carrying Sakti (spear/lance) and Vajra
or thunderbolt ( also characteristic attribute of Indra) in her two of her four hands.
The other two hands are said to be posed in Abhaya and Vara. Her banner bears
the symbol of an elephant and she is said to reside under a Kalpaka tree (Rao, 1997,

385). The Visnnudharmottara has mention of Indrani as having six hands and having
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thousand eyes. Four of her hands are said to be carrying Sutra ( rosary ), Vajra,
Kalasa ( a pot or a jar) and a Patra ( vessel). The remaining two are posed in
Abhaya and Vara (Rao, 1997, 385). The Devi Purana [ 50. Il. 11- 12 ] describes Indrani/
Aindr1 to be riding an elephant and her two hands holding a Vajra and a Ankus$a
(goad). Her form is described to very charming, adorned with various ornaments. She
is described as surrounded or attended upon by Gandharvas, Siddhas, Caranas and
Pramathas (Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993, 297) .

Presently three images of Aindri are seen depicted in the architecture of the Bar
Pukhuri Devi Doul. In all the images, the goddess is portrayed riding an elephant.
One of the image features her as having four hands/ arms whereas the rest of the
two features her as two handed. Firstly, details of the image where Aindri is

featured as four handed will be seen.

Fig 4.4 (xii) : Line drawing of the image of four handed Aindri from the Bar Pukhuri
Devi Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4xii (p) in Appendix 4D ]

In the above image from Bar Pukhurt Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (xii), the face
of the goddess is damaged and the forms of the objects held in her hands are not
clear and understandable. May be a club or mace is placed in her upper left hand
and her characteristic attribute Vajra is held by her upper right hand.
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In each of the other two images of Aindri or Indrani, she is shown two-handed and
carrying a Vajra and a Ankusa. Both of their forms correspond to the description in

the Devi Purana discussed above.

Fig 4.4 (xiii) : Line drawing of the image of two handed Aindri from the Bar Pukhuri
Devi Doul [ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4xiii (p) in Appendix 4D ]

In the above image illustrated in Fig 4.4 (xiii), it can be observed that the face and
the torso of Indrani is scattered or adorned with small, faint convex, eye shaped
designs or forms worked out in low relief [refer to the photograph of the image in
Fig 4.4xiii (p) for a better understanding ]. These may be made to represent the

imagery of Indra and Indrani as both having thousand or numerous eyes.

One of the images of Aindri/ Indrani from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul features her as
four handed and riding an elephant. Her two right hands are damaged. The upper left
hand too is seen to be damaged and nothing can be said about the object carried by
her lower left hand. Is it a remaining part of some larger object or a complete object
is not clear [ Fig 4.4 (xiv) ]. The second image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
portrays Aindri/ Indrant as two handed out of which one is shown carrying a Vajra.

Nothing can be said about the object held by her another hand [ Fig 4.4 (xv) ].
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Line drawings of the images of Fig 4.4 (xiv) : Four handed and Fig 4.4 (xv) : Two
handed Aindri/ Indrani from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul [ refer to the photographs of the
same in Fig 4.4xiv (p) and 4.4xv (p) in Appendix 4D ]

The image of Aindri/ Indrant from the Maghnowa Doul features her as having two
hands and riding an elephant. A Vajra is held in one of her hands while the other
hand is posed in may be Abhaya. The elephant is portrayed here as having four
tusks ( two on either side of its trunk ) and its head is heavily ornamented with
straps and belts. This elephant is Airavata- the vehicle of Indra who is described in

the Puranic texts to have more than one tusk or trunk.

The reason(s) for the placing three images of Matrka Indrani, two in her two handed
aspects and one in her four handed aspect on the walls of the Bar Pukhuri Devi
Doul is not clear. The image portraying Indrani as two handed and holding a Vajra
and Ankus$a, according to the Devi Purana should be worshipped by the kings. It is
further said in the Devi Purana [ 50.1l. 13] that if this image of hers is worshipped
with red or blood coloured offerings, she blesses the growth of Ksatriyas ( warriors)
or Ksatriyahood (Tarkaratna, Nyayatirtha, 1993, 297). We cannot be sure of whether
the repeated portrayal of this two handed image of Indrani/ Aindri on the architecture
of the Doul was done as a result of a preoccupation of the Hinduized patrons/

patronizing authority ( as well as the artisans) by this particular belief elaborated in
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the Devi Purana- of Indrani conferring growth and glory to the Ksatriyas ( the kings

and warriors ).
(g) Camunda

As per the Devi Mahatmyam [ 7.27 ], Camunda is none other than Kali who came to
known as such after crushing and slaying the powerful demons Canda and Munda (
Bhattacharya, D.P., 2016, 145). Camunda is none other than Durga/ Candika herself and
she is the destructive energy of Sakti/ Devi. The Arsumadbhedagama describes the
form of Camunda as having four hands, having a fearsome appearance and having
the colour of her body as red. She is said to have three eyes and have abundant,
thick hair that bristles upwards. She is said to carry in her one hand a Kapala
(skull), in other hand a Sila while her other two hands are posed respectively in
Abhaya and Varada. She is further described to wear a garland of skulls in the
manner of a Yajfiopavita and is seated upon a Padmasana or lotus seat. Draped in a
garment of tiger skin, her abode is described to be under a fig tree (Rao, 1997, 386).
The Visnudharmottara describes Camunda to be seated on a corpse or a dead body of
a human being. She is said to have a terrific face having protruding powerful tusks.
Her body is described to be emaciated and she has sunken eyes. She is said to have
ten hands and a thin belly. She holds or carries in her ten hands the following
things : Musala ( pestle ), Kavaca ( shield or armour ), Bana ( arrow ), Ankusa ( goad
), Khadga ( sword ), Khetaka ( may be a club or mace ), Pasa ( noose ), Dhanusa (
bow ), Danda ( staff) and Parasu ( axe ) (386). The Purva Karanagama’s description
of Camunda almost matches with that elaborated in the Visnudharmottara but there
are some differences. Here, it is said that Camunda wears the digit of the moon like
Siva and her mouth is open. Her vehicle or mount, here, is described to be an owl
and she carries a banner featuring the eagle as the emblem. She is said to carry in
one of her left hands a Kapala or a skull or a skull cup filled with lumps of flesh.
In another left hand, she carries fire. One of her right hands is said to hold a snake
( 386 ). According to the description in the Matsya Purana [ CCLXI. 33- 37 ],
Camunda appears in three aspects or forms namely- Jogesvari, Camunda and Kalr.
Jogesvarl or Yoge$varl is said to have ( or to be made/ sculpted/ cafted as having ) a
long tongue and long hair adorned with pieces of bones. She is said to have
ferocious teeth, a slender waist and wearing a garland of skulls and heads covered
with flesh and blood. Her figure is endowed with two hands, out of which the left
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one is described to be holding a head soaked in a fatty liquid whereas the right hand
is said to carry a Sakti or a spear/javelin. Her mount or vehicle is described to be
either a crow or a wvulture. She is said to have a scanty stomach, a lean body and a
ferocious appearance. In the form or aspect of Camunda, the goddess is said to carry
a bell in one of her hands and wear a tiger skin as her garment. In her Kali or
Kalika form, she is said to be holding a skull in one of her hands, naked, adorned

with red flowers and riding an ass or a donkey (Wilson, Singh, 1997, 1132) .

As hinted out in the Candika Stotram of the Markandeya Purana , Camunda only is
meditated upon as Candika and all the seven Matrka-s are none but different forms
of her. In the ritual practice of worshipping nine different medicinal plants or leaves
collectively known as Navapatrika forming an intrinsic part of the annual worship of
goddess Durga or Candika, mainly in the eastern Indian traditions, Camunda is
invoked as residing in the Mankacu or Giant Taro/ Arum plant. The goddesses
including Camunda residing in each of the nine plants : Mankacu or Arum/ Giant
Taro, Kacu or Taro, Bel/ Bilva or Wood apple, Haridra or Turmeric, Asoka, Jayanti
or Sesbania Sesban, Rambha or Plantain and Dhana or Paddy, are worshipped as
Nava Durga or the nine Marti-s or forms/ aspects of Durga. Durga or Uma herself is
said to reside in the Turmeric plant. Again, in the rituals of Durga P@ja in eastern
Indian traditions, Durga has been worshipped or meditated upon as Camunda during
the auspicious hour of Sandhi Paja performed at the juncture or point of confluence
or Sandhi of the Astami and Navami Tithis of Durga Puja (Rodrigues, 2003, 210). The
Sandhi juncture’s duration is forty-eight minutes, composed of the last twenty-four

minutes or Dapda of the Astami Tithi and the first twenty-four minutes or Danda of

the Navami Tithi. Sandhi P@ja is said to be the most important part of the ritual of

Durga Pija and it is believed that during this particular juncture period, Durga
assumed the form of Camunda or Kali. There has been a tradition of offering 108
lamps and worshipping Kumaris or girls in their pre- puberty or pre- menarche phase
during Sandhi Puja (Rodrigues, 2003, 219) and it is said that goddess Durga in the
form of Camunda bestows upon her votaries every boon or merit if invoked with
pure mind and either Pasu (animal ) or Phala ( fruit) Bali ( sacrificial offering )
during this juncture period. So, it can be said that in the Sakta traditions in eastern
India, Camunda has been conceived as the supreme Durga or Candikd who destroyed

Mahisasura. Camunda has been venerated as one of the presiding deities of the
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Kamakhya Pitha and in her Prazama Mantra she is invoked as Mahisaghni or the

vanquisher of Mahisasura'® (Barpujari, 1949, 52).

In the Sakta traditions of Assam, Camunda is understood none other than Kali,
Kecaikhaiti, Ugratara, Tara and Kamakhya. Camunda is better known as Kali, Bar
Kalika, Ugratara, Ai, Kecaikhgitr and Tara in the culture of the region. The Kalika
Purana, too, points out the inseparability of Kali, Tara and Camunda and says that
Camunda is none other than Tara who emanated from Ugratara who has been
identified with Kecaikhaiti worshipped by the Deuris and Cutiyas and later, the
Ahoms in eastern Assam. There are different folk mythical narratives prevalent in
eastern Assam elaborating how the worship of Kecaikhaiti passed from the Cutiyas to
the Ahoms. One of such narratives has been mentioned by Chetia (2017, 5-6). It
narrates how king Siu Ka Pha, the founder of the Ahom kingdom/ dynasty
encountered Kecaikhaitt in the form of a dark skinned, long haired woman busy
stealing the fish stuck in the bamboo baits and consuming them at night. It is seen
that in the folk, tribal and sylvan beliefs prevalent in certain pockets of Assam, any
goddess portraying fearful dreaded morphological and iconographic features and
bearing symbols of death, war, calamity and killing is identified as Kecaikhaitt or
Kalika or even Ai- the goddess of smallpox and epidemics. The use of the name
Camunda is very rare. Even an image of Camunda is not known or worshipped as
Camunda by the local people, instead she is worshipped and identified as Kecaikhaitt

or Kalika/ Bar Kalika.

Camunda was worshipped as an independent goddess and like Varahi and Narasimhi/
Pratyangira, had a flourishing tradition of worship and ritual practices centred around
her as evident from the different sculpted images/ icons of her. Most of these images
of her different iconographic aspects like Dantura and Carcika etc. are found in
eastern India. All these icons belong to the time period between 8" to 12" century
CE. There are two exquisite stone sculpted images of Camunda, probably in her
aspect as Carcika dating back to the 9"- 11" century CE, and kept at the complex
of the temple of Kedaresvara Siva near the Kamakhya temple in Nilacala, Guwahati.
In both the images, the goddess is portrayed four- handed and seated in Padmasana
on a Preta/ Sava or corpse lying upon possibly a Padmapitha or lotus pedestal [
Appendix D4 : Figure (xvii) and Figure (xviii) ]. She is shown as bearing her
characteristic  terrific and dreadful appearance with sunken fiery eyes and an
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emaciated body with prominent ribs and nerves. In one of the images, the front
hands of Camunda are shown to be carrying a skull bowl or a bowl made of the
Cranium of the human skull known as Kharpara, and a Trisiala or trident ( damaged
in one of the images). The back hands are seen to be holding a severed human head
and a Kartrika the design of which resembles a Gri Gug - an important ritual
crescent shaped flaying knife used in the Tantric ceremonies of Tibetan Lamaism and
Vajrayana Buddhism. The other image too, portrays her as holding a Kharpara in one
of her front hands and a Kartrika and a severed human head in her back hands. The
object held in her other front hand is damaged. It may be identified either as a
Trisula or a Khatvanga. The goddess, in the two images, is shown as having matted

hair tied to a bun or chignon bound by a garland of skulls or heads and snakes.

Apart from the above two images from the Kedare$vara temple, there is one more
imposing stone sculpted image of Camunda at Na Bhanga in Nagaon district.
Worshipped as the main Vigraha at a temple, this image, stylistically, may date back
to the time period from 10" to 11" century CE, or pre- Ahom/ early medieval period.
Here, the goddess is featured as having ten hands (?) and seated on a corpse or a
Preta/ Sava. The attributes held in her hands are not clear and several parts are seen
to be damaged. She is shown as having an emaciated body but with a big belly. She
has a fearsome and grotesque appearance. The style of her coiffure somewhat matches

with that featured in the images from the Kedaresvara temple.

No image or conception of Camunda similar to the above types from the early
medieval periods are featured in the late medieval style stone relief sculptural art of
the Ahom built Douls. Intact and recognizable images of Camunda are only seen in
the relief sculptural art of the Maghnowa Doul, Jagaddhatri Doul and Gaurisagar Devi
Doul.

In the architecture of Maghnowa Doul, Camunda is featured as four handed and
riding a vulture. Her right hands are seen holding a bowl and a sword or Khadga.
Her lower left hand is shown holding a severed human head. The object held in the
upper left hand is not clear. She is shown as wearing garlands or wreaths of human
heads and her exceptionally long tongue is portrayed as sticking out from her mouth.
Its tip almost touches her chest. She may be wearing a crown made of human skulls,
heads and bones [ Fig 4.4 (xvi)].
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Fig 4.4 (xvi) : Line drawing of the image of Camunda from the Maghnowa Doul [ refer
to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4xvi (p) in Appendix 4D ]

From the features like wvulture as the mount of the goddess, the long tongue
sticking out of her mouth, the severed human head held in one of her hands and the
garlands of human heads adorning her neck and chest, it can be said that somewhere
her form in the image from Maghnowa Doul in Fig 4.4 (xvi) had been made by the
artisans inspired by that of Yogesvari described in the Matsya Purana (discussed
above). But, unlike Yoges$vari, she is shown holding a Khadga or a scimitar/sword

and a bowl.

The images of Camunda depicted in the Gaurisagar Devi Doul and Jagaddhatri Doul
are shown as having four hands and standing in a Samabhanga Sthanaka pose on a
Preta or a ghost/ corpse. The image in the Jagaddhatri Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4
(xvii), in particular, features Camunda as holding a sword in her upper right hand and
a spear in her lower right hand. She is shown to be further carrying a bowl or
Kharpara or Kapala full of lumps of flesh in her upper left hand and a severed
human head in her lower left hand. She is shown to wear a garland of human heads
and have a long tongue sticking out from her fiercely open mouth with protruding

teeth. Her hair is shown to be arranged in matted locks or dishevelled and matted.
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The goddess is shown as wearing only a short lower garment which may also be

thought of as an animal skin or hide.

Fig 4.4 (xvii) : Line drawing of the image of Camunda from the Jagaddhatri Doul |
refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4xvii (p) in Appendix 4D ]

Camunda, in the image from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul illustrated in Fig 4.4 (xviii) is
shown holding a spear and a Khadga but the remaining two objects or attributes are
not clear and are damaged. Whether she is portrayed wearing a lower garment or not
is unclear. She is shown wearing a garland of human heads. Her coiffure may be or
may not be same as that in her image from the Jagaddhatri Doul. Portions of her
matted hair can be seen. She might had been shown as wearing some kind of crown

or headgear but it is not clear.
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Fig 4.4 (xviii) : Line drawing of the image of Camunda from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul
[ refer to the photograph of the same in Fig 4.4xviii (p) in Appendix 4D ]

In the available sculpted images of Camunda dating from 8" to 12" century CE
found in different regions of Assam, two of which have been discussed in the
previous paragraphs, the goddess is seen portrayed in either a seated or squatting
posture. There are few such images in Assam as well as in other parts of the Indian
subcontinent, dating back to the above time periods where Camunda is portrayed in a
Samabhanga Sthanaka posture. Also, in the images of Camunda produced during the
early medieval period, she is mostly shown with a gaping mouth full of sharp fangs.
The tongue is not prominently shown or sticking/ protruding out of her mouth unlike
in the images from the Gaurisagar Devi Doul, Jagaddhatri Doul and also Maghnowa
Doul. Also, in the image from the Jagaddhatri Doul, in particular, Camunda is not
shown as having an emaciated body with prominent depiction of ribs unlike in the
conceptions of her that have appeared in the sculptural art of the early medieval
periods. Rather, in the above image, she is shown as having a fleshy or youthful
body.
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The protruding tongue, the depiction of a non- emaciated body of Camunda in the
image from the Jagaddhatri Doul in Fig 4.4 (xvii) possibly indicates that the artisans
had to some extent followed the description of Camunda as Tara elaborated in the
61% chapter of the Kalika Purana in conceiving and visualizing it. As per Kalika
Purana [ 61.89a-95], Camunda is described to have emerged from the forehead of
goddess Ugratara who is none but Mahacina Tara (Shastri, 1994, 65-67). Here, she is

addressed as Kali and also Tara.

The form of Camunda featured in the sculptural imagery of the Jagaddhatri Doul
exhibits a combination of hand- held attributes that is totally different from that
described to held by Camunda in the Kalika Purana. The combination of attributes
held by the hands of Camunda in this image somewhat resemble to that carried by
Camunda described in the Saradatilaka [ 6. 25 ] (Shastri, P.,2011, 160). This form is

also known as Rakta Camunda.

Notes :
Section 4.1 : Laksmi
YInformation provided to the researcher by Mihir Shah, 2022.

?pPasaksamalikambojasrnibhiryamyasaumyayoh, Padmasanastham Dhyayecca Sriyam

Trailokyamataram |

[ Meaning : 1 meditate upon Sri or Laksmi who is the mother of the three worlds as seated
on a lotus, having a pleasing and benign form, and holding Pasa (noose), Aksamalika

(rosary), Amboja (lotus) and a Srni or Ankusa (goad) in her four hands ]

Gauravarnam Surupafica Sarvalankarabhusitam Raukyapadmyagrakaram

Varadam Daksinena Tu ||

[ Meaning : The goddess Sri is Gauravarna (of a brilliant white complexion), is serene and
beautiful, and is bedecked with all kinds of ornaments. Her hands are like red lotuses, and

she bestows all merits and boons.]
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~the Dhyana of Laksmi from the Mayukha Tantra and its explanation, provided to
the researcher by Prantik Gupta, Guwahati, 2020.

3 Information provided to the author by Prantik Gupta, Guwahati, 2020.

* Information provided to the author by Prantik Gupta, Guwahati, 2020.
5Syamam Subhrams$ubhilam Trikamalanayanam Ratnasirhhasanastham
Bhaktabhistapradatrim Suranikarakarasevyakaijarmghriyugmam |
Nilambhojamsukantim NiSicaranikaranyadavagnirapam

Pasam Khadgam Caturbhirvarakamalakaraih Khetakam Ca ankusam Ca ||
Matangimavahantimabhimataphaladam Modinim Cintayami

~the Dhyana of Matangi as Modini in the Matangihrdayastotram of the
Daksinamurti Sammhita, retrieved from

https://sanskritdocuments.org/doc_devii/mAtanglhRidayam.pdf

® Information provided to the author by Kabindra Prasad Sarma Doloi, Kamakhya,
2019.

"Padmabane Padmalaksmi Name Thaka Sukhe (verse 14),

~ Meaning : Lakhimi/ Laksm1 reside blissfully in a Padmabana or garden of lotus in her aspect

as Padmalaksmi.

The above verse retrieved from Ananta Kandali Bhapita Laksmi Carit, edited by
Ambikapad Choudhury, published by Bani Prakash, Pathsala ]

8 Information provided to the researcher by Alkesh Zaveri, New Jersey, USA, 2019.

Section 4.2 : Sarasvati
YInformation provided to the author by Dr. Madhurima Goswami, Tezpur, 2021.
2 Information provided to the author by Joysurya Saha, Kolkata, 2021.

% Information provided to the author by Amphu Terangpi, Diphu, 2022.
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Section 4.3 : Durga
YInformation provided to the author by Prantik Gupta, Guwahati, 2020.
2 Information provided to the author by Prantik Gupta, Guwahati, 2020.
% Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
% Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
® Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
® Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
"Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
8 Information provided to the author by Prasad Das, Cooch Behar, 2021,
% Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
0 Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
1 Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
2 Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
13 Information provided to the author by Swagnik Bhattacharjee, Kolkata, 2022.
14 Bisnuriipe Narayani Garunda Bahini

Sankha Cakra Gada Dhari Rakha Thakurani

Narayani Katyayani Sakti Sanatani

[ Meaning : O Mother Goddess ! You are of the form of Bisnu/ Visnu, holding Sankha
(conch), Cakra (discus) and Gada (mace/ club) and riding the bird Garunda or Garuda. You

are Narayani, Katyayani and the Supreme Sakti who is Infinite and Endless ]

~ An excerpt from a Assamese Durga or Gosani Nam describing Durga as Narayani,
retrieved from : Sarma, H.K. (2006). Asamiya Lokagiti Sanchayan. Bina Library,

Guwahati, 4" edition. page 4.

>Om Dhyeyah Sada Savitramandalamadhyavarti, Narayanah Sarasijasana
Sannivistah
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Keyuravan Kanakakundalavan Kiritthari Hiranmayavapurdhrta Sankhacakrah

~the Dhyana describing two- handed form of Visnu, holding a Sankha and a Cakra

and seated in midst of the solar orb.

The above information provided to the author by Swagnik Bhattacharjee, Kolkata,
2022.

Section 4.4 : Saptamatrkas

YInformation provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.
2 Information provided to the author by Hrishikesh Deb, Silchar, 2022.

3 Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.

*The Supreme Prakrti, moved by Her own resolve, assumed a form, though She is
formless in essence. Her complexion became that of crushed collyrium, She had a
beautiful face resembling a fully bloomed lotus. She had four arms, blood red eyes,
dishevelled hair and was unclad. Her breasts were fully grown, pin pointed and

upwardly projected. Terrible looking, She was seated on a lion.

~ Translation of the verses 16-17 of the 3" chapter of the Devi Mahabhagavata
Purana provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.

® Information provided to the author by Ravichandran KP, 2022.

® Information provided to the author by an informant (name not to be disclosed )
from Tinisukia, 2022.

" The Saptamatrkas [ Iconography : Meaning and Myths of lcons- Assignment 3] by
Aditi Trivedi, page 6.

8 Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2022.

% Information provided to the author by Karthik Sacchidanandam, Klang, Malaysia,
2021.

©Tasyah Parito Devih Svapne§yunmattabhairavi Mukhyah |
Pranamata Jambhinyadyah Bhairava- Vargansca Hetukah Pramukhan ||69||
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Meaning : Salute all Devis surrounding Her ( Varahi/ Dandini ), the foremost and
prominent being Svapne$i, Unmatta Bhairavi, and Jambhini. Amongst the Bhairava
groups surrounding her, the Hetukas are the foremost and prominent.

~Verse 69, Lalitastavaratnam or Arya Dvisati by Maharsi Durvasa

1 Information provided to the author by Arghya Dipta Kar, Kolkata, 2023.

12 The Saptamatrkas [ lconography : Meaning and Myths of lcons- Assignment 3] by
Aditi Trivedi (p. 10).

13 Mahisaghni Mahamaye Camunde Mundamalini |
Ayurarogyamaisvaryam Dehi Devi Namahstute ||

~Pranama Mantra used to invoke Camunda in the Tirtha Krama of Kamakhya
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