Lion-Mount in Gaja-Laksmi Figures
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Normally, it is believed that siriha or lion is associated as the mount with Saivite
goddesses, namely, Parvati and Durga and her other forms like Mahisamardini and
Ksemarnkari. But in sculptural art we come across several other examples of goddesses
like Gaja-Laksmi, Varahi and some unidentifiable ones, having one or two lions flanking
or couched below the seat. Gods Visnu, Nrsirhha, Stirya, Siva, Ganesa have also been
provided with the mount of two lions. Even the sage Agastya is no exception to it. In
this paper we will discuss only the figures of Gaja-Laksmi with lion mount.

Representation of one or two lions with Gaja-Laksmi in Indian art begins from
the Mauryan times and continues up to the medieval period. The earliest example is a
terracotta plaque hailing from eastern Uttar Pradesh and presently housed in the Rahul
Sankrityayan Museum, Kushinagar, U.P. (Acc. no. 78, fig. 1)'. The standing goddess
with gajabhiseka above is flanked by a standing lion near her feet. One each of the two
Gaja-Laksmi figures from Kashmir belonging to the late Gandhara period and having
one lion below their seat are in the Los Angeles County Museum, California and Museum
of Fine arts, Boston in U.S.A.* A unique representation of Gaja-Laksmi seated on the
back of a lion hails from the well known Gupta site Bilsad in Etah district of Uttar
Pradesh. It is located on the gateway pillar of the temple of Mahasena, known from the
inscription of the Gupta emperor Kumaragupta-I found on the two other pillars in situ
at the site.” Two post-Gupta images of the seated Gaja-Laksmi of Kashmir art, one
with two and the other with one lion below the seat are housed in the Pratap Singh
Bhuri Museum, Srinagar, J-K (Acc. No. A-27)* and British Museum, London®
respectively, Another post-Gupta image of the standing Gaja-Laksmi belonging to c.6%-
7" century CE found at Gandai, district Kawardha in Chhattisgarh has only one lion
couched on the left of her seat.® One beautiful Pratihara panel representing Gaja-Laksmi
in the middle with flanking lions, Ganes$a on her right and Kubera on the left hailing
from Abaneri near Jaipur in Rajasthan is a prized piece of the Government Museum,
Amber (Acc. No. Amb. 4/139, fig.2)’ Two Gaja-Laksmi images are found at Khajuraho
in Madhya Pradesh belonging to the 11" century CE. (figs. 3-4). One of them in standing
posture and having two lions flanking her seat is a detached piece and is housed in the
Khajuraho Museum (Acc. No. 817)° while the other figure seated with a single lion
below facing outward is located on the wall of the Visvanatha Temple’.
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Now we will examine the justification of one or two lions as mount with the
figures of Gaja-Laksmi. We are well aware that no canonical treatise on Indian are
(Silpa) prescribes lion or lions as vahana with Gaja-Laksmi. So, as far as our knowledge
goes, none of the divine figures, god or goddess, has been shown with double mount.
Then the question 1s why artists have carved one or two lions with Gaja-Laksmi figures?

Out of the various names and forms of Laksmi, one is Rajya-Laksmi, which is
frequently mentioned in literature and inscriptions. In the Satapatha Brahmana (X1.4.3.1
ff), Sri (Laksmi) is said to possess power, prestige, universal kingdom and many other
things that a man would like to posses in this world.'’ She is described as the goddess
bestowing kingdoms - Rajja-siri dayika devata (Dhammapada Atthakatha)'' and Rajyada
rajyahantri ca laksmi devi namostu te (Brahmavaivarta Purana).”” The Siri Kalakanni
Jataka (No. 392) quotes her saying, "I bestow the victory to men, I am Sri, I am Laksmi
and I am Bhuripanna". In the Mahabharata (X11.83.45) too, she speaks in the same
way, "l am the victory, I am the prosperity and I live with victorious kings".

The goddess in this context has been termed variously in literature. For example,
she is called Narendra-Sri (Bhasa's Svapnavasavadatta, V1.7), Rﬁjya—Sri (Pratimanataka,
II1.27), Rajya-Laksmi (Raghuvamsa, 1V.5), XI1.15-16; Kumarasambhava, VII.89,
XIV.3; Karnabhara, 1.19; Mudra-raksasa, V1.6; Brahmvaivarta Purana, Prakrti Khanda,
XXXV.18, Brahma Khanda, I11.66 and Visnudharmottara Purana, 111.82.14). The terms
Maurya-Laksmi and Nanda-Laksmi in Mudra-raksasa (1.13, V1.6) and Malava Laksmi
in Harsacarita (ch. IV) were also meant for the Rajya-Laksmi of those dynasties.
Inscriptions also refer to her as Rajya-Laksmi in the Junagadh Rock Inscription of
Rudradamana, Eran Pillar Inscription of Budhagupta and Eran Varaha Pratima
Inscription of Toramana. Skandagupta's Junagadh Inscription refers to her as Laksmi
and his Bhitari Pillar Inscription as Kula-Laksmi and Vam§a-Laksmi. The Poona Copper
Plate Inscription of Prabhavatigupta names the goddess as Nrpa-Sri. Numismatists call
her Abhiseka Laksmi.

Laksmi is so called because all the royal insignia are associated with her. abhiseka
(anointment ceremony), dik-gajas (elephants of the Four Quarters), chatra (parasol),
camara (flywhisk) and simhasana (the royal throne), all the royal insignia, have been
prescribed by the Silpa texts which are found with the figures of the goddess.

Abhigseka or the anointment ceremony performed at the time of the coronation
of a king established him in SrT (Laksmi), undisputed sovereignty, majesty and prowess.3
The abhiseka of the goddess performed by the dik-gajas obviously bestows upon her
much more dignified royalty. Elephants, by virtue of their huge body and enormous

Jiiana-Pravaha (50)



strength are supposed to be the symbol of glory and royalty. Being the overlords of
Four Quarters, they represent the cakravartin form of the goddess. It is more obvious
when we find the goddess being anointed by four elephants, the Regents of all the main
Four Quarters. Panels showing the goddess being bathed by four elephants have been
found from many places, namely, Ellora (Cave Nos. 14-16, fig. 7)'*. Badami (Cave
No. 3, fig. 9)"° Indragadh Mandsaur, M.P., gt century CE, housed in the Central Museum,
Indore, fig. 8), Amjhara (Dungarpur, Rajasthan, ¢.8"-9" century CE (fig. 6) and from
Siva Temple at Varmana (Sirohi, Rajasthan, fig. 5).'® Abhiseka or sprinkling of water
by four elephants is also corroborated by literature. A dhyana-mantra of Gaja-Laksmi
clearly mentions it - caturbhirgajaih.” It is also found in the Silparatna (XXIV. 9) -
caturbhir - dvipatibhih.”’ Presence of four elephants, (fig. 12) two bathing
(snapyamanasau) and the other two (tatha aparau) sprinkling (praksalayantau), is also
alluded to in the Matsyapurana (261.46).*' Since the abhiseka of the goddess Laksmi
is performed by dik-gajas, she is popularly known as Gaja-Laksmi, but her status of
Rajya-Laksmi is very much there.

Like gajabhiseka, maidens with camara (flywhisk) and chatra (parasol) have
also been mentioned in literature to attend the goddess and so are represented on her
figures. A few examples in this case may be cited from the Matsyapurana (parsve tasya
strya stryah karyas-camara-vyagra-panayah, 261.26), Manasollasa (camarair-
vijyamanam ca yosidbhyam parsvayo dvayo, 1.97) and Dhyanamala (stryau parsve
dvai karye Subhe camara-hastike, mss, folio 33).** Similarly, we may notice the presence
of chatra over the head of the goddess in the Samarangana-sitradhara (sachatra-sraga-
vibhusana, XXXIV. 39). This literary description is supported by some figures of Gaja-
Laksmi attended by camara and chatra bearing maidens along her sides. Such sculptures
are found at Sanchi (both Great Stiipa and Stiipa No. 2, figs. 10-11), Kausambi, Ellora
(Kailasa Cave), BhubaneSwara (MukteSvara Temple (fig. 13), Konark (Sun Temple)
and on a Gupta terracotta sealing recently discovered from Allahabad bearing an
inscription "of the office of the chief Kumaramatya" - mila-kumaramatya-
adhikaranasya” and on the lintels of the two wooden doorway frames of domestic
shrines from Western India, now preserved in the National Museum, New Delhi.**

Now we will take up the lion. It is also a symbol of royalty, which inspired to
create simha-dvara (the royal gate) and simha-asana (the royal throne). The main gate
of a royal palace 1s normally called simha-dvara (the lion-gate) because of the large
lion figures installed on both sides of the steps or the gate. Similarly, Zsana or the royal
throne is called simhasana, which literally means the lion-throne. This nomenclature is
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the result of the making of all the four feet of throne in the form of a lion figure. But
only the two frontal feet of a throne are visible; and so are the two lion figures supporting
the throne of Gaja-Laksmi.

Dr. N.P.Joshi rightly informs us that the term simhasana in the Naradiya-Sambhita
(XIIL.205), a pre-8" century CE text, means a seat with figures of lions.”® The
commentator of the Jaina Brhat-kalpasiitra, while explaining the term ‘Zsana’, states it
to be the lion-throne. As the name sirihasana implies, miniature figures of lion would
serve as front supports to the main seat, over which would appear the teacher. Association
of a lion-throne with the Jaina Tirthankaras can be traced from as early as the first
century CE. Traditionally, a lion-throne could only be used by very high authorities
like the deities, emperors or teachers.?

Normally, Laksmi or Gaja-Laksmi sits on padmasana, the lotus-seat. But there
are a few references wherein the goddess is described to be seated on a simhasana
(lion-throne). The Visnudharmottara Purana (IIl. 82.3b), a silpa treatise of the Gupta
period (6" CE) ordains the image of Laksmi. When made separately without her lord
Visnu, she should be made four-armed and should be seated on an auspicious
sirhhasana, the lion-throne on which should be made a lotus of beautiful pericarps and
eight petals - prthak-caturbhuja karya devi simhasane Subhe”” The Matsyapurana
(261.45) also clearly mentions her to be seated in a cross-legged posture on sirhasana
covered with a lotus flower - padmasanopavista tu padma-simhasana-sthita.”® In the
Devata-murti-prakarana (8.106) she has also been associated with simhasana -
pratima-caturbhuja karye devi simhasane Subhe.” Similarly in the Rapamandana
(v.57) she is described as seated on an eighty petalled lotus placed over an auspicious
simhasana- Astambujasyordhve Laksmih simhasane subhe.” These textual references
justify the carving of the two lions on either side or below the seat of Gaja-Laksmi.

The single figure of a lion below the seat of the goddess represented quite
similarly as that of simhasana, may be taken as mount. The only Gaja-Laksmi figure
of the Gupta period from Bilsad (Etah, UP), which sits directly on the back of a lion
like Durga, strengthens our conjecture.
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: Gaja-Laksmi with lions, terracotta, Maurya-Sunga period
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Fig. 3 : Gaja-Laksmi with Fig. 4 : Gaja-Laksmi with bious,

bious, Khajuraho Visvanatha temple, ¢.1002 C.E.,
Khajuraho
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Fig. 5 : Gaja-Laksmi with four elephants, - Fig.6: Gaja-Laks‘mT with four elements, Anujhara,
Varanz‘u_la, Sirohi (Rajasthan), gt century CE. Dungarpur (Rajusthan), gth_gth century CE.
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Fig. 8 : Gaja-Laksmi with four elements,

and Ganga-Yamuna, IRragarh, Mandsaur,

Fig. 7 : Gaja-Laksmi with four elements, N.P., 8" century C.E.

cave 14, Ellora, 8" century C.E.

Fig. 9 : Gaja-Laksmi with four elements, cave 3, Badani, c. 6™ century C.E.
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Fig. 11

Fig. 10 : Gaja-Laksmi with parasol,

Great Stupa, Sanchi

Fig. 13 : Gaja-Laksmi Mukte§vara
Temple, Bhubane§vara, 13" century C.E.
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: Gaja-Laksmi with four elements,

cave 16 (Kailash Temple) Ellora, 8"

Fig. 12

century C.E.
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