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Somaskanda : Sculpture and Concept

A. L. Srivastava

omaskanda term (sa + Uma + Skanda) literally means ‘with Uma and

Skanda.” Since Somaskanda term is known as a form of Siva, so the term is
taken as ‘Siva with Uma and Skanda.” The Silparatnam of Srikumara and the
Sakaladhikara of Agastya, therefore, appear to be correct in calling this form of
Siva as ‘Somaskandesvara’ i.e. I§vara (Siva) with Uma and Skanda’ — Atha vaksye
visesena Somaskandesvaram varam (Silparatnam, XXI11.7) and Somaskandesvarah
(Sakaladhikara VI.1).! But the term is well known throughout Southern India
as Somaskanda.

The name and the form of Somaskanda sculpture of Siva is very popular in South
India. In this form, the figures of Siva and Uma are shown seated separately and
baby Skanda seated or standing in between. In some earlier panels, Skanda was
also shown in the lap of Uma or his parents.

The Somaskanda theme was not only introduced by the early Pallavas but it was
the most repeated favourite in Pallava art. This theme appears to have been first
started in the time of Parame$varavarman I (672-700 CE) in painting, stucco-relief or
woodcarving of the principal god. Later, Rajasiriha (700-728 CE) had the medium
of stone bas-relief in place of all the traditional ones to represent Somaskanda.’

Somaskanda in Painting

The only extant representation of the theme in one of the two fragmentary paintings
in the cloister cell of the Rajasirhhesvara Temple at Kanchipuram is preserved for
us. It shows Siva and Uma seated side by side with baby Skanda in between their
lap (Fig.1).2

Somaskanda in stone bas-reliefs

Parame$varavarman [, in the last quarter of the 7" century CE, introduced for the
first time, among other innovations, the carving of the principal deity (Somaskanda)
as a relief on the back wall of the shrine behind the Sivalinga in the sanctum.*In
sculpture, this Somaskanda theme was among the most important factors in Pallava
shrines where its representation in bas-relief was invariably placed behind the
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Sivaliﬁga in a niche on the hind wall.
It is found in every Pallava shrine in
the central cell. The theme is almost a
pivot on which all Saiva art of Pallavas
rest. The feature was so invariable that,
according to C. Sivaramamurti, it would
help dating a temple where there is any
doubt whether it is late Pallava or Chola.”
In most of these Somaskanda reliefs,
additional figures of Brahma and Visnu
standing in attendance on either flank
behind were also found.

Some of the Somaskanda sculptures in
Pallava Temples are shortly described
here. The Atiranchanda mandapam
of Rajasimmha at Salvankuppam near
Mahabalipuram, originally called
Mamallapuram (Chingleput district)
contains a bas-relief panel of Siva as
Somaskanda with Uma and Skanda
sitting beside him and Brahma and
Visnu standing on either side of the
group behind. A black polished fluted
or sixteen-sided stone /ifiga also came to
be planted on the floor of the sanctum
in front of the Somaskanda relief on
the hind wall (Fig.2). Two more such
Somaskanda reliefs are found carved on
the hind wall of the mandapa on either
side of the shrine entrance.® Similar group
of Somaskanda, four-handed Siva with
his wife Uma and baby Skanda in her
lap and flanked by Brahma and Visnu,
is carved in the deep cell on the west
side wall of the Dharmaraja ratha at
Mahabalipuram (Fig.3) and another in
the Mahisamardini mandapa where the
central cell is intended for a Si\raljhga,
and on the wall behind is the usual
representation of Somaskanda. In this
case below Siva is his vehicle bull. Two
more Somaskanda panels are found in
the Shore Temple at Mahabalipuram.”
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H. K. Sastri describes two Somaskanda
panels from the Seven Pagoda at
Mahabalipuram. One panel represents
four-armed Siva and Parvati with Skanda
on her right knee. The hanging foot of
both Siva and Uma rest on the back of the
bull couched below the seat. Brahma and
Visnu are seen standjng behind the right
and left shoulders of Siva respectively.
Behind the bull there is a seated female
figure raising her right hand above
(Fig.4). In the other panel, seated Siva
and Parvati holding child Skanda on
her knee are flanked by a four-armed
standing figure on either side raising
their respective upper hand towards
Siva.? The Mukundanarayana Temple in
Mahabalipuram (Chingleput) contains
a Somaskanda relief as the main deity
on the back wall of the sanctum.” The
Somaskanda sculpture is also found in the
Siva Temple at Tirukkalukundram on hill
in Chingelput district, Tamilnadu." The
Talagiri§vara Temple on the Panamalai
rock (South Arcot district) has in its main
sanctum a Somaskanda relief panel inside
a special niche."

The Kailasanatha Temple complex
at Kanchipuram is a joint venture of
Rajasirhha and his son Mahendra III.
The main sanctum of the Kailasanatha
Temple has a usual Sivalinga with an
immense circular lifiga-pitha occupying
almost the entire floor of the sanctum.
On the rear wall, in a special niche, is
carved the usual Somaskanda panel,
with Siva and Uma seated with little
Skanda on Uma’s lap and Brahma and
Visnu standing behind on either side.’?
The vimana, called Mahendravarme$vara
after Rajasirhha’s son, also enshrines in
the garbhagrha the usual fluted Sivalinga
and Somaskanda panels, besides Brahma
and Visnu sculptures on the inner wall
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of the ardha-mandapa.”® The Mahendravarame$vara vimina has a smaller enclosure
with two entrances. Inside there are two lateral oblong shrines. In front of the whole
complex stands a row of eight small dwvitala kiita vimanas, the memorial shrines. All
of them contain Somaskanda panel in their hind walls." In the Siva shrine of the
Tirup-parankunram cave-temple near Madurai, there is a Somaskanda panel on
the rear wall, as in the Pallava cave-temples of the close of the 7" century CE and
subsequent structural temples.’

Somiaskanda in Bronzes

This great idol of the Pallavas, Somaskanda, has been wonderfully preserved
by the Cholas by continuing the type with a great love for it, though their own
predilection was for Nataraja. But in place of stone relief, the Cholas singled out
Somaskanda, the bronze representation first at Tiruvarar known as Tyagaraja. The
concentration of all attention was on the utsava form of the god and all the Siva
temples were filled with the bronze image of the Somaskanda group.'® The bronze
replicas of not only Somaskanda but all other deities in garbhagrha were deemed
to be enthroned on the wooden chariot cars (rathas) and taken around the temple
campus in procession to facilitate thousands of devotees gathered there on certain
festive occasion (utsava) for beholding the divine images (holy darsana) and attaining
the religious merit. The images were meant to be carried in chariot cars is clear
from the fact that these are provided with holes in the pedestal through which rods
could be inserted for the purpose to
keep them safe while carrying. These
images were called utsava bera, while
those immovable in the sanctum as
miila bera. It is known that there are
two types of bronze images, one for
providing holy darsana to devotees
gathered in the temple complex and
known as utsava bera, and the other to
be kept always inside the garbhagrha
for their regular bathing with water
or milk during piija in place of the
mitla bera images, only in order to
avoid the damage to them.

The method of depicting Somaskanda
behind the Sivalinga in the central
shrine was given up and a separate
shrine was set apart for the bronze
image of Somaskanda in every Chola temple and this figure was usually styled
Tyagaraja after the famous Bronze in Tiruvartr. In the Brhadi§vara Temple at
Gangaikonda Cholapuram, there is a large Somaskanda bronze amongst the bronzes
of Bhogasaktidevi and Mahasena or Karttikeya.'” Recalling the Pallava aesthetics of
form we come to the Somaskanda group from Patti§varam of the Sembian phase, CE

Fig.5
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975, now in the Thanjavur
Art Gallery (Fig.5).'8

Sastri publishes a metal
figure of Somaskanda from
Sivanktidala. The panel
represents four-armed Siva
and two-armed Uma with
the child Skanda standing
(dancing) between them on
the same pedestal. Both the
god and the goddess are
seated comfortably with
one leg (right in the case of
Siva and leftin case of Uma)
hanging down and other
bent flat on the pedestal.
Siva holds parasu (axe) and
myrga (deer) in right and left
upper hands and varada and abhaya in lower respective hands. The goddess holds a
lily and varada or kataka pose in her right and left hands respectively. Skanda wears
karanda mukuta and holds a flower and a wooden-apple or mango (Fig.6). "

Fig.6

A bronze image of Somaskanda group is also reported from Rameévaram Temple
placed in a small chapel. The large figure of Siva is beautifully depicted in sukhasana
posture on a pedestal dangling down his right leg. Uma is seaton the same pedestal
hanging down her left leg. Skanda stands in the middle. According to G. Sethuraman,
“though this specimen belongs to the Vijayanagara-Nayaka epoch inseveral respects,
it reminds us of Cola features excepting the shape of the ear and ornamental works
as in a similar contemporary metal work meant for Srirangam Temple.”*

T. A. Gopinath Rao illustrates his voluminous treatise, Elements of Hindu Iconography
with only two splendid pieces of bronze sculpture of Somaskanda, one belonging
to the Saiva temple at Madeour and the second was discovered as a treasure trove
in Nellore. “Both of them are very good specimens of the Somaskanda-miirti. The
textual descriptions are carried out with scrupulous accuracy and the workmanship
is superb.” In the first piece, the left hand of the goddess Uma rests on the seat and
in the right is probably abhayamudra. Seated in savya-lalitasana, she is decked with
high kirtta-mukuta, graiveyaka, hara, keyiira, kankana, mekhala, niipura and sari. The
four-armed Siva holds the usual attributes parasu and myga in his back right and left
hands respectively and abhaya and fruit in his normal hands. Seated in lalitdsana, he
is also pleasantly decked with high karanda-mukuta, kundalas, graiveyaka, hara, keyiira,
kankana and mekhala. The child Skanda is shown dancing in between his parents on
the same seat. He also has the crown similar to his father and other ornaments (Fig,.7).
The second bronze image is almost similar to the first one in every aspect except
the position of hands of the goddess. Her right hand is slightly stretched out and
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the left slightly turns inward.
The pose of the hands and
the attribute or object in them
is not discernible from the
blurred photograph.”

Itisstriking thata great scholar
like Gopinath Rao mentions
only two bronze images of the
Somaskanda theme, whereas
there are a number of stone
sculptures of Somaskanda
group in the Saiva shrines
of the Pallavas and bronzes
of the Cholas, some of them
mentioned above.

In a very beautiful Somaskanda
bronze panel, housed in the
Sarasvati Mahal Art Gallery,
Thanjavur, Siva and Uma are
seated on the same pedestal in
lalitasana and savya-lalitasana,
respectively. The four-armed
Siva holds, clockwise, abhaya,
parasu, mrga and a mudra. The
two-handed Uma rests her left
hand on the seat and holds a
mudrd in her right. The child
Skanda stands, may also be
taken as dancing, in between
the parents. All of them are
usually bedecked (Fig.8).

Fig.8

Somaskanda in North India

Some scholars like J. N. Banerjea® and G. Sethuraman® believe that North Indian
sculptures do not show this form of the Somaskanda in their temples. But it is not
correct. No doubt, the theme of Somaskanda in the North is not as popular as in
the South and the images are also in very meager number.

In the North, Somaskanda form of sculpture is associated with the Umamahe$vara
form of Siva, wherein the divine couple is shown in close embrace enjoying conjugal
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love-sports like arnkarohana (holding Uma in Siva’s lap), alingana (embracing each
other), kuca-sparsa (gently touching or cupping the breast of the spouse Uma by
Siva), mukha-darsana or in sammukhina mudra (looking face to face), cibukotthapana
(raising the face of Uma by chin), etc., all according to the consonance with the silpa
texts.” This form of Umamahe$vara or UmeSa, in a few cases, also depicts the theme
of Somaskanda, when the baby Skanda is shown in the lap of Uma; and in many
other cases the Ravananugraha episode is also added on the lower register of the
Umamahe$vara panels. However, the panels of Umamahe$vara with Somaskanda
theme are devoid of the love-sports of the kuca-sparsa and cibukotthapana.

We have found two beautiful Pratihara sculptures of Umamahesvara showing
Somaskanda form as well. A panel, partly broken out, is housed in the Kannauj
Archaeological Museum (acc.no.75/5, c. 7" century CE). Originally plastered with
dark yellowish polish, the panel represents four-armed Siva seated in lalitasana. His
three hands are broken out except the extra left holding the trident of which only
the rod remains. His broken normal left hand appears to be resting on Uma’s left
shoulder. His pendent right leg is placed on a lotus flower. Uma sits on Siva’s left
thigh, places her right hand on the heel of Siva’s left foot and holds the folds of her
uttariya in her left hand seen on her left breast, its middle part up to the armlet is
missing. Seated in lalitasana, she is shown in alingana and sammukhina mudra. She is
richly bejeweled with beautiful ornaments and coiffure. Uma’s dhanmilla, the hairdo,
is arranged in a very attractive fashion. The delineation of hair is marvelous. One
can even see each and every hair of
her round lock. The bull, Bhragi and
Ganes$a are seen below the seat. The
lower parts (legs up to the waist) of a
child, definitely Skanda, are still seen
in the lap of Uma. There were three or
more figures on Uma’s side, but only
one female bust and the other complete
temale flywhisk-bearer (camaradharini)
above are now extant in this lovely
carving (Fig.9). >

Another rare and exceedingly charming
image of Umamahes$vara with both
Somaskanda theme and Ravananugraha
episode is under worship in an old
temple at Hardoi, U.P. Surrounded
by many figures in the back-slab and
below the seat are the mount bull,
squatting Ganes$a, dancing Bhrngi,
etc. The lowest register of the panel
represents Ravana raising the Kailasa
mount on which the divine couple is
seated. Flanking Ravana on both the Fig.9
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corners are seen the weight-lifters
balancing the mount on their upraised
hands besides some other figures
(Fig.10).

The divine couple, in this case the
four-armed Siva and two-armed
Uma, is seated in close proximity.
Uma turns her face towards Siva
as if in panic and the god clasps
her with his normal left hand and
assures safety with right hand raised
in abhayamudra. Siva’s extra right
hand holds the trident (trisila) but
the extra left is invisible. Uma’s right
hand is planted on the folded left
foot of her lord and with her left she
balances the child Skanda in her lap.
The baby appears to be seated on the
folded left thigh of his mother and
places his both suspended legs on her
right thigh in pralamha-padasana. The
divine couple is attended by Brahma
and Garudartadha Visnu above on
right and left corners, respectively.
The modelling and the delineation of
figures make the carving belonging
to the Pratihara period c. 9"-10" century CE.*” One similar Umamahegvara with
Somaskanda theme is also reported to have been in the prized collection of the
Bharat Kala Bhavan, Varanasi, UP. (acc.no0.23.983, c.10th century CE).*®

Fig.10

The Source of the Concept

The theme of Somaskanda is based on the fond affection of parents towards their
off-spring (vatsalya). The Avanti Sundari Katha Sara (ed. by H. Sastri, Madras, 1957)
mentions in its Section III, the worship of Guha (another name of Skanda) by a
queen of Rajaharhsa at a Guthalaya or cave-temple. The bhitti-citra or the wall-painting
show Guha playing with his parents, and this is seen in the Pallava Somaskanda
panels.”” We have already mentioned the only extant painting of Somaskanda
in the cloister cell of the Rajasihhe$vara Temple at Kanchipuram, in which Siva
and Uma are shown seated side by side with their lovely baby Skanda perched
in between their comfortable lap of deep- rooted affection. In this very temple is
an inscription wherein Rajasihha compares his own birth to that of Kumara, i.e.
Karttikeya or Skanda — Subralimanyah kumaro guharii tva paramadisvarad attajanma.*
C. Sivaramamurti recalls similar instance of Kumaragupta, who suggests himself
Kumara on his coins.*
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Kalidasa in the Kumarasambhava (X1.43) gives a picturesque description of parents,
Siva and Uma, in the pleasant company of their son Skanda who, in the lap of their
parents, exhilarated them with his frolicsome activities like inarticulate sound of
the voice, peculiar facial distortions, causeless laughing or becoming smoky grey by
playing in the dusty courtyard.” The loving affection of Siva and Parvati towards
their son Karttikeya is also reflected in a verse of the Raghuvamsa (I11.23), which
speaks that the King Dilipa and Queen Sudaksina were similarly happy at the birth
of their son Raghu as Siva and Parvati at the birth of Karttikeya and Indra and Saci
of their son Jayanta.*

The Vayupurana mentions a dialogue between Vasistha and grown up Skanda.
While replying to a question of the sage Vasistha, Skanda narrates the answer on
the basis of the memory of his childhood, when his parents, Siva and Uma, were
enjoying on the charming and beautiful mount Kailasa, variegated with various
natural exuberance (Kailasa sikhare ramye nana dhatu vicitrite) and he was in the lap of
his mother Uma listening what they were talking about this topic (Umotsanganivistena
maya piroarit yatha srutan).>

Sri Subrahmanya Bhujangarit Stotram by Adi Shankaracharya also demonstrates in one
of its verse, No.18, the delights of the childish play of Kumara (Skanda) who enjoys
the fondly lap of both of his mother and father, turn by turn — “on affectionately
calling by Sankara with extending both hands ‘O son ! Come here,” Kumara, leaving
the lap of his mother, embraces the body of his father Hara and relaxes.”*

Canonical Injunctions

The Silparatnam rightly calls Somaskandesvaram to the above described group of
trinity — Siva with Uma and Skanda and gives a graphic description for making the
image of the Somaskande$varam. According to it, the god (Siva) should be shown
seated in sukhasana, an easy posture, folding and resting his left leg on the seat and
right hanging below it. He should hold parasu and mrga in his back right and left
hands respectively; abhaya and varada in normal right and left hands. He should
be shown seated with the goddess Parvati on the same seat or throne (@sana). The
goddess should fold her right leg on the seat and the left should dangle down. The
figure of the goddess is to be made well decked (sarvabharanabhiisitd) with the crown
(kirttamukuta), necklace (hara) and red garment (raktambaradhara). A lily (utpala)
should b shown in her right hand and varadamudra in the left. The Skanda should
be placed in between the god and the goddess. The baby should be made naked,
seated, standing or dancing and bedecked with the crown (karandamukuta), mekhala
(katisiitram) and armlets (bahu-bhiisana). In case of standing, Skanda should hold
flower (puspa) in both hands or varada or kataka or sirithakarna pose in the left hand;
in dancing image, he should keep his right hand in stici pose and the left stretched
out with or without the fruit.*

The Sakaladhikara of Agastya also calls Siva as Somaskandegvarah in this group.”
After describing the characteristics of the images of Siva and Devi Parvati, those
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of Skanda are narrated thus: The image of Skanda should be placed in a standing
posture between Siva and Parvati.® The image shall be naked and wear the karanda
mukuta (crown, shaped like a casket), channavira and katistitraka (ornamental loin
string). Both hands may hold flowers or one of them (the right hand) may bear the
varada pose. The image of Skanda should be placed in simhasana or padmasana.”

According to the Uttara-Kamikagama, says Gopinath Rao, the height of the figure
of Skanda may vary from one-tenth to four-tenth of the height of that of Siva; and,
according to the Kamikagama, one-eighth to a quarter of the height of Siva. The
Kamikagama also adds that the gods Brahma and Visnu together with their respective
consorts should be standing on either side of the Somaskanda-miirti.*

The Epilogue

It appears logical that the above noted literary descriptions about Skanda in the
fondly company of his parents, particularly in the lap of Uma may have been
inspired the Pallava artist in the South and the skilled Pratihara $ilpi in the North
to represent the trinity of the divine couple of Siva and his consort Uma along with
their lovely baby Skanda.

In the South the earlier paintings and stone reliefs show the baby Skanda in between
Siva and Uma and in some cases in the lap of the latter, most probably because the
baby or child is always more attached with its mother than father, may be due to
her being the suckler and good caretaker. Since the time of the Cholas the theme
shifted from the stone reliefs to bronzes, on which the child Skanda is shown either
standing or dancing in between his parents seated separately sharing the same seat.
Presently, we do not know if there is any exception to this arrangement.

In the North, Somaskanda theme, though found in a very few sculptures, is always
associated with that of Umamahesvara, sometimes also with Ravananugraha episode.
As far as we know, the Somaskanda theme has not been associated with any image
of Umamahes$vara in the South, neither in stone relief nor in bronze.

On the basis of a verse in the Raghuvarga (II1.24), C. Sivaramamurti observes :
“The Somaskanda is a lovely theme of fond parents and frolicsome child, of the
ideal mates and the object of their love, of the philosophy of affection which, though
lavished on the off-spring, increased a thousand fold.”*!
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