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Iconography of Sri Viththala : A Reappraisal

G.B.Deglurkar

When the Yadavas ruled Devagiri, the two prominent religious sects were the Varakari
and the Mahanubhava. The Varakaris advocated devotion to Sri Viththala, centred on the
shrine at Pandharpur,while the Mahanubhavas revered Paficakrsnas, the foremost among
whom was Krsna, conceptually different from the one revered by the Varakaris in the form
of Sri Viththala. For the Mahanubhavas Krsna is the omnipotent god and not an incarnation
of Lord Visnu as the Varakaris take him to be. When the founder of the Mahanubhava sect,
Cakradhara, was asked by his female disciple, Mahadaisa, as to whether Sri Viththala was
the incarnation of Sri Krsna, he promptly replied in the negative and went on to explain
the origin of Sri Viththala. The explanation he gave has been incorporated in the Lilicaritra,
the memoirs of Cakradhara. Astonishingly enough, we get three, different versions regarding
the origin of Sri Viththala in three different editions of this work. They are as follows :

1. Viththala was a mere robber, a highwayman, who along with two others looted and
murdered travellers and country folk and got away with their cattle;'

2 Viththala is denounced vehemently as a man of easy virtue,” and

D Viththala is exonerated from the above two charges and shown as a brave villager
who lost his life fighting with cattle thieves.’

G. A. Deleury in his thesis entitled, The Cult of Vithoba (1960)* has this to say,
while discussing the story of the origin of Viththala as given in the Lilacaritra : "Viththala
and his two partners were finally slain at a place cailed Pandhari. Afterwards Viththala's
sons came to the place where their father had been killed and set there a commemorative
pillar or Bhadakhamb and Liniga. This pillar was then worshipped and the fame of Viththala
was spread by the devotional songs or abhargas that his sons composed in his honour".
Astonishingly enough, Deleury while admitting this to be an apocryphal story relies on the
inferences to be deduced from it, namely the creation of a Viragala at the place where
Viththala was slain and the conversion of the Viragala into a deity.

Even in a later post-script based on further information he adheres to the same story
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and says, "However, twisted may be the story told by the famous Mahanubhava leader
about the origin of the deity of the rival sect, certain features are striking. The statue of
Viththala was said to be a stone erected by his sons to a certain man called Viththala, killed
in a fight...." He further says, "Finally, to those inscriptional and literary data an iconographical
datum has to be added. If we compare the oldest images available of Vithoba, the one
feature common to all is the position of the arms akimbo, so much so that it is the
distinguishing characteristic of an image of Vithoba. Such a position is unknown of an
image of Visnu in the Silpasastras or in any other canonical work. In the same way as there
is an etymological problem concerning the name of Viththala and its traditional assimilation
of Visnu, there is an iconographical problem regarding the image of the God with arms
akimbo. The only images with arms akimbo are, on the one hand, the figures carved on
hero-stones in Maharashtra and Karnataka, and on the other hand those of Bir Kaur, the
Ahir god.... Here again, we reach the same conclusion, the statue of Vithoba seems to be
a later development of a primitive hero-stone. It is the only conlusion which tallies with the
position of the arms".’

Form this ready spring-board Tulpule (1971) built his theory. He had by this time
noticed a hero-stone very near the temple of Vithoba of Pandharpur and immediately came
to the conclusion that since it was the only hero-stone found at Pandharpur and that too
very near the temple itself, it conclusively proved the theory that origin of Vithoba lies in
a hero-stone. (Amazingly the absence of a hero-stone at Pandharpur has been considered
by Deleury as a direct proof of the hero-stone-origin. He says, ".... and if our hypothesis
is correct, its original Vithoba-stone recovery is unlikely, because if the hero-stone in
question was replaced later on by a full statue, representing in sculpture the figure roughly
carved on it, something must have happened to the original stone long ago").®

The entire theory of the hero-stone origin of both Deluery and Tulpule’ can be
dismantled at its very foundation. We would argue thus :

1. The story told in the Lilacaritra is not wholly reliable for it has a rival sectarian bias
and in all probability was not recounted by Cakradhara. An additional supportive
evidence is available in the Sanskrit rendering of the Lilacaritra known as
Ratnamalastotra composed by Kesobasa, a follower of the Mahanubhava sect. He
entirely drops the controversial Lila from his work, as early as C.E. 1316 considering
it to be a later unauthorised mischievous addition.?

2. There are at least two more hero-stones at Pandharpur besides the one seen by
Prof. Tulpule. Moreover, it is ridiculous to say that the original Vithoba hero-stone
was removed and instead an image of Viththala which had evolved from it put in
its place, for we have in Maharashtra at least a dozen temples which were originally
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dedicated to Visnu but are presently Saiva shrines with a Sivalinga in the sanctum.
No one can, interpret this phenomenon as the transformation of Visnu into Siva.
This is simply replacement of the deity whatever the circumstances and reasons
of it.’

3. Deluery considers the arms akimbo position of the Viththala images as a
distinguishing characteristic common to figures on hero-stones including that of Bir-
Kaur. He further opines that such a position is unknown of an image of Visnpu.
Deleury's thesis is unacceptable for two reasons : first there are a lot of dissimilarities
in other features between the figures carved on hero-stones including that of Bir-
Kaur and the image of Sri Viththala; and secondly, more importantly, we do have
images of Visnu with arms akimbo, one from Udayagiri caves and the other now
displayed in the Allahabad Museum. Both belong to the 4" century C.E.

It is hoped that nothing further is required to disprove the theory of the hero-stone
origin of Sri Viththala. Without trying to understand the iconographical features in all their
suggestive powers the scholars have unfortunately relied on stories originating in sectarian
prejudice and animosities.

While the story from the Lilacaritra was in currency with the followers of the
Mahanubhava sect hundreds of thousands of devotees of Viththala belonging to the Varakari
Sampradaya described Viththala as a form of Visnu or Krsna. It is abundantly clear in
literature, in the abharigas of Jhanadeva, Namadeva, Cokhamela, Gora Kumbhara, Savata
mali, Janabai, Ekanatha, Tukarama, Ramadasa and many other saints. Once identified as
either Visnu or Krsna they accepted him as such and spoke of him as caturbhuja, as
Balakrsna, as Gopala. All these descriptions are basically poetic fancy drawn from the
mind's eye and not seen with the corporeal eye, the deity is experienced emotionally by the
devotee. No one can object to this mind's view of the saints.

It is however a different matter when saints like Nivrttinatha, Jiianadeva, Narahari
Sonara and Ramdasa visualise Vithoba as Harihara, the basis of their assumption being the
head-gear of Vithoba identified with a Sivalinga. The saints were more probably consciously
or unconsciously striving towards achieving a spiritual identification of Visnu and Siva. Yet
iconographically the vision is untenable. The Harihara image must give equal status to both
the deities. As is well known to iconographists, the purpose of the composite image was
to bring together the followers of these deities. If so, then it was unadvisable to have a
Sivalinga on the head of Visnu, indicating the superiority of the one over the other.
Nowhere has an icon of Harihara been conceptualized in this manner.

Deseartes has said, "We should never take anything for granted", we must follow
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a 'doubte systematique' and only surrender to evidence.'” And the evidence is provided by
the very iconography of Sri Viththala. Let us discuss it in detail.

Sri Viththala of Pandharpur being a very important and revered deity, around which
revolves the religious mainstream of Maharashtra, it is necessary that all the controversies
regarding his origin should be settled as convincingly as possible. The following study
based eitirely and purely on iconographic evidence can help put to rest a number of knotty
problems.

The image of Viththala at Pandharpur is an installed image and therefore an acala
or immovable icon (dhruva bera). He stands erect, with rigid and straight legs, the feet
together in the samacarana pose, the hands akimbo, holding a conch in the left and a lotus
in the right. Any other posture such as dvibhariga. tribhariga, alidha or pratyalidha or any
other position of the hands in the various mudras would suggest movement. Instead Vithoba
stands erect with no movement of hands. Kalidasa describes this position as ‘Fafa frshuftE
349’ steady as an unflickering lamp'."" He holds the conch, a symbol of knowledge and
lotus, a symbol of purity. These two, knowledge and purity, are the essential qualities of
a yogi. And hence, the image of Viththala can be identified as a yogasthanaka image.
Images have been classified as Bhoga, Vira, Abhicaraka and Yoga, to be prepared as per
the requirement and the wishes of the devotees. A tantric would like to have an Abhicaraka
image, while a warrior would prefer a Vira mage from which he can seek a boon for
strength and power. Devotees would generally like to have images which can reflect their
mundane wish-fulfilments. Such images are to be classified as of the Bhoga variety, the best
example of which is Sri Balaji of Tirupati. Vithoba of Pandharpur is not known for wish-
fulmilment. None of the saints have ever sought worldly pleasures of him. The prayers to
him, in fact, have been of a different sort seeking liberation from the worldly bonds :

"Whether this corporeal body exists or not, my devotion to Viththala will remain steadfast.
I vow never to leave his feet" 3§ STl 37gar T8l WG g3 W&l =0T 7 Wil Wedr| g 00T
ged1411 or "I have befriended wealth, which has left me alone, let me be at your feet to
be exempted from the penalties". Hwir Tt df w1 o deftl & & worem g WAt g
feyen fds) amar €€ A1 (Narahari Sonara). "Thy name is melodious. Thy form is charming.
Oh Lord, bestow upon me thy everlasting affection” g @ 9 M & ®9| =3 7«

Tdemes. Being neither an Abhicaraka, Vira, nor Bhogamirti he has to be taken to be a
Yogamirti.

Some may wonder if a state of yogic concentration, of samadhi, can ever be
possible in a standing posture. That it is possible is amply evident from the detailed instructions

in canons like the Vaikhanasagama' about the preparation of a yogasthanaka image.
Moreover, yogasthanaka images of Visnu are also available, one of them being displayed
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in the Indian Museum at Calcutta. The Svetas§vatara Upanisad and the Patadjala yogasitra
enjoin that a yogi, in deep meditation, whether he be standing or sitting, must hold his
chest, neck and head erect in one alignment. The Kathopanisad too expects the same. i
Jfafa g=r Rewi gfs=emomg|® A complete and static control of the mind and the limbs is
yoga aAnamas fawe:,* All these yogic aspects can be observed in the image of Viththala
very clearly. No wonder then that Jiianadeva describes Viththala as TET & ?:hﬁ‘r(@ a faga
oo 39011 i.e. "I like very much Sri Viththala as Yogirdja." And if Vithoba is a yogiraja his
seat must obviously be a Mahayogapitha, as it has indeed been described by no less an

authority than Sankaracarya, Werarmdid @@ e = qefed g T |

The image of yogasthanaka Viththala helps to solve two more riddles : (1) In all the
stories in circulation about him Viththala is always alone, neither Rukmini nor Rahi or
Garuda are with him. Some of the folk tales are in fact attempts to explain this 'Lone'
apperance. Again, iconographically it is far from surprising. He is a yogi, therefore, he
ought to be shown aparivari, without any paraphernalia whatsover. (2) His being two-
armed and not caturbhuja as is usually the case with Visnu makes the saints describe him
as covisamiirtihiini vegala, @ & U=fawmar ' different from the twenty-four aspects of Visnu
but even so, alike him.

Thus, the identification of Viththala as the yogasthanakamiirti helps us to solve
various problems regarding Viththala's proper identification. It is hoped that this reappraisal
of the iconography of Viththala would enable us to understand the religious life in
Maharashtra in its proper prespective and put away all the controversies regarding the
identification of Sri Viththala.
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