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The Unique Iconographic Features of Panduranga Vithoba
in Pandharpur

Haripriya Rangarajan

Place

Pandharpur (Pandharapura) is a famous pilgrimage town situated about forty miles
to the west of Sholapur district of Maharashtra. It lies along the right bank of the Bhima
river which is also known as Candrabhaga river due to its particular shape of the river bed
that gives an apperance of the moon as it is seen on the bright half of Hindu calendar.

In Pandharpur there are several temples dedicated to the different divinities. But the
chief temple is of Vithoba, also known as Pandhari alias Panduranga and thus the area is
called Pandhari Ksetra or Panduranga Ksetra.

Legend of the place

According to the local legend there was a merchant named Pundalika (Pundalik or
Pundarik) in Pandharpur who was very cruel to drive his parents out of the house so that
he would enjoy the property belonging to them. Fortunately, when his parents decided to
go to Kasi on foot, he also undertook the pilgrimage to Varanasi by the chariot. On the way
he spent a night in the asrama of a sage. In the night he was surprised by witnessing a group
of three beautiful young women dressed in dirty clothes, entering the aSrama and after
finishing the needful work and prayer reappeared in spotless dress and vanished. Next night
also he witnessed the same. Then he came to know from them that they were the goddesses
Garigd, Yamuna and Sarasvati. They explained that they were dirty because of the sins of
the bathing pilgrims. They also told that because of his ill treatment of his parents, Pundalika
was the greatest sinner among them. This incident completely transformed the behaviour of
Pundalika. He made all efforts to make his parents comfortable. Seeing his utmost devotion
and commitment towards his parents the ever loving God knocked the door of Pundalika.
Realising the God Visnu or Krsna himself had come to see him, but at the same time as
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he had to finish his duties towards his parents, he threw a brick at the doorstep for God to
stand on. Lord Visnu in the Krsna form pleased with his commitment granted a boon to
him. Pundalika prayed to Him to stay permanently in Pandharpur and bless his devotees.
The God agreed to stay back and till today he is in Pandharpur.

According to another legend, in the Dvaparayuga while Krsna was the residing in
Dwarka, suddenly started remembering his early days in Vrndavana. He particularly
remembered his sports with milkmaids, cowherd boys and his love for Radha. By his divine
power he brought Radha to Dwarka and made her seated by his side. It so happened that
when his queen Rukmini entered the room, Radha did not rise to pay her respect. So
Rukmini left Dwarka in anger and hid herself in Dindirvana forest. After some days Lord
Krsna in searching of his queen first went to Mathura and then to Gokul. He met the
milkmaids and cowherd boys. They went to Govardhan in her search. At the end they
reached the bank of the river Bhima in Deccan. Then he left all of his companions in
Gopalapura and he himself went to Dindiravana forest where he met her and managed to
calm her. There they both came to Pundalika's asrama. The rest of the legend is same. It
is to be noted that both the legends are told by the devotees in Pandharpur.

Etymology

Vithoba is known by many names such as Viththala, Panduranga, Pandharinatha,
Hari and Narayana. While the spelling of the name Vithoba is pronounced in English as
'Vithoba', in Marathi it is written as Vithoba. It means that the deity is shown standing upon
a brick with arms akimbo for his devotee Pundalika. In the Marathi language the word "Vita
means brick 'Uba’ means standing. Similarly Viththala is also composed of two Sanskrit-
Marathi words. Accordingly ‘vifa’ means brick and thala (which may be originated from
Sanskrit word sthala) meaning standing. According to the Varakari poet saint Tukarama the
etymology of the name Viththala is thus: Viththa means ignorance and /a means one who
accepts. It means 'one who accepts innocent people who are devoid of knowledge'.! According
to R.G. Bhandarkar Vitthu in English is pronounced in Kannada as Vittu. The suffixes /a
and ba means father in Marathi. It is possible that the name Visnu might be a corrupted one
and thus with 7a’and ba’- it is pronounced in reverential manner as Viththala and Vitthoba.
In fact the people of Gujarat add the suffix matha’ to Viththala and call the deity as
Viththalanatha. The name Panduranga which is another popular epithet of Vithoba, means
'the white god' in Sanskrit. This name is also used as an epithet for the god Rudra-Siva says
the Jaina author saint Hemacandra. The deity is depicted with dark complexion, but he is
called 'white god', which clearly indicates that Vithoba is the dual form of Hari and Siva.
This concept will be dealt with in detail in the following pages while explaining the
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iconography of the deity Vithoba. The name Vithoba, according to Pandit Bhagavanlal
Indraji "is a short form of Viththala bava, that is "Father Vitthala or Dear Viththala". The
name Viththala is probably a Kanarese name.” The name Panduranga is the Sanskritised
form of Pandaraga, that is belonging to or of Pandaranga, the old name of Pandharpur’
Pandarinatha is also meant to the place Pandaraga.

Temple of Panduranga

In the temple there are six gates, two on the north, one on the west, one on the south
and two on the east. The main gate or entrance to the shrine faces east. It is called
"Namadeva Gate" named after Namadeva, an ardent devotee of Vithoba lived in the thirteenth
century C.E. The first step of the entrance of the shrine is called "Namdeva ci payari”. It
is said that when Namadeva was a young man, he prayed to the deity that himself (soul
of Namadeva) should be present in the first step of the entrance gate so that whenever
devotees would come to the shrine of Panduranga (Vithoba), would touch him in the first
step by keeping their feet on him. God blessed him with his wish and that is why even
today that step is fondly called as "Namadeva ci payari”. (Pl. 6.1)

Iconography of the Idol

In the garbhagrha the image of Panduranga alone is depicted as a young dark boy
and shown standing in samabhariga position (Pls. 6.2, 6.3). The poet saints of Maharashtra
have called him "Parabrahma with a dark complexion". The image is made of black basalt
measuring 3'9" high along with its base. The base is 1¥2" thick which resembles the brick
to suit the story of Pundalika. The god is so kind to his bhakta that till today he is
standing on the brick and blessing his devotees in Pandharpur. The image is two-armed,
keeping arms akimbo by resting on the waist. In the left hand Sarikha is held and the
right hand holds cakra or lotus flower. The image is represented with a thin loin cloth, the
kamarabanda traced by thin carvings. The deity is decorated with a necklace and in the
long earlobes kundala in fish shape is seen touching the shoulders. On the left breast of
the deity one finds a special mark known as "Srivatsalaichana' and on the right side of
the breast a circular mark or ring shaped mark symbolizes goddess "Sri". The symbolic
figures of Srivatsa and Sri indicate that Vithoba is lord Visnu of Vaikuntha, who appeared
before a young man called Pundalika and waited on the brick thrown for him to stand on
it. It is to be noted that the shrine of Rukmamai (Rukmini) is placed to the backwall of
the temple.

Coming to the vital point of the iconography of Vithoba is his "headgear". The
unique feature of the headgear is very significant fact for the readers. On the top of the head

Research Journal -XIII (35)



Pl. 6.1: Main entrance of the temple. The first step 'Namadeva ci PayarT'
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Pl. 6.2: Standing image of Panduranga



PL. 6.3: Panduranga (PL. 6.2) with beautiful decorations Pl. 6.4: Figure of 'Linga' shown on the headgear



of the deity at the centre is found a tiny figure of liriga on prapala (yonipitha). While the
semicircular shaped figure of pranala is shown very prominently, the figure of liriga in the
centre is seen very small (PL. 6.4).

The exuberant carving of such a highly metaphysical aspect of liriga is covered by
the long and circular headgear. Such unique feature of the image of Vithoba is found
exclusively in the temple at Pandharpur. In fact there are several temples of Vithoba in
India. Surprisingly none of the images of Vithoba in any of the temples do have such
spectacular features of the depiction of liriga at the centre of the top of the head of Vithoba.

It is said that Pundalika was the first great high priest of the deity Vithoba at
Pandharpur. But one does not know where he lived and when this saint brought the deity
to stay in Pandharpur. The earliest reference to the image of Vithoba holding the figure of
linga of Siva on the head is attested to Nivrttinatha, the elder brother of Jiane§vara and later
by Ramdasa. In the JaanesSvari, the reference is found with regard to the unique image of
Vithoba holding the liriga of Siva on the head.* There are two questions to be answered:
(1) what does such uniqueness of this particular Vaisnava image suggest? (2) What could
be the name of the liriga and of which ksetra?

First of all, during the early centuries Pandharpur was the centre of ancient traditional
cults of different castes of people worshipping Rudra-Siva, Khandoba, Bhairava and number
of local gods and goddesses. There is no mention of Visnu worship being prevalent during
the early centuries. Pundalika as we mentioned earlier was a great devotee of Vithoba.
When Pundalika passed away, a temple was built in his memory on the bank of the river
Bhima. One cannot say whether this temple of Pundalika was his samadhi. In his temple
even today people are seen worshipping Siva liriga in the shrine. This clearly supports the
above statement that during his time the saints and the people of Pandharpur knew no
distinction between Saivism and Vaisnavism. As R.G. Bhandarkar pointed out the epithet
that Panduranga the 'white limb' god, which is really the name of Siva also, indicates the
prevalence of the same practice in the society.

Secondly the image of Vithoba is an ideal example of the synchronization of three
Hindu deities, Visnu, Krsna and Siva. It is supported by the corrupted name of the deity
Vithoba for Visnu. Then the consort of the deity Vithoba is called by the saints and
devotees of Maharashtra as Rukhumamai which is the corrupted name of Rukmini, the wife
of Lord Krsna of Dwarka in Gujarat in Dvaparayuga. It means Visnu in his Krsna avatara
along with his consort Laksmi came from Vaikuntha to reside in Pandharpur (Maharashtra)
to bless his bhakta Pundalika in this yuga (Kaliyuga). Visnu is called Vithoba and Laksmi
as Rukmini. More than anything else on the head of Visnu the depiction of niskala form
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of Siva in liiga svaripa indicates that Visnu and Siva are two manifestations of infinite
Brahman like two sides of a coin.

Thirdly in the opinion of R.G. Bhandarkar the people in Pandharpur might have
been worshipping the deity Panduranga as the form of Siva only. But in the later period
with the increasing popularity of Vithoba's bhakti cult, the image might have been identified
with Visnu and thus emerged the Vaisnava deity Panduranga Vithoba. In other words with
the arrival of the icon of Viththala (Canarese name) in Pandharpur by his bhakta Pundalika,
the conversion of the local mass into Vaisnavism could have happened. However Siva
remained the supreme deity. One can presume that the sculptor might have been an ardent
devotee of Siva. At the same time he might have been influenced by the Vaisnava bhakii.
It is possible that when he sculptured the image of Viththala he would have wished to
exhibit his deity Siva in liriga form in the image of Visnu. This may be the reason that one
finds such unique figures of Siva and Visnu in a single image.

Fourthly, the infinite Brahman is a single independent entity whether it takes the
form of Visnu or Siva. When God reveals Himself to the devotee in his heart, then that
vision cannot be confined to the devotee's heart only. He sees God everywhere. In fact God
reveals Himself to him as the all prevading Atman, assuming various forms. It is possible
that because of such spiritual experience the true bhakta sculptor might not have realized
the dualism in the divine forms of the image of either Siva or Visnu. Actually speaking
when Brahman manifests then it comes to be identified with its forms and names of Visnu
or Siva with accordance to its attributes. Normally devotees worship any one form of the
God. But the saints have the divine power to visualize both the divinities in a single icon.
Can we presume that the sculptor of the image might be a great saint who with his
uncompromising faith in Almighty prayed to respond to his longing wish to show him the
dual form of Him and thus with his inner power could visualize the svariipa of both
divinities in a single image. Can we say that could be the reason we see the figure of liriga
on the head of Vithoba. This is supported by the description of the saints of Pandharpur
by addressing Vithoba as 'Parabrahma svarapa.

The answer to the second question is thus. In the Skandapurana there is a fabulous
narration of Visnu's bhakti stuti to Arunacala Mahe§vara who resides in Arunacala mountain
in Dravidadesa which is in the present time included in Tamilnadu. The name of the place
where it is located is called Tiruannamalai. In this, in Tamil, 'tiru’ means sacred, 'anna’
means fondly called as elder brother and 'malai' means mountain. The full name indicates
that the deity in the mountain form is a big brother to all. In other words, He in the form
of elderly person is blessing the devotees.
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Here in the structural temple the deity is worshipped in the liriga form in the name
of Candrasekhara. Among the several forms of Siva-liigas being worshipped in different
places and temples, the mountain of ArunacaleSvara is regarded to be exclusively as the
"Entrance to Bhiiloka from Sivaloka". This Ksetra is considered to be the Agniksetra in the
Paiicabhittas on the earth and the 'god Siva in liriga svariipa is considered to be residing
in the mountain form. That is why devotees do "giri pradaksina’ on every pirnima day. In
the Skanda-purana while explaining the greatness of Arunachala Ksetra, NandikeSvara says
that Visnu is a great Siva bhakta and his bhakti towards Siva is par excellent. It is because
Visnu worships Mahadeva with great reverence and praising him with many epithets.” It is
beyond the perception of human beings unless the human being could be an evolved soul.
It is possible that the sculptor of the image of Vithoba might be an evolved soul and a great
bhakta of Siva and Visnu. He might have wished to depict both Siva and Visnu in a single
icon to convey the message that both Siva and Visnu are one and the same of Brahma
svartpa. It is possible that he could have attained the spiritual insight to visualize Visnu
worshipping ArunacaleSvara in Arunacala mountain. He might have wished to bring out
such statement of Nandi in visual form. If we presume this to be, then we can say that the
figure of Iiriga depicted on the head of Vithoba may be ArunacaleSvara liriga which represents
Agni in the Paficabhiitas in the Nature.® This liriga in mountain form is in Dravidadesa
which in the present time includes in Tamilnadu. Tamil people fondly and respectfully call
the deity as Annamaliar and his consort as Unnamalaiammaiar which means Sri Annamalai
and mother goddess Unnamalai.

Date of the idol

Regarding the date of the installation of the idol one cannot comprehend that how
the God came, from where he came and when he came to take his abode permanently in
Pandharpur. In the Maharashtra Gazatteer, there is a mention about the original date of the
idol. It says "the general workmanship of the image is earlier than the medieval Rajput style
of the Anhilvad Caulukyas (C.E. 943-1240), the Devagiri Yadavas (C.E. 1175-1318), or the
Azmer Chohans (C.E. 685-1193). The dress and ornaments of the image belong to a little
later than the Guptas, probably not later than the fifth or sixth century after Christ. As far
as it is knwon no other existing Vaisnava temple in India has an image of Visnu like the
Pandharpur image........ This type of image represented is Visnu only in his form of Hari."’
The statement given in the Gazetteer is very much supported by the great prayer rendered
by Adi Sankara extilling the virtues of the deity Pandiiranga of Pandharpur. There are nine
§lokas and in the last line of every Sloka Adi Sankara (7" century C.E.) addresses the deity
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Panduanga as "Parabrahma lirigam"?® Since he has written the prayer, this image must not
be later than 7" century C.E.

Henry Cousens opines that the present temple of Vithoba might have succeeded an
older one to the same deity. He writes "there is an inscription upon a pilaster of a former
temple, now used as an overhead beam in the present tells us in Kanarese and Sanskrit that
the Hoysala King Vira Some§vara in Samvat 1159 (C.E. 1237) gave a gift of gold to the
god Viththala which is an older form of the name Vitthoba. Portions of this inscription in
its present position are covered by the overlapping of the capitals of the pillars below it,
thus showing that it could not have been engraved in the present position."” He further
writes "between the present temple and the river there is a portion of an old temple converted
into a cavadi or police station. The pillars are all standing in their original positions and
upon one of them there is an inscription in Sanskrit verse which informs us that a subordinate
chief KeSavamandalika performed the "Aptoryama" sacrifice in the temple of Panduranga
Viththala on the banks of the Bhimarathi in Samvat 1192 (C.E. 1270). This would make
it appear that this was the original temple of Vitthoba."

Thus Vithoba being the form of Lord Krsna of Dvaparyuga had come to take his
abode in this sacred town of Pandharpur to bless a devotee called Pundalika who requested
the Lord to stay permanently to bless his innumerable devotees, who would come to
Pandharpur. To fulfill his ardent devotee's wish Lord Krsna with his consort Rukmini is till
today residing in Pandharpur with one difference. Here He is not called by the name Krsna
instead 'Panduranga Vitthoba' who stll stands upon a brick like a loving father waiting for
his son.
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