10

An Unusual Loose Sculpture at Sopara

Kumud Kanitkar

Amongst the numerous loose sculptures at Sopara (ancient Strparaka), there is
one sculptured panel lying in Cakre§vara temple yard which is noteworthy.

The composition of the panel is unusual and meaningful. The central motif is a goddess
lustrated by two elephants (Abhisekalaksmi?). These elephants are supported on
slabs that divide the picture horizontally. Gane$a appears in the lower half on the
true right of the goddess. On the true left appear Kubera and a four armed goddess
on an animal mount. Her raised upper hands hold an unidentifiable object above
her head." Kubera may be identified by the “nidhis’.

This composition brings to mind images at Pipad (Pipar, Rajasthan) and Pipla Devi
Temple at Osiafi as well as the inscription from Sakrai, all discussed by Meister.? Even
more relevant is his comment “The history of devotion in India is a Palimpsest...”.
[Palimpsest: A manuscript (usually written on papyrus or parchment) on which
more than one text has been written with the earlier writing incompletely erased

and still visible].

At Pipad, the sanctum of the small ancillary shrine near a kunda, has a recent image

of Gane$a, Durga and Kubera, which may have replaced a broken older image of

the same triad which lies outside.? At Pipla Devi temple at Osiafi, the sanctum has
Kubera, Mahisasuramardini Durga
and Ganesa.’

The inscription from Sakrai,” (between
Jaipur and Mathura) invokes the
same triad of Ganapati, Candika and
Dhanada thatappear in stone at Osiaf
and Pipad.® More importantly, the
inscription refers to the mandapa that
was commissioned by a committee
of eleven bankers (sresthins, who
combine large scale commerce with
banking).” The present paper wishes
to highlight this last aspect, that the
triad was worshipped by bankers.

Fig.1 : Loose panel from Sopara
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Regardless of the original location or date of the loose panel at Sopara (Fig.1) it can
be considered as physical evidence of the continued economic importance of Sopara
as a trading town in the medieval times. The relative importance of Gane$a and

Figs.2,3 & 4 : Enlarged sections of Fig.1, Dhanada/Kubera with nidhis,
a four-armed goddess on an animal mount

Kubera may have changed from region to region (Rajasthan to Maharashtra) but
the presence of the three together is significant. A combination of Abhiseka-Laksmi,
Ganeéa and Kubera is not attributable to a sect such as Vaisnawva or Saiva, but these
are deities that matter to traders and bankers because they ensure prosperity and
affluence. Symbols, motifs and deities deeply entrenched in the psyche of common
people endure regardless of changed thought processes and philosophies amongst
the intelligentsia.

Sopara (ancient Strparaka) was an important port in ancient times. Literary references
trace the journey of Piirna from Sopara to Sravasti during Buddha's lifetime.® The 9
Edict of ASoka found at Sopara’® conclusively proves the importance of this trading
town and port in 3™ century
BCE. The two stiipas at Sopara
provide physical proof, both
of prosperity and antiquity."

Such physical proof of prosperity
(continued trading activity and
commerce) of Sopara during
medieval period is missing.
Literary proof exists. A passing
reference to Sopara (Stirparaka)
in Soddhala’s Udayasundarikatha
indicates that Sopara continued

Figs.5 & 6 : A life size, unfinished to have reh'gious importance in
statue of Brahma, close-up of faces 11" century during the rule of
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Sialaharas." Exquisite loose
sculptures from medieval
times further confirm religious
importance of Sopara.

Loose sculptures of a larger
than life size image of Brahma,
Harihara," other Hindu Gods
and Goddesses as well as
Jaina yakst Ambika can be
taken as testimony to Sopara’s
continued social and religious
importance, into the medieval
period. Before the advent of
Ligs.7 & 8 : Two sides of the mukuta of a large statue British, SOPara was OCCUPiEd
of Harihara by Mughals and then by
Portuguese that may be the
reason why no structural antiquities of medieval period
remain standing to provide physical proof.

Sopara and Kanheri are located close to each other. Kanheri,
being in the forested area, was not violated. Kanheri bears
inscriptions by three different mercantile professions,
Sethi, Negama and Vanija."” In the absence of inscriptions /
structures at Sopara, one can assume that economic and
social conditions were similar at both places up to medieval
period.

If the presence of a panel with Abhiseka-Laksmi, Ganesa
and Kubera (Fig.1) can be taken to indicate the continued
presence of sresthis at Sopara, it can be cited as a physical
proof of continued trade and prosperity of Sopara in
medieval times.

Fig.9 : Unidentified
Goddess
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