ICONOGRAPHIC DATA IN THE KURMA PURANA
Dr. N.P. Joshi

The Karma Purana(KP) is one of the eighteen Mahapuranas and stands at the
serial number fifteen in the list according to the information in the KP itself (KP, par.
1.15,p.2). The Purana, as its name implies, comes from Karma or Tortoise, the second
incarnation of Visnu and has subsequently been narrated by Siita Lomaharsana, the
celebrated disciple of Vyasa to the great congregation of sages at Naimisaranya, that
is Nimsar in U.P. This Purana with seventeen thousand verses ( slokas) in the original
was divided in four Sambhitas (parts) namely Brahmi, Bhagavati, Sauri and Vaisnavi
Samhita. As per Narada Purana these four Sambhitas had six, four, two and five
thousand slokas respectively, and the total number of verses in the KP was seventeen
thousand. Full text of the KP is not available and what we have is only the first
Sambhita, namely the Brahmi Sarhhita, the other three seem to have been lost. The
Brahmi Sambhita, as published by Mansukh Rai Mor from Calcutta 1962 is based on
the Vangavasi Press Edition and the Asiatic Society Edition. The Samhita, or Kiarma
Purana as it is now called, is divided in two parts namely Purvardha (purva) with 53
adhyayas containing 525 slokas and Uttarardha (uttara.) with 46 adhyayas and 423
verses. The total number of slokas comes to 6036 which is very much near to the
number cited in the text. It is therefore clear that our present study regarding
iconographic material remains confined only to Brahmi Sambhita, which is
numerically speaking, just little more than 1/3rd of the original Kirma Purana.

A large variety of topics have been touched either in brief or in details in both
the parts like creation, dynastic tables, marriage episode of Siva and allied events,
description of a few sacred places (firthas), geographical data (bhuvana kosa), the
two Gita texts, namely ISvaragita and Vyasa-gita and several miscellaneous
subjects. Some of the Puranas like Matsya, Agni etc. have special adhydyas devoted
for making of icons, their installation and specific features of various gods, goddesses,
demi-gods, godlings etc. These chapters--laksanadhyayas, as we call them--are
directly related with iconography. Not a single adhyaya of this type exists in the
available text of the Kiarma Purana. As the direct evidence is absent fdr our study we
have to fall back on the circumstancial evidence. This is to be collected from the
following:

(a) description of deities like Siva, Visnu, Sirya, Sakti, etc. in different forms
appearing before their devotees to impart desired boons;

(b) detailed narration of events;

(c) descriptions of festivals and specific rituals wherein the images of clay or metals
like copper, gold and silver are required to be made, worshipped and in the end
tobe given as gift (dana) to abrahmana or immersed in water,
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(d) gift or dana of images for warding off the evil effects of planets or even of
diseases;

(e) forms (dhyana)of different deities for meditation;
(f) shortorlong prayers sung by the devotees;

(g) lists of synonyms of respective deities in various numbers, like eight, ten, twelve,
hundred or even thousand. In the Kuarma Purana we have a fine Devi-
sahasranama (KP.,, purva.,adhyaya 12, pp. 44).

The scattered information thus collected and studied with help of other
literary sources often throws welcome light for proper understanding and
interpretation of a number of sculptural representations. Sometimes it renders useful
help for fixing the date of the passage or passages under reference. Apart from this,
we can collect some technical terms for correct description of a number of
iconographical features.

In short the KP has no laksanadhyaya as such but some scattered informations
of iconographic importance are there. This is also interesting to note that a good deal
of information useful for our purpose comes from the earlier part, thatis parvardha of
this Purana. With this brief introduction we shall proceed with respective deities.

Siva -
Mutual realtions of Siva and Visnu::

Visnu often appears as a female counterpart of Siva. He is said to have
assumed the form of a woman (stri-vesa) and have followed Siva, when the latter,
entered Daruvana (KP, uttara., 38.9, p. 325). Siva described Visnu as or 'generating
cause' or 'womb' of the universe ( jagatamyonih) present by his side (parsvastha) (KP,
uttara.,38.27,p.32).

Subsequently, Brahma too testifying this fact (/bid. 38.71, p. 328) made it clear
to the sages, who had approached him, that the person who had been called as wife of
Siva standing by his side was actually none else but god Narayana. This statement of
the KP has been corroborated by other texts such as the Harivarhsa (Hari., Visnu.,
125.20, p. 722), Linga Purana (Linga., 19.2-3, p. 46), Vayu Purana (Vayu., upodgha
ta., 24.67, p. 97) etc. This fact is well noticed in the Hari-Hara images right from the
early centuries of Christian era, wherein the following features deserve mention:

(A) Visnu has always been shown on the left of Siva, a place usually alloted to the
wife being Vama or Vamangini.

(B)  Siva being biji that is carrier of the seed and also Tatpurusa appears with his
male organ erect (Urdhva-liriga). In an image from Vidisha, which isnow in the
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National Museum (Acc. No. 672), Siva on the right halfis ardhva-lirga and
has single testicle, just by its side the female organ (yoni) of Visnu is also
visible.

Siva, Visnu and Brahma :

Siva at one place (KP. piirva., 26.89, p. 124) remarks that on his right remains
Brahma and Visnu on his left. At another place (KP, pirva., 10.77-80, p. 39) Siva is
said to have divided himself in three forms namely Brahma, Visnu and Siva
responsible for creation (sarga), protection (raksa) and destruction (laya) of the
Universe. In sculptures we have a number of panels or even the door lintels showing
the three deities standing in a line. In panels (e.g. SML.G.57, RMJ.380, 397, 410, etc.)
Brahma appears on the right of Siva and Visnu on his left, which agrees with the KP;
but in case of door lintels sometimes placing of the three undergoes a change. In some
cases (e.g. RMJ.367, 383) Visnu occupies the central position, but for this the reason
could be the main deity in the sanctum and whose effigy appears as central figure on
the door lintel. In South India of course, the three deities seem to interchange their
position as per requirements.

Ardhanarisvara -

According to the KP (KP. purva, 11.71-77, p. 40) at the initial stage of creation
from the very face of Brahma came forth terrific Rudra in the combined form of male
and female, that is Ardhanarisvara.. Subsequently, as instructed by Brahma Rudra
got himself divided in two separate parts: the male and female, who carried on further
the process of creation. In the field of sculptures too, strangely enough in early
sculptures no other god is seen with his spouse except Siva, who appears both in
combined (Ardhanarisvara) and separate forms, (Siva and Parvati) standing side by
side (Ardhanarisvara. GMM.; Siva-Parvati. GMM. G.52).

Caturvyaha Siva

In the caturvyuha Visnu, the four figures represent Vasudeva, Sankarsana,
Pradyumna and Aniruddha. The KP makes a mention of caturvyitha Siva (KP,
purva., 12.12-13, p. 41) and refers to his four qualities namely santi, vidya, pratistha,
and nivreti, that 1s the quality of being peaceful and calm, possessing supreme
knowledge, commanding all honour and respect and lastly the quality of being free
from all bonds. These are all abstract things and could hardly be termed as vyiihas.
The same Purana at other place (KP., uttard., 38.67-68, p. 328) refers to forms of Sivain
the four respective yugas namely yogi in Krta yuga, yajiia in Treta, kala in Dvapara
and dharmaketu in Kaliyuga, but refrains from calling them vyuhas.

The sculptural evidence goes to show that the caturvyitha concept of Siva was
not unknown even in the 1-2nd century A.D. A unique figure of ardhva-linga Siva
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seated on high seat in caturvyuha form with a lion below has been reported from
Musanagar in Kanpur district of Uttar Pradesh. This image can be well be compared
with that of caturvyiha Visnu from the same school and almost of the same period
(GMM. 14.392-95).

Dancing Hari-Hara:

The KP describes Siva's constant dance and observes that one who knows or
realises this dance possesses real knowledge of yoga (KP,, utta., 5\4.33, p. 274). In the
following adhydya we get some terms, which can well be marked in some of the
Nataraja images such as (Candrardha-krta-sekhara), bearing the crescent on head,
wearing the tiger skin (vasanam carma vaiyaghram), creating fire flames and burning
the universe (srjantam analajvalam, dahantam akhilam jagat) (KP.utta., 5.9-11,
p.205).

What is most interesting is that this dancing diva is said to have appeared in

Hari-Hara form @S9 g RGN § TEMHIHG IF4F™ KP. utta., 5.19. p.206).
An image of dancing Hari-Hara datable to the 18th century from Madhya Pradesh,
now housed in the National Museum (Acc No. NM 68.137) has been reported by late
B.N. Sharma.

Eight Forms of Siva (astamiirti) :

Siva's eight forms namely Bhava, Sarva, Isana, Pasupati, Bhima, Ugra, Maha
deva and Rudra along with their respective wives, sons and visible symbols (mirta-
pratika) have been described in the KP (KP, parva., 10.26-30, p. 36) and
(corroborated by the Linga Purana, purva., 41.29-34, pp. 112) with some variations.

In sculptures the concept of astamirti can easily be marked in some of the
lirigas such as:

(A) A plain liriga (niskala linga) of Kusana period from Mathura (GMM. 40.2885)
bears an eight petalled lotus on it. This stands near to the term 'kusumast
adhardya' for Siva appearing in the Mahabharata (MBH., Anusasana.,
14.303.,p. 5499).

(B) The Pasupatisvara lirnga from Mandasore in Madhya Pradesh, which is under
worship is very interesting from this point of view. This liriga assigned to the
Gupta period is about 2 mtr in height and 3.5 mtr. in circumference. The
middle part of this liriga has four faces and just about half metre below them
there are additional four faces (Puratana. VI. 1989, Bhopal, plate facing p.
148).

(C) The Burdwan Museum in West Bengal (American Ins. Ind. Studies, Negative
nos.226.40-41) also houses an 3{~Zq4d liriga.
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Siva as Sarya, and Brahma

The KP (KP. purva, 42.26-27, p. 165) in course of describing Aditya vyitha calls
Strya as Nilagriva-mahesvara that is Siva and also as Paramesthi Prajapati that is
Brahma. According to this reference we know of images showing Siva with Stirya and
Siva with Brahma in combined form.

The Skanda Purana (Reva., 16.15, p. 993) refers to animage of Siva with Stirya
and calls it as Aditya-Sankara. We have an image of this type in the Los Angeles
country Museum (L. Davidson, 1961, Art of Indian Subcontinent, UCLA, Fig. 48) and
some others in the Central Museum, Indore (M.P.).

The Visvakarma-sastra refers to the combined form of Sirya-Brahma as
Dhatr-Surya. Actual images of this type can be seen in the Citragupta Temple at
Khajuraho (M.P.) (Devangana Desai, 1996, Religious Imagery of Khajuraho, p. 69).

Andhakasura-Gajasura episode

Subjugation of the demons Andhaka and Gaja has been described by the KP
(Andhaka, KP, puarva, adhyaya 16.174-210, pp. 78; Gajasura, KP, purva
., 32.16-18, p. 140). The themes had been popular with the sculptors also both of North
and South, the only difference being that in North India often the two events have
been shown in one and the same image. Demon Andhaka in adoration (namaskara
mudra) is shown tucked up on the tip of Siva's trident (sitlaprota or siilagrevinyasta, as
KP calls it ( KP purva. 16.190-191, p.80) and the god himself dancing in ecstacy
(prananarta - Ibid). At the same time in two of his upraised extra hands he carries
huge clephant hide used by him as his garment hence the name krttivasa (e.g.
SML.H17). Independent images showing Siva carrying the elephant hide are also
known from North. For example the Gujari Mahal Museum, Gwalior Acc.no. 78 -
assignable to c.7-8th cent A.D.- has sixteen handed dancing Siva of this type.
Below hisleft raised foot appears seated Parvati with Ganesa and the bull Nandi.

Brahma

Some of the iconographic features of Brahma have been well mentioned at
one place in KP (KP, uttara., 38.45-48, p- 327), Four faced Brahma and Savitri have
been described as seated with four Vedas in human form (caturvedaih
murtimadbhih). We are in know of a number of medieval images of Brahma and
Savitriin seated posture but what is rare in his appearance with four Vedas in human
form. This we see in a 7th century bronze figure from Kashmir, which is now in the
Berlin Museum (Acc No. MIK. 1.25). In this case as subordinate figures of Brahma
appear the four Vedas, amongst whom the one bearing the head of a horse is
Samaveda. The other three evince no specificiconographic features.
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Visnu - Caturvyiaha:

The KP, though not specifically naming as caturvynha, does refer to the four
forms (KP, piirva., 51.39-43, p. 189) of Visnu namely gunatita Vasudeva, tamasi kala
(other sources name him as Sankrasana), sattvodrikta Pradyumna and rdjasa Brahma
or Aniruddha. We know of a unique caturvyiha image of the Kusana period from
Mathura (GMM.14.392-95). In the Gupta period the caturvyiha aspect has been
represented by the Vaikuntha form of Visnu with human face in centre flanked by
that of a lion and boar. In Kashmir art a demonic face, as the fourth one, appears on
the back side.

Krsna practising penance::

Krsna, in his four armed form carrying $arikha, cakra and gada, is said to have
practised penance somewhere in the asSrama premises of the sage Upamanyu with an
intention to have a son (KP, parva, 25.3, 14, p. 114). He intended to please Siva and
obtain the desired boon. From Mathura, the most important seat of Kr
sna cult we have two beautiful images datable to c.10th century A.D. which show the
god seated cross-legged in meditation pose (GMM D.37;14.379). This form has been
called as Yoganarayana and several other representations of this are known to us.

Vamana and Trivikrama

The story of Vamanavatara, that is the fifth incarnation of Visnu appears in the
KP (purva., adhyaya 17, pp. 83), Caturbhuja Vamana (KP., purva. 17.42, p. 85).
Describing Vamana as brahmacari or batu the Purana makes a mention of the skin of
black deer associated with sacred thread (krsndjinopavitarnga) and asadha that is the
staff of palasa wood used by an ascetic. Both these things can be noticed in a sculpture
carved on one of the sides of a column base from Kutari, Allahabad district (U.P) now
in the Allahabad Museum (Acc.No. 942). The sculpture assigned to ¢ 5th century
A.D. shows short statured Vamana of heavy body built carrying a rosary and water
vase in right hand and a crooked staff in the left. A deer skin is draped over his left
shoulder. The four armed form of Vamana as Visnu also finds mention in the KP (KP,,
purva.,17.42,p.80) and sculptures.

While talking about the three strides of Trivikrama, the Purana observes that
measuring the three worlds (lokas) Visnu's left footreached the abode of Brahma

(Brahmaloka) and breaking the skull of the egg went further ([T d2v29 dﬂ-ll('!‘;k.!i

(& ) T R oS engd : KP, parva., 17.55, p. 86). This is what has been stated by
the Mahabharata also (MBH., South Indian version, Sabha. 38, p. 790) but that text
makes no mention of Brahma. In the sculptural field Trivikrama's upraised foot
colliding with Kapala of the anda, represented as a huge demonic face in the upper
left corner starts right from the Gupta period in Central India (e.g. GMM 1.19). In
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subsequent periods this demonic face sometimes comes down so much as to touch the
ground level (e.g. Rani Mahal, Jhansi 128, Govt. Mu. Jhansi 81.195).

Surya

Describing the Aditya vyitha, the KP gives details about the twelve Adityas,
their respective months and other associates including attendants, sages, demons, etc.
(KP, parva., adhyaya 42, 43, pp. 164). Images of all the twelve adityas in group have
beenreported from Hingalajagadha, M.P. (Central Mu., Indore).

Lokapalas

In course of giving details about Bhuvana vinyasa, the KP talks about the
Lokapalas that is Dikpalas, their respective cities and people living therein (KP.
purva.46.10-27, p. 173) but does not mention iconographic features of the Lokapalas.
However, the sculptures in panels showing them all in group or even their
independent depictions are well known.

Devi

The KP has a fine list of 1000 names of Devi called devi-sahasranama, a prayer
by Himavan sung in praise of the Supreme Female Energy pervading the entire
universe (KP,purva., 12.62-199, pp.44). The goddess had incarnated herself as
the daughter of Mena and Himavan or Himalaya and came to be called Parvati,
Gauri, Girija etc. Immediately after birth she appeared in her divine form. Giving her
iconographic details the Purana calls her (KP. purva., 12.43-44, p. 43) four faced and
three eyed with knotted locks of hair over head (kapardini). Effulgent like young Sun
and bedecked with ornaments she had broad eyes (visalaksi) and eight hands. Her
attributes have not been mentioned in continuation, but later on gada, $arikha, cakra,
trisula have beenreferred to (KP. purva., 12.54, p. 44).

The Sahasranama Stotra, which opens with the names Siva and Uma, gives
further a number of names, which are significant for study of Sakti iconography. We
briefly discuss some of them.

Lingadharini (purva., 12.169, p. 50) -

One who carries Siva-linga in hand or on head. This aspect is always present in
case of the images of tapasvini Parvati, that is Parvati practising penance. In many of
the cases Parvati carries a liriga and Ganapati in her upraised extra hands. In the
Mahalaksmi form the goddess bears a liriga on her head.

Isvarardhasanagata (Ibid.,12.90, p. 45)

Occupying half of the seat of Isvara that is Siva. This feature is very evident in
case of all the Uma-Mahesvara images, both in embracing attitude or sitting
separately but on the same seat.
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Sankarardhasaririni -
Occupying half of Siva's body, in the figures of ardhanarisvara left half of the
image represents Parvati or Uma and the right halfis Siva.

Mahendropendrabhagini (KP., purva., 12.10, p. 47)

Sister of Mahendra thatis Indra and Upendra that is Krsna. This is Ekanamsa,
the daughter of Yasoda, who was brought in exchange of newly born Krsna by
Vasudeva from Gokula, hence sister Krsna of. According to the Bhagavata after
being escaped from the cruel hands of Kamsa, the ruler of Mathura, she assumed the
form of Durga and settled on the mount Vindhya. Krsna had called himself as
younger brother of Indra, and therefore the sister of Krsna became his sister also. In
sculptures both of her forms are seen. As Vindhyavasini she is full-fledged Durga, but
as sister of Krsna she is called Ekanamsa standing between Krsna and Balarama. In
sculptures we have the images of Ekanamsa right from the Kusana period. At Badami
in South both the forms that is Ekanamsa and Durgahave been carved together (R.D.
Banerji, Bas Reliefs of Badami ASI, Memoirs No. 25, pl. x1 b).

Sarvani (Ibid., 12.87,p.45)

Wife of Sarva that is Siva. The Purana mentions the name only but from
Eastern Art we have images of Sarvani. One in the Indian Museum, Calcutta (IMC A
25122) bearing the name inscribed on the pedestal is seen seated on lion carrying a
drinking bowl, lotus bud, fish (?) and body of a human being head-down held by his
feet. Khatvanga is also there. Another image, again with name in the inscription has
been reported from Deual badi, district Komilla in Bangladesh (Gautam
Sengupta, Deulbadi Sarvani, Ratna Candrika, 1989, pp. 269). In this case the eight
handed goddess stands on the back of a couchant lion carrying discus, sword, arrow,
conch, shield, bow, trident and bell.

Parvati and Mahalaksmi

Amongst the names of Parvati cited in the devi-sahasranama, Mahalaksmi
(KP, piarva., 12.88, 92, p.45) Laksmi, Kamala, Sri, Anantorasisthita and
Sridharardhasaririni (Ibid., 12.185, p. 50) directly equate her with Laksmi, the consort
of Visnu. This is supported partly by some other texts also. For example, the Padma
Purana (Padma., Patala. 105.131-132, p. 471) refers to Laksmi as bearing a Siva-lirga
on hcr head. The Visvakarma-sastra in its Vratakhanda-vibhaga (Hemadr,
Caturvarga Cintamani, cited by Sarojini Babar, Kuladaivata, p. 684) describing
Mahalaksmi observes that she should be four armed carrying a bowl, mace, shield,
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and coconut fruit (sriphala) in her hands. Over her head she should have a Siva-linga

(i%l“ﬁ T for ‘{ﬂ:ﬁm f%n:m%{). In sculptures too we do come across such images,
specially from South (e.g. R. Sengupta, Sarya, Visnu and Mahalaksmi from Haveri,
Journal of the Oriental Research, Madras XXVIII 1958-59, pl. 3, p. 21-Haveri district
Dharwad Karnataka). Metal figures of this type meant to be used for domestic
worship are also known (e.g. SML. 54.7). It is also interesting to note that the
presiding goddess of Kolhapur (Maharashtra) is known both as Mahalaksmi
and Amba.

Sridharardha-$aririni is another interesting term used for Parvati. Modelled
after Ardhanari$vara images of Siva, some of the Vaisnava devotees thought of
having Ardhanari-Visnu. For example the Gaya Sitala Temple Inscription of
Yaksapala (c. 1075-85 A.D.) from Bihar refers to a temple on the bank of the
riverPhalgu in which images of Sirya, Siva and Kamalardhangi Narayana were
enshrined. The form finds mention in the Saradatilaka, Tantrasara, Silparatna, etc.
under various names like Vaikuntha-kamalaja, Laksmi-Kesava, Laksmi -Vasudeva,
Ardhalaksmi-Hari etc. Actual examples of this form in sculptures are also known
though in a limited number from India and Nepal (e.g. P. Lal, 1963, "Composite Form
of Vasudeva and Laksmi," Journal of the Asiatic Society, V. 3-4, pp. 75; B.N. Sharma,
Iconographic Parallels., H.R. Sherwani Felicitation Volume, Hyderabad, pp. 555).

Caitradhvaja

A very interesting name of the goddess Parvati appearing in the devi-
sahasranama s Caitra samvatsararidha dhvaja, that is the standard raised on the first

day of Caitra, the opening month of the year (YFHACIIEG] GITIRT‘{{“ﬂ'éﬂ?lT KP.

purva.12.150., p. 49). The first tithi, that is pratipada of Caitra sukla paksa, that is the
New year's day of Indian calendar, is regarded as one of the three and half auspicious
days of the year. On this day raising of a standard and its due worship has been
prescribed as a ritual, the details of which can be seen in the story of Uparicara Vasu,
of the ruler of Cedi in the Mahabharata (MBH., Adi., 63. 5-28, pp. 172). Accordingly,
the standard under reference has been called a bamboo stick (vainavi yasti) given by
Indra to Vasu. King Vasu after one full year fixed it in the ground for worshipping
Indra. 'The practice', says the Mahabharata, 'still continues. On the next day, that is
the first day of the new year, people raise this stick high duly decorated with
sandalwood paste, floral wreaths, caskets (pitaka) etc. It is worshipped in honour of
Indra and thus people get wealth, victory and every kind of prosperity in return'. The
Kurma Purana makes no mention of Indra, but associates this with Parvati
probably because from this very day starts the Vasantika navaratra festival of Gauri.
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The Grha trees (KP, purva., 29. 21-25, p. 129) -

The KP mentions Grha trees producing garments, ornaments, honey etc. in
Treta yuga. A tree, well guarded by railing serving as a pillar capital, datable to c. 2nd
century B.C. is known from the sculptural field. Even such creepers (Kalpavalli) have
been carved in Bharhut art.

Thus, the KP though not directly speaking about 'Iconography' as such,
throws welcome light on some of the allied features.

©
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