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Reappraisal of the Antariksa / Vyomapatta, Dhubela

N. P. Joshi

The Museum at Dhubela (now perhaps the Bhopal Museum) houses almost a square
stone slab, little more than 90 cm in length and breadth, datable to c. 10®-11" century (acc.
no. 156/881; Figs. 7.1-5). Years back, on 29" February 1984, this slab depicting a large
number of astral and some other deities, one hundred in all (human 80 + 1 rsi missing and
19 others), in three concentric bands was studied by myself and Shri R. C. Agrawala. It has
subsequently been published by me in 1991, discussing identification of some of the figures
seen therein.! Now in light of some literary evidences, new information has been gathered,
hence this ‘Reappraisal’.

In the centre of the slab there is a small plain circle, around which there are three
concentric bands. The base of the slab outside of the outer band has on each corner a Naga
uplifting the entire depiction and also a worshipper seated in namaskara-mudra. Similarly,
on the top corners of the slab, there was a rsi at each end, now only the one on our left
1S extant.

The first band nearest to the plain centre has thirteen seated females and one male
figure. It also depicts constellations Vrscika (Scorpio), Dhanu (Sagittarius) and upper part
of Makara (Capricorn). In the next band, that is the middle one, easily identifiable are Mesa
(Aries), Vrsa (Taurus), Mithuna (Gemini), Karka (Cancer), Simha (Leo), lower part of
Makara, Kumbha (Aquarius) and Mina (Pisces). Curiously, Kanya (Virgo) and Tula (Libra)
seem to be absent. Along with these Rasis, Surya on chariot with eight other planets, bull-
headed eight Vasus, and two horse-headed ASvinikumaras can also be well recognized.
Besides all these, in this band one can notice a small circle just over the bull (Vrsa), another
circle surrounded by seven males (seen up to their busts only), and a big conch. We have
named the circle and seven males as Dhruva, the Polar Star surrounded by Saptarsis. This
identification gains ground, when we see that the sun on chariot is exactly to the East of
Dhruva indicating North (Figs. 7.2-5).

We take the central plain space as symbolizing Akasa, which is also known as
‘Stinya’. This is actually the hub or pivot of the entire depiction. Now Akasa is the foremost
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Fig.7.1 : Antariksa / Vyomapatta, Dhubela



Fig.7.2 : Upper right and middle — clockwise:
Band-I - Six seated female figures
Band-II - Sarya with eight Grahas; first bull-headed Vasu
Band-III - Eleven seated human figures; first one partly visible



among the Five Subtle Elements (pafca-mahabhitas), which have their respective Objects
of Senses (tanmatras). Sabda or Dhvani, that is ‘sound’ is the tanmatra of AkaSa, and the
big conch (Sarikha), which, however, is in no way associated with astral depictions, seems
standing for this tanmatra. The sound producing Sarikha (Fig. 7.5) suggests Sabda.

Before we pass on to the outer-most band, we would like to make a note that all
the figures in the first band, that is the smallest one, are problematic and we are not in a
position to propose any identification for them.

No less interesting is the third band, which is the largest one. Here, just over the lion
(Leo) (Fig. 7.4), there are four small circles bearing spoked patterns atop three prominent
human foot-prints. On the right of these, there is a square (often termed as manca) formed
by four male busts. Moving further clockwise, there are twenty-four human figures seated
in Jalitasana, which are mostly females. Thus we come to West, just in front of the seated
Surya on chariot in the second circle. At this point there is a strange depiction. Here, there
is a male figure with his back towards us duly flanked on both sides with a female figure
in profile seated in namaskara-mudra (Fig. 7.3). This we have taken as TriSanku, about
whom we shall discuss a little later. Moving still further, there are again four seated females,
and here we reach the foot-prints, and thus, our pradaksini in the third band becomes
complete. Total number of the figures in this band, excluding the TriSaiiku group of three,
is twenty-eight. Now the identifications.

Three foot-prints (Fig. 7.4)

Previously we had identified them as three strides of Visnu, which seems to be not
very correct. At the moment, two identifications are before us. One comes from the Vedic
source, while the other concerns astronomy. In the Purusasukta,’ it has been said that one
pada of Virata-purusa covers the ‘world of beings’ (viSvabhiitani) and three are there in the
divi (heaven). There is pun (Slesa) in the word pada. It means the ‘fourth part’ as well as
the ‘foot’. For depicting presence of tripada in divi, the sculptor seems to have carved the
three foot-prints.

The other identification is that it is the Naksatra (lunar mansion) Sravana. As per
chart showing the ‘forms’ of Naksatras, which Sir William Jones had got prepared on the
basis of Sripati’s Muhtirta work Ratnamala * (c. 1000 CE; Fig. 7.6), the symbol for Sravana
is exactly the three foot-prints with circles embossed. Sripati’s work is more or less
contemporary to our siab under reference.

Small circles atop the foot-prints (Fig. 7.4)

In this very chart, there are five Naksatras with wheel-like or circular symbols.
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Fig.7.3 : Upper and middle left:
Band-I - Eight seated female figures
Band-II - Seven bull-headed Vasus; two Asvinikumaras; Rasis: Mesa, Vrsa
Band-IIT - Eight seated female figures; Trisanku flanked by worshippers; followed by one more female figure



These are Ardra, ASlesa, Citra, Svati and Jyestha. Should we take these small circles in the
slab as Naksatras?

Square (maiica) formed by four male busts (Fig. 7.4)

As per Ratnamala, four other Naksatras, namely Purva-phalguni, Uttaraphalguni,
Uttarasadha and Purva-bhadrapada, have rectangular or square-like symbols. Even if the
depiction stands for these Naksatras, it is difficult to pin-point any particular one.

Trisanku (Fig. 7.3)

The unique position of the man seated with back towards us and the reverence that
he is receiving presupposes some significant event related with the heaven. This could be
the episode of TriSanku, who finds mention in Valmiki’s Ramayana,'® Mahabharata® and
Vayupurina.® Reading all together, the account runs as follows:

Trisanku of Iksvaku family and the king of Ayodhya had become candala due to
the curse of the sons of Vasistha, the family priest of the Iksvakus. In spite of that, he
cherished a strong desire to reach heaven (svarga) with his mortal body intact. He approached
the sage ViSvamitra, who was on almost hostile terms with Vasistha. Vi§vamitra acceded
to his request and as Chief Priest himself arranged a sacrifice to fulfill the king’s desire; but,
though properly invoked the gods did not come to have their shares, because they were
against an impious (candala) person reaching heaven and that too with his mortal body.
Thereupon, Vi§vamitra at the cost of his own merit sent the king to the heaven. Obviously,
Indra did not like this and he ordered that the king should be thrown down. The gods
obeyed their lord and the king was thrown with his head down (avaksira) topsy-turvy. In
toppled down condition, he cried for help from Vi§vamitra. The sage thereupon stopped
him there in same position and himself started to create a parallel world (loka, pratisrsti).
Thus located in the South’ came up a new group of Saptarsis, Naksatras (Naksatravamsa)
including Sravana (pratiSravana pirvani naksatrani) and parallel Indra along with other
gods was on the way of being created. Highly disturbed with these activities, the gods
started appeasing Visvamitra. Finally, the matter came to a close on conditions that all that
had been created would continue to exist (in area) out of VaiSvanarapatha,® and that king
Trisanku would also be there in the heaven in toppled condition but authorized to enjoy the
status of the gods (amarsannibhah) and Naksatras would keep on following him (anuyasyanti).

With this account in view, we propose to deduce that:

(i) The man seated with back towards us in the outer band, though not in toppled
condition, 1s TriSanku.

(i) Being a god, he is being flanked by females in namaskara-mudra.
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Fig.7.4 : Lower left:
Band-I — Three seated figures; Rasis — Vrécika, Dhanu (partly visible)
Band-IT — Rasis: Mesa to Sithha; Dhruva with Saptarsi
Band-III — Worshipper of Trisanku; four seated figures; three foot-prints; mafica formed by four figures



Fig.7.5: Lower right:
Band-I — Rasis: Vrécika, Dhanu, Makara; one human figure
Band-II — Dhruva with Saptarsi; conch; Rasis: Kumbha, Mina; followed by Stirya on chariot



(i) All the other figures in lalitasana with haloes behind are the twenty-eight
Naksatras (including Abhijit) created by Vi§vamitra located out of
VaiSvanarapatha.

(iv) Among these, a few are males and others are females. We venture to suggest
that the males are the evil Naksatras (Krira, Malasajiiaka), namely Mila, Revati,
Jyestha, Magha and ASvini. Another suggestion is that the Naksatras, whose
names are in masculine, such as Hasta, Mala, Sravana, Purvabhadrapada,
Uttarabhadrapada appear as males. These suggestions can be confirmed only
after rechecking the slab in original, as the exact number of males and females
cannot be ascertained from the photograph. Mythologically, all the Naksatras
are daughters of Daksa Prajapati given to Candra in marriage. Besides, the
iconographic details (pratimalaksana) of Naksatras would also enlighten the
point.

In this connection, again a question arises that if our identification of the
three foot-prints, five small circles on them and the square formed by four
males are Naksatras in this very circle are correct, then why should these again
appear amongst the .‘twenty-eight’? Is it to distinguish between the original
group and subsequently created Naksatravarh§a by Vi§vamitra?

(v) Should we take the first and second band as Vaisvanarapatha, as TriSanku and
others have been placed out of it?

Literary Evidence

No literary evidence fully answering to our slab is yet known to us, but some
interesting information can be gathered from the Visnudhalmottara-Purana.’ This Purana
mentions making of Vyomartpa. This consists of Prthvi, Antariksa and bhadrapitha bearing
an eight-petalled lotus with Stirya in centre and the Lokapalas on respective petals. Obviously,
this Vyomarupa is totally different, but some facts in the description are useful for our
purpose, such as:

(A) The Vyomarupa has been called embodying all gods (sarvadevamaya) or with
presence of all gods (sannnihitah sarve tridaSottamah), though there is carving
of Strya and Dikpalas only.

(B) Its worship is equivalent to worship of the entire world, and it fulfills all the
desires.

(C) It is rectangular (caturasra) in the beginning and subsequently becomes circular
(vrtta).
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Fig.7.6 : Figural depiction of Naksatras (Courtesy: Taron Bhara Akasa)




(D) Antariksa is just a part of Vyoma. It is, therefore, changing the original title, we
have re-named the slab as Vyomapatta.

The first three features are present in our slab. It depicts a large number of deities;
secondly, it was an object of worship; and thirdly, it is four-sided in the original, but the
entire depiction is circular.

Some useful information about Vyomariipa and its worship is there in the
Bhavisyapurapa also. Here, Surya calls himself as Vyoma and his consort Niksubha as
Prthvi. Thus, Vyoma pervades the entire world and commands worship by all.' As per
instructions of Surya himself, Brahma, Visnu and Siva worshipped Vyomarupa, namely
the Sun-god at Puskara, Visnu at Salagrama and Siva on the mount Gandhamadana,
respectively.'' It is further interesting to note that Brahma worshipped Vyoma in
rectangular form (catuskona), while Hari and Hara did the same in cakra and vrtta forms
(that is circular).!?

The terms Mahadvyoma with prsthasrnga has also been recorded as a form (riipa)
of Surya.” It may further be assumed that presence of the two worshippers and Nagas
below, perhaps suggest depiction of Bhiilloka, Patala, etc., while the rsis above stand for
Maharloka, Janaloka, Tapoloka and Satyaloka.

Before closing our discussions, we would like to make it very clear that identification
of many of the details in this slab still needs a deeper thought, parallel instances and full
literary evidences. We have no answers to questions like -

(1) Who are there in the first or smallest circle?

(i) Why only ten rasis have been shown?

(iii)) Who are the males among the twenty-eight in the outer circle?
(iv) What is the basic purpose of carving such a slab?

We do hope that somebody would come forward and throw light on all these issues.
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