A T T 32 T

‘;
b

INDIAN ART

& CONNOISSEURSHIP

- ESSAYS
IN HONOUR
| - OF

DOUGLAS

BARRETT

Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts
in association with

Mapin Publishing P'vt. Ltd.

| edited by John Guy



Indira Gandhi Naticeasl
Centre for the Arks, Mew Delhi

Text eopyright © 1995 authors

a5 Bsted

Mstrations copyright € 1995

a5 Hsted

No part of this publication may be
oduced, stored in a refrieval

ISBN: (344142682 (Crantha)
<B1-83822-14-X (Mapin)
L GL.07T445

o Desiemed by
Typmin?&laﬂ‘zm .

by Akar Typographics Pvt. Ltd,
Ahmedabad

Printed and bound in Singapore ‘

Preface and acknowledgements

This collection of papers grew out of a desire among a
number of Douglas Barrett's colleagues and friends to honour
his contribution to the study and appreciation of Asian arts,
particularly those of the Indian sub-continent. It was to the
understanding of Indian sculpture and painting that Douglas
devoted a large part of his professional energies. As the late
Basil Gray describes so eloguently in his chapter, a lasting
legacy of Douglas's curatorship at the British Museum is to be
seen in the galleries which display objects acquired under his
discriminating eye. The combination of scholarship and
connoisseurship evident in Douglas's acquisitions for the
Museum, and in his pioneering writings, represents a
permanent legacy to Indian art appreciation.

In the planning of this volume I was greatly assisted by
Robert Skelton, retired Keeper of Indian art at the Victoria and
Albert Museum, and Ralph Pinder-Wilson, a former colleague
of Douglas Barrett in the Department of Oriental Antiquities
at the British Museum. Mary Barrett aided and abetted in
many ways. We are very grateful that so many of Douglas’s
colleagues responded so enthusiastically to this project and
contributed to its realisation.

Sadly, Douglas Barrett passed away on the 26th
September 1992, whilst this book was in press.

This publication has been partially funded, indeed made .

pﬂjﬁ@ible, by generous contributions from the following
friends of Douglas Barrett: Mr and Mrs James Alsdorf, Bluett
& Sons Lid, Samuel Eilenberg, Eskenazi Ltd, Anthony
Gardner, Leonidas N. Goulandris, Philip Goldman, John
Hewett, Neil Kreitman, Reg Longden, Adrian Maynard, David
and Paula Newman, John Sparks Ltd, Spink & Son Ltd, Stuart
Cary Welch, William Wolff,
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Iconographic transference
between Krsna and three Saiva
saints - -

Vidya Dehejia

In the Tamil-speaking region of south India, during the last millennium,
a powerful cult of saints helps to define the distinct art, religion and
literature of the region. Complete groups of bronze and stone images of
these Hindu saints, many of outstanding artistic quality, may be seen in
the temples of the south, placed beside the shrine of their deity, either
Siva or Visnu. The Jain and Buddhist faiths were predominant in the
southern country until the emergence of the Tamil saints who lived
between the sixth and tenth centuries, and the triumph of Hinduism was
due in large measure to the influence of these saints. The most sacred
literature of south India consists almost exclusively of the hymns they
composed, and to this day the saints remain a living tradition. Their
images are worshipped in temples and carried in processions; their
poems are chanted in homes and at a variety of ceremonial gatherings;
and their death anniversaries are days of special observances. The Tamil
saints are referred to as adijars or tondars , both words meaning slaves (of
the Lord), and there are sixty-three Saiva saints known as Navanmars
and twelve Vaisnava saints known as Alvars. While north India
Produced saints who wrote poetry like Mirabai, Surdas and Kabir, these
northern saints were not immortalised in art or worshipped in temples.
Saints of the Western world are frequently portrayed in art, but their
presence in churches and cathedrals is not universal. By contrast, icons of
the complete groups of south Indian saints were commissioned by every
Tamil temple and placed in a prominent position where they were
accorded ritual worship, justifying the use of the word ‘cult' in this
context, ) :
The saints of Visnu, the twelve Alvars, were raised to an
extraordinarily high status in which they were partially deified, being
considered as amsas or secondary incarnations of the attributes and
companions of the god.'! The Nayanmirs of Siva were not elevated in
this manner; yet a study of their imagery throws light on the process of
deification and serves as a focal point for a discussion of the relation
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Fig. 2

Cgild-&un' t Sambandar, Bronze,
twelfth century. Courtesy:
Australian Natonal Gallery,
Canberra.
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between the art and religion of south India.

Images of three Saiva saints are frequently mistaken for images of
the god Krspa. Child saint Sambandar in a dancing pose is invariably
identified as dancing child god Krsna; the iconography of the child saint
is closely akin to, and presumably modelled on, that of the child god.
In similar manner, images of two other $aiva saints seem to have been
modelled on Krsna, one on his form as Venugopala, the flute-player, and
the other on Krsna as Rajamannar who stands with One arm resting on
the shoulder of his wife, Images of the two major women saints,
although not our prime concern here, further highlight this feature of
iconographic transference. Vaisnava saint Anda who is depicted as a
beautiful young woman holding a parrot, may be confused with
Madurai's goddess Minakshi, while Saiva saint Karaikkal Ammaiyar is
an emaciated skeletal hag who has been mistaken for the fearsome
goddess Kali. This ambiguity in the iconography of the saints was
undoubtedly intentional and it emphasizes the great importance of the
Tamil saints in the religious and cultural life of south India.

Child saint Sambandar, a historical figure, appears to have lived in
the second half of the seventh century, at which time he converted the
Pandya ruler Nedumaran from Jainism to a belief in the supremacy of
Siva. Sambandar is most frequently depicted in art as a standing child,
usually uncrowned, with an empty cup held in his left hand and the
index finger of his tight hand pointing upwards (Figs. 1 and 2). This

gesture of the right hand is sometimes specific, but at other times less
sharply defined, with fingers cupped together and the index finger
extended. The nography for such images is taken directly fm;n the

local Siva temple. On one such occasion, when just a child of three, he
was left on the steps of the sacred tank while his father descended for a

ritual bath. Being hungry, the child started aying. When the father
returned after his bath, he

E‘i’-iaﬁy popular, however, and of fundamental importance for our
analysis of onographic transference, are images of Sambandar as a
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the upward-pointing finger, explicit in one “Skanda" image and less
defined in the other, is the clue to the correct identification. Since these
ticular images were found within a Siva temple, it was clear that they

d not represent dancing Krsna. What divine ¢hild could there bein a
d son of Siva and Parvati? Dancing

par
coul
éiva temple but Skanda, the belove

gambandar, of course!
The few known texts which lay down formulae for the depiction of

the saints belong to a date three to four hundred years after the first
images were produced. The earliest document which deals with the
Nayanmirs is the Tamil Kandapurananm, a text entirely different from the
earlier Sanskrit Skandapurina, and probably composed at the end of the
fourteenth century.” Two later Sanskrit texts that also provide a brief
descriptive verse (dhyana) for each Saiva saint are the Siva Rahasya and
the Siva Bhakta Mahitmya.® The dhyina verses are terse and precise and
are primarily of academic interest rather than an aid to identification, or
indeed an aid to the production of an image, since a number of existing
ancient bronzes do not adhere to these textual formulae. For instance,
neither of the two major types of images of child saint Sambandar
correspond to the prescription of the Kandapuranam, which states that the
saint should be crowned and shown clapping his hands in time to music.
The gemeral lack of correspondence between text and image is
intriguing. One may point out that the most striking and unusual
variations from the texts belong to a period predating the compilation of
such formulae. However, images of dancing Sambandar, which began to
be made in the eleventh century and continued to be produced into the
seventeenth century, are not mentioned in any texts. It seems strange
that documents incorporating formulae of the Nayanmars, composed
some centuries after the earliest images, should have so completely
ignored the already existing icons of dancing child Sambandar. Fossibly
dhyinas describing such images may still emerge from unexplored
manuscripts, both Tamil and Sanskrit, which exist in such large numbers
in south Indian collections such as those of the Thanjavur Saraswati
Mahal Library.
The second instance of iconographic transference between Krsna
and a Saiva saint arises in the case of Sundaramirti Nayanar, who
appears to have lived at the start of the eighth century, and was possibly

a contemporary of the Pallava monarch Rajasiritha. Bronzes of Sundarar,
e handsome young

the Beautiful One, most frequently depict him as th

bridegroom that he was at the moment when Siva, in the guise of an
aged man, interrupted his marriage and claimed Sundarar as his bonded
slave. Standing in relaxed elegance, the young garlanded saint holds a
lotus flower in one hand and rests the other hand on a staff. This is the

standard mode for Sundarar when he takes his place as one of the
ther

Sb::tywthree Niayanmars. It is with images of Sundarar depicted toge
with his wife Paravai that the iconographic transference from god Krsta
145

Fig.4
Saint Sundarar Bronze, eleventh

century. Tiruvenkidu hoard,
Thanjavur Art Gallery,
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does not wear the crown of Krgna but instead has his hair gathered into a
topknot. And while Sundarar's right hand is upraised to hold the lotus,
Krsna's downward hand holds the staff, It certainly appears that the
bronze-casters borrowed heavily from the already established form of
Krgna Rajamannar to produce their images of Sundarar.

Sculptors looking for models found a convenient parallel in
Sundarar's second wife Sangill and Krsna's second consort Rukmini.
They began to cast threesome groups, of both god and saint, with the
second wife standing slightly apart. In the sixteenth century, the
similarity of the Sundarar groups to the Rajamannar groups became
even more marked. The Sundarar images from Tiruvidaimaradur,
Tirunavaliir, and several other temples of this phase reveal that even the
gesture of Sundarar's right hand is now identical to that of Krsna, being
clearly intended to hold a staff and not a lotus. It may be pointed out that
for a long time prior to the appearance of these images of Sundarar and
Krsna Rajamannar, Lord Siva was depicted with one arm poised to rest
against the shoulder of his bull Nandi. Images of Siva in this style date
back at least five centuries prior to our bronzes of Sundarar and Kxsna,
and it is possible that the pose for the later visualisation of Krsna came
from that of Siva. However that may be, the modelling of Sundarar
himself is clearly based on that of Krsna, and its increasing similarity fo
the image of Krsna is significant.

The lesser known saint Anaya Nayandr, invariably depicted as
playing upon his flute, provides a third and compelling instance of
iconographic transference. In fact, considerable confusion has arisen
between the images of this &aiva saint and those of Krsna as Venugopala,
the flute player. The story of Anaya Nayanar is a simple one and merely

tells how this humble cowherd—cowherd like Krsna—so enchantingly

played his flute in praise of Siva that all the creatures of the forest forgot
their enmity and mingled with the cows he tended. Images of the
flute-playing Anayar often depict him with one leg crossed casually in
front of the other, this relaxed stance being typical of Kysna Venugopala.
Images of saint and god are so strikingly similar that it has resulted in an
image of Anaya Nayanir from Nagapattinam being labelled as Krsna.”
Seen in isolation and with no knowledge of its findspot, it would not be
possible to dispute this ascription. We can, however, confirm that the
identification is incorrect and that the image is that of Anayar because it
comes from the Kiyirohanesvara temple of Giva, where it must once
have taken its place in an entire group of aiva saints. Other Nayanmars
from this same temple have, in fact, been identified." The image of
Anaya Nayanar from the Kalahasti Siva temple would also be totally
acceptable as Krgna Venugopala if it were found in isolation (Fig. 6). In
this instance, however, a misidentification is impossible, since the bronze
stands within the temple, occupying its correct sequential place as one of
a complete group of fifteenth century Nayanmars. A third depiction of &
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even more popular. The poems composed in the ninth century by
Vaignava saint Periyalvar, glorifying the infant Krsna, as also youth
Krgna beloved of the cowherd girls, must have given further prominence
to the cult of Krsna. The first images of the saints began to be made in the
tenth century, after the compilation of the Gaiva and Vaispava canons.
Metal-casters, searching for models for the many Nayanmars, seem to
have resorted to the popular imagery of Krsna whose appeal was so
widespread. Perhaps in their desire to divert a known and popular
source of devotional attraction to the worship of Siva, the Chola rulers
encouraged the modelling of Saiva saints on the familiar iconography of
Krsna. This conscious modelling of the Saiva saints on forms of Krsna
(and it certainly seems that it was a planned purposeful decision) may in
part be seen in terms of the determination of the Chola monarchs to
popularize the faith of Siva. In part, however, the use of the iconography
of the divine Krsna for the Saiva saints may be attributed to an unspoken
desire for the conscious elevation and deification of the Nayanmars who
were never regarded as incarnations of the godhead, unlike their

contemporaries, the Vaisnava saints.
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Fig.7

Anaya Nayanmir, from group of
fifteenth cenfury MNayanmmars,
standing within the Kilahasti
ternple.
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