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VARIETIES OF THE VISHNU IMAGE:

4

V HAT are commonly kunown as “ Vishnu images ” are, as everybody is aware,

extremely common in this country, and one’s first general impression of them
Is apt to be one of almost tiring uniformity. The figure itself is generally treated
more or less schematically, with little regard to modelling on naturalistic lines
in many cases, and the four "attributes displayed by the several hands do not
strike the casual observer as being of any very special interest. We all know
that Vishnu is characterised by his mace, his lotus, his conch and his wheel
(discus), or think we do, and when we see a four-armed image with these attri-
butes we call it Vishpu and pass on. In reality, however, the matter is much
more complicated than at first appears. Some years ago I wrote a pamphlet
ir  Bengali entitled Vishpu-miarti-parichaya, ° The Identificatiori of Vishnu
‘ Images,” published by the well-known Bengali literary society called the Bangiya
Sahitye Parishad, in which I set’ forth that according to the records of the Purinas
and other texts, “ Vishnu” is but a general term for what in reality constitute
a considerable variety of different figures, to each of which a different name
attaches. These varying names represent the Deity in his several divergent
aspects, which are sculpturally differentiated each from each according to the
distribution of his attributes between his several hands. Thus where the lower
right hand holds the attribute @, and the upper right holds b, while the upper
and lower left hands hold ¢ and d respectively, the image represents one aspect
of the god, quite different from the figure represented by an identical sculpture
in which the order of these attributes is changed. It is therefore obligatory
upon any one who wishes to gain a real knowledge of this important branch
of Hindu iconography, or who aspires to interpret these images precisely as
they were conceived and understood alike by those who ordered and by those
who fashioned them, to pay particular heed to these divergencies as set forth
in the ancient texts called sadhanas. To call all these figures “ Vishnu ” straight
away is but a rough-and-ready method of procedure, little compatible with

schelarship.
B



24 VARIETIES OF THE VISHNU IMAGE.

The first division of the subject with which I purpose to deal is the group
in which twenty-four forms of the divinity are enumerated, the so-called chatur-
vimati-miirtis. Of these we have three descriptive texts, (1) the Agnipurana
(chapter 48), (2) the Padmapurana (chapter 78), and (3) the Chaturvarge Chin-
tamani of Hemadri, the well-known writer on Hindu Law in the XTIIth century.
Unfortunately only the first of these authorities names all twenty-four of the
types ; the second enumerating only 21, and Heémadri only 23, presumably owing
to corruptions or omissions in the text, which should be collated from several
manuscripts for final certainty. It is advisable to quote the Agnipurana text
at length before discussing them.

The Agnipurana reads ; *

i ®U; FAE: UA-NG-THR-NSTETC | &9 Y T@-TH! ATGLANITTIFNA |
AITTAW, GG-TA-NETIHY TFATA | Q 1 GHwAy e} W@ gy TRt Farg T 0o b
qat MY ATHANSF-HE-u Awrfa | W@ TRl A@-UN! TG 99EE 0 |

TF- IR IT-NE A S 1 R | AATTEHRST TQY U T UG AN =0
Hrwe: AEY U Gt e IweE s SINFISGEE: T gITA: |
S@amEaied AYEETATa I 3 | TS U GG IR FTAG T N &n
wan f=faswa: ggaet 9@t = @i | I gldggmiamemat aafa aq |
TG -ET-ULY T UG Wi WL 0 WA FNGY U TR @ T TG W ol
nfag: TraT ot TR T G@fy ) FrAEUl TEE! ST TR |

TNRM TT-THY TN GG F UG N Y| FART: TATHT T ALET 2L |
qT@: UFAWHE T@EATERTET | G g 7 9w ¥ ¥ R |
TENET UF-NE@-TE-IR AR A0 & | @ NG A2 uNt 9w | giFgima i e v

As this is potentially nothing more or less than a chart showing the various
positions of the several attributes in the distinctive forms of the divinity, a
tabulation of the material in chart-form will be more useful than a translation
as such, and I accordingly give below the list of the twenty-four names with
their respective attributes in the arrangement appropriate to each. The only
word in the text which does call for mention is the word pradakshinanm at the
end of the first sloka. This is the key for the understanding of the whole system,
and means that the various attributes are mentioned in the following order,
(1) lower right hand, (2) upper right hand, (3) upper left hand, and (4) lower

1 Bibliotheca Indica A. S. B. pp. 137-38.
Y gETE-tgm @y wie’ )



left hand, or as in the opradakshing.

VARIETIES OF THE VISHNU IMAGE.

tabulate the contents of the text as follows :—

(P =padma, lotus ; S = sankha, conch ; C =chakra, disc ; G =gada, mace.)

25

With this much introduction we may

Name of the special form. Lower Right. | Upper Right. | Upper Left. | Lower Left.

1. Kefava Padma Sankha Chakra Gada
‘2. Narayana S 12 G (0]
3. Madhava . G C S B

4. Govinda . C G 12 S
5. Vishnu G P S C
6. Madhustidana . S C P G

7. Trivikrama P G C S

8. Vamana . S C G B

9. Sridhara . P C Sarnga S

(a special
bow).

9. Sridhara * P C G S
10. Hrishikesa G C P S
11. Padmanabha S P C G
12. Damodara B S . G C
13. Vasudéva G S C 12
14. Sankarshana G S 12 C
15. Pradyumna G c S P
16. Aniruddha C G S P
17. Purushottama . C P S G
18. Adhokshaja 12 G S C
19. Nrsimha . C P G S
-20. Achyuta . G B C S
21. Upéndra . S G C B
"22. Janardana . . B2 c S G
'23. Hari % : . S P C G
24. Krishna . A . - S G P (¢}

* Variant.

-]
ESol



26 VARIETIES OF THE VISHNU IMAGE.

The text of the Padmapurana need not be quoted in full. The list of names
is the same and in the same order, save that numbers 13 and 14 are there trans-
posed, the order being in Padma ‘ 13-Sankarshana, 14-Vasudéva ”’ instead of as
the list given above; and save for its omission of numbers 21, 22 and 23, viz.,
Upéndra, Janardana and Hari, as in the Padma, Krishna is himself No. 21, and
the total of twenty-four is not made up. The distribution of the attributes for these
several forms is also prevailingly the same in both, with these notable differences.

(¢) No. 6, Madhustidana, according to the Padmapurdna, bears in his lower
right hand the chakra ; upper right, the Sa#kha ; upper left, the padma ; lower
left, the gada. That isto say, according to the Padma we get, if for the sake
of clearness I may so speak, the formula CSPG, instead of the formula SCPG
given in the Agnipurana.

(b) Similarly for No. 9, Sridhara, the Padme formula is GCPS instead of
the PCGS of the Agni. But the divergent readings of the latter, and its alter-
native form in which the upper left hand of the Sridhara image holds the Saraga-
bow, is to be noted.

(¢) No. 10, Hrishikéda, shows PCGS (Padma) and GCPS (A4gna).

(d) No. 11, Padmanabha, shows CPSG (Padma) and SPCG (d4gni).

(¢) No. 13, Vasudéva, shows PCSG (Padma) and GSCP (dgne).

It is also noticeable that in the Padma text both KeSava and Pradyumna hold
their attributes in the order “ PSCG.” DBut it is possible that some if not all
of these discrepancies would disappear on proper collation of the manuscripts.
Without such collation it is impossible to choose between them, and to say
which one is right.

As mentioned above, the list in Hémadri, (1st chapter of the Vratakhanda,

“where he quotes from the Siddhdartha-sanmhitd), comprises only twenty-three names,

and in an order altogether different from that of the other texts. It will simplify
things for our present purposes, however, to retain the order already given, and
the former enumeration will therefore be retained so far as this paper is con-
cerned. Similar considerations led me in the previous paragraph to omit mention
of the fact that the order in which the Padma considers its attributes is also
divergent in the original from the order in the Agnipurana, but we may take
the pradakshinam of the latter as our norm, and the more easily since the text
of Hémadri also takes the attributes in this order, beginning with the lower right
hand as before. It is not the letter, but the content of the texts, with which
we are concerned.

As for the discrepancies between Hémadri and the other texts, the following
are noteworthy, but may best be seen in tabular form :—

Name. Hemadri. Agni. Padma.

2. Narayana . 3 < ¥ ¢ : ; 5 PSGC SPGC SPGC
6. Madhustidana . % : - i i 3 CSPG - SCPG - CSPG
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Name. Hemadri. Agni. Padma.
7. Trivikrama, . : . ; . : . : PGSC PGCS PGCS
G Smidhareer oo 0T B e e o BEGS PCGS GCPS
10. Hrishikesa . : : : . : : : GCPS GCPS PCGS
11. Padmanabha, . : ; ; : : : SPCG . SPCG CPSG
12. Damodara . : : : : : : : PCGS PSGC PSGC
13. Vasudéva . : \ : § : . ; GSCP GSCP PCSG
15. Pradyumna . : 4 : : : . CSGP GCSP PSCG
19. Nrisimha . : : : : ; ; : CPS— CPGS CPGS
Bl Upsndeas 0 i s 0 e L G SGCP
23. Hari . ; . ; : ; : ; : SCPG SPCG

A further important discrepancy is the fact that in Hemadri the figures of both
Adhokshaja and Trivikrama (Nos. 7 and 18 in our list) are said to carry
their attributes in one and the same way, which cannot very well be correct ;
and that the name of Vishnu occurs twice over. This again must be due to
textual corruption, for it is clear from the attributes these two figures hold
that one of the two, numbered 23 in Heémadri’s list, must be Krishna, whose
name otherwise does not appear, curiously enough. This seems to show a special
need for an examination of the text in Heémadri’s case, and since where he
differs from the order given in the Agnipwrana, the latter text is sometimes
supported and confirmed by the evidence of the Padma, the order given in
the Agni may be looked upon as the most authoritative of the lot, just as its
list of names is the most orderly and most complete.

The figures where the arrangement of attributes is identical in all our three
authorities, and which accordingly may be considered as definitely settled and

established, are as follows :—

3. Madhava . s 7 : . : GCSP, Agni, Padma, Hemadri.
4, Govinda . : : : - - CGPS, ., o i
BEVishan. s L i o L R GRSO 3 .

8. Vamana . : : ; ; g SCGR,: = 5 = 5

14. Sankarshana : ; : ; : GSPCEE v %

16. Aniruddha . : ! ; : : CESE. 4

17. Purushottama . 1 ; ; ; CRSE e = o

18. Adhokshaja : : . ; . PGS = 5 -

20. Achyuta . 3 2 5 5 % GRES sy ;

24, Knishna = . B . 5 s 5 SGRG, 5 5

The inclusion of Krishna in this list is based upon the assumption that he is
meant where formula SGPC occurs in Hémadri against the name of Vishnu.
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ments of their attributes. This overlapping will be clearer from the following
table :—

Order of Attributes. Deity. Authority.
Pradyumna . : : . | Padma.
PSCG :
(| Kesava . : 5 : . | Agni and Padma.
Pradyumna . - . . | Agni.
GCSP
(| Madhava 7S : : . | Agni, Padma, and Hemadri.
r Adhc—)ks}la‘ja’ 2 93 b3 22
PGSC ; ; ; =
(| Trivikrama . . ; . | Hemadui.
Trivikrama . ; ; . | Agni and Padma.
PGCS
(| Upéndra : : : . | Hemadri.
Sridhara : : : . | Agni and Hémadri.
PCGS Damodara . : : . | Hemadri.
(| Hrishikesa . ; : . | Padma.
(| Sridhara 2 S0 e s D Badma
GCPS ; . : <
(| Hrishikésa . ; ; . | Agni and Hemadri.
(| Madhustidana : : . | Agni.
SCPG : . : <
Gl g = - : ; . | Heémadri.
EliHars s = : : : . | Agni.
SPCG . : EE
- || Padmanabha . : ; . | Hemadri, and Agni also.
: (| Padmanabha, . . . . | Padma.
CPSG . : : .
Purushottama : 5 . | Agni, Padma and Hemadri.
(| Vasudeva . x : . | Padma.
PCSG : : : <
(| Janardana . : ; . | Agni and Heémadri.

In the cases of this sort it is to be feared that a decisive identification is not
always possible in the present state of our documents. But it is to be noticed
that even so the preponderance of authority is generally determinable, and the
matter is less complex than appears. For instance, when we find that both
Purinas agree in giving to the image with the arrangement PSCG the name
of K&dava, and that the attribution of this order to Pradyumna is only a piece
of inconsistency in the Padma itself, we need not feel undue uncertainty about
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it. And similarly when we see that all our three authorities describe the order
GCSP as being characteristic of Madhava, it is fairly clear that the Agni is
mistaken when it calls this figure also Pradyumna. Thus, while we may admit
that a certain amount of uncertainty remains, still, each individual case will
have to be considered on its merits, and when so considered is not likely to
prove insoluble in the majority of instances. Doubtful cases must be marked
as such.

In concluding this portion of our present study I append two further tabula-
tions. The first of these shows in what order the twenty-four varieties of the
Vishnu image ought to hold their attributes according to all three authorities,
and is thus a joint table of the foregoing material, for ease of reference.

Table of the Twenty=four Varieties.

Attributes according to
Name of Deity. Arrangement
of Agni.
Padma. Hémadri,
1. Kesava . : . > ; ; : ; PSCG PSCG Omits.
2. Narayana . : : : : : : : SPGC SPGC . PSGC
5 R S L R e GCSP GCSP
4, Govinda . : ; ; : ; S - CGPS CGPS CGPS
5. Vishnu % ; : 3 ; : : : GPSC GPSC GPSC
(also SGPC,
?Krishna)
6. Madhusidana . ; P : . . z SCPG CSPG CSPG
U Tralisn ;" AR UPECS PGS PGSC
8. Vamana . 5 g 5 : ; : ; SCGP SCGP SCGP
9. Sridhara . ; : 5 - : . . | PCSar. S or GCPS PCES
PCGS
10. Hrishikeda . : 2 . : : : : GCPS PCGS GCPS
11. Padmanabha : > : ; : . . | = SPCG CPSG SPCGE
12. Damodara . ; ; : : ; . . PSGC PSGC PCGS
13. Vasudéva . ; 5 . : ? : : GSCP PCSG GSscp
14. Sankarshana ; : 5 : : : . GSPC GSPC GSPC
15. Pradyumna R : . : : : GCSP PSCG CSGP
16. Aniruddha . ; ; . ; : : CGSP CGSP CGSP
17. Purushottama . ot ; ; : : CPSG CPSG CPSG
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Attributes according to
Name of Deity. Arrangement
of Agni.
Padma. Hemad_ri.
18. Adhokshaja. : : : : . : : PGSC PGSC PGSC
19. Nrisimha . . : : . 5 5 - CPGS CPGS CPS—
20. Achyuta . . . ; 4 . . - GPCS GPCS GPCS
o1 Upsdia - oonis o0 v s L e i PGCS
22. Janardana . 3 3 : s : : : PCSG 30 PCSG
23. Hari : : : : . . 8 ; SPCG 5 SCPG
24. Krishna . 5 : : 5 : : 5 SGPC SGPC

To facilitate the identification of sculptures by their attributes, I further
append a list or table showing the several groups of these attributes in classes
according to the attribute held in the lower right hand. The order here as else-
where in this article is lower right, upper right, upper left, and lower left, so
that if we are trying to identify an unknown image in whose lower right hand
we see the conch, “8,” if this is followed by say the gada, the padma and
the chakra, in this order, we shall be able to identify it with Krishna, on the
authority of the Puranas.

Table for the Differentiation of Vishnu Images by their Attributes.
Groupr I.—Where the lower right hand holds the PADMA (lotus).

Attributes. Deity, Authority.
- PSCG . : ) i . | Kesava . 5 2 . . | A.andP.
BEOSw : : o || Trivikramay s : . | A.and P.
PGSC . . . : . | Trivikrama . . : Selkaly

PCSarnga S . . - . | Sridhara . - . . | A
PCGS . ; : . . | Sridhara T : . | A.and H.
BSGE g : : . | Narayana . ; . SRR
PCGS . . o : . | Hrishikesa . : . Sl e
PSGC . < : : . | Damodara . : : .| A.and P,
PCGS . . : 5 . | Damodara . - : ol

PCSG . 5 5 o . | Vasudéva 3 5 3 Al 1 2
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Attributes. Deity. Authority.
PSCG . Pradyumna P.
PGSC . Adhokshaja A., P.and H.
PGCS . Upéndra H.
PCSG . Janardana A. and H.

Group II.—Where the lower right hand holds

the SANKHA (conch).

Attributes. Deity. Authority.
SPGC . Narayana A. and P.
SCPG . Madhustidana A.
SCGP . Vamana A., P. and H.
SPCG . Padmanabha . A. and H.
SGCP . Upéndra A.
SPCG . Hari A.
SCPG . Hari i
- SGPC . Krishna A. and P.
SGPC . Vishnu . H.

Group III.—Where the lower right hand holds the GADA (mace).

Attributes. Deity. Authority.

GCSP . Madhava Ai, P. and H.

GPSC . Vishnu . A.,P.and H.

GCPS . Sridhara P|

GCPS . Hrishikata A.and H.

GSCP . Vasudeva A. and H.

GSPC . ¢ Sankarshana . A., P.and H.

GCSP . Pradyumna A

GRCSH - Achyuta A.,P.and H.
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Grovr IV.—Where the lower right hand holds the CHAKRA (discus or
wheel).

Attributes. Deity. Authority.
| ‘

CGPS . x X ; . | Govinda : ; s AP an deElS
CSPG . : 5 . . | Madhustidana 5 : SR and H:

CPSG . : ¢ : . | Padmanabha . : : B

CSGP . : 3 : . | Pradyumna . : : (L

CGSP . ¢ : . . | Aniruddha . . : S ATPRand H.
CPSG . 2 : : . | Purushottama > : | AL PlandiH:
CPGS . . s ; . | Nrisimha ; ; : s [ ASand B

CPS— § ; ; . | Nrisimha ; : : S HL

It would be interesting to apply these data as a test to the so-called
Vishnu images now in our collections, to determine how many of these varieties
are actually represented, and how many are (so far as our materials allow of
our determining), of purely schematic or literary currency. It is a surprising
fact that, under this test, the Indian Museum collection in Calcutta is found
to possess not a single image of the technically correct Vishnu assuch, and to
show a preponderance in favour of the formula PGCS, which, according to the
Puranas, is to be interpreted as Trivikrama (Plate VII, fig. a), or Upéndra,
according to Hemadri.

The only other forms which occur in the Indian Museum are Jandrdana
(PCSG) (Plate VII, fig. b), Adhckshaja (PGSC) (Plate VIII, fig. ¢), and Sridhara
(PCGR) (Plate VIII, fig. d), the last group being also identifiable as Hrishikésha
or Damodara according to the varying authorities.

B. B. BIDYABINOD.

‘8GPI—814—25 DGArchy.—10=2-20, 550
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Photo-engraved & printed at the Offices of the Survey of India, Calcutta, 1918,
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d. SRIDHARA.
(PCGS).

ADHOKSHAJA.
Photo-engraved & printed at the Offices of the Survey of India, Calentta, 1918
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