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Indian Art Images 
 
All of the slide descriptions except for “Shiva Nataraja” were prepared by Molly Schardt, for “Unity 
and Diversity in the Art of India,” A Teacher Workshop presented by the Education/Outreach 
Department, Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. 

 
Hindu 
Standing Vishnu; Mathura, Northern India, 
Kushan period, c. 4th century. (right) [compare 
with Standing Vishnu, Chola Dynasty, bronze, 
10th c.,  left.] 
 
One of the most important Hindu gods is Vishnu, 
the Preserver and sustainer of the universe. He is a 
kingly god and is always shown wearing an 
elaborate, high crown and heavy jewelry common to 
royalty. Vishnu also wears a long, fragrant flower 
garland. In his hands he carries objects which 
symbolize his powers. The two upper hands hold a 
conch shell and a lotus seed, while the lower ones 
hold a discus and a club. Little figures standing in 
front of these " attributes " are personifications of 
them –a discus-deity and a club-deity. 

 
This image from Mathura, in the spotted, dark-red sandstone typical of the area, was carved in the late 
3rd or early 4th century, at the close of the Kushan period. Besides the fact that it is a Hindu image, 
there are stylistic aspects of the sculpture that distinguish it from the Kushan period sculpture of 
Gandhara. Like the Pala Buddha (see slide 4) of a much later date, this figure is clothed in a thin 
garment that reveals the body beneath. The belted robe can only be seen at the neck, wrists and legs, 
but the artist was not interested in the weight and drape of the cloth. He was concerned with the human 
form revealed beneath it, not as a realistic representation, but simplified into idealized forms. 
 
The Kushans constructed many Buddhist monuments in the area around Mathura in north central 
India, at the same time as the Gandhara monasteries were being built and decorated. Paralleling these 
Buddhist monuments, Hindu temples were also being built. As some of the earliest images found 
display an already established iconography, it is probable that earlier images had been made in 
perishable materials. 
 

Vaishnavite Shrine; South India, Nayaka 
period, 16th-17th century (right)  
[Compare with relief panel (L) on 
Vishnu Temple at Deogarh, India, 6c] 
 
This ornately carved ivory shrine from 
southern India is dedicated to the god 
Vishnu. He is depicted in his reclining 
form, resting on the great five-headed 
serpent Sesha ("the durable") dreaming the 
re-creation of the world after its dissolution 
at the end of one of the great cosmic cycles. 
The god is shown with his usual high 
crown, jewels, and long flower garland. He 
holds no attributes in his two hands, but the 
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position of his right hand under his head is indicative of this form of Vishnu called Ranganatha who 
was especially popular in South India during the Nayaka period (16th-17th centuries). Surrounding the 
central image are several smaller images of Vishnu holding two of his attributes, the conch and the 
lotus, in two of his four hands. The most prominent of these images is above the niche, standing 
between two lovingly modeled elephant heads. Three more images of Vishnu are in the lower panel, 
and two are around the corner on the sides of the shrine. 
 
As a whole, the shrine represents a South India temple gateway (a gopuram), with the roof form, 
architectural ornaments, and sculptural niches. It appears as a sculpture of a sculpture. Here the god 
barely fits in the niche provided for him; his feet push against one side and his crown almost touches 
the opposite side. There is no room for his consort Lakshmi who usually sits massaging his feet in a 
wifely gesture of respect and adoration. The two goddesses who appear between Vishnu images in the 
lower panel may represent the two consorts Lakshmi and Bhumi. A sixth figure in this group, a 
standing figure with a garland or bouquet of flowers, may be a donor.  
 
Ivory, from the tusks of elephants, was a luxury material that had been used for precious objects at 
least as early as the 1st century B.C. This exceptionally large piece was not only exquisitely carved, 
but traces of polychrome show that it was originally painted, at least in part, with bright colors. 
 
"Durga Worshipped by the Hindu Triad" 
Kashmir, North India, Late 19th century 
 
In this little painting from Kashmir in far northern 
India we meet the full Hindu triad (or Trimurti)—
Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva—the three forms of 
Brahman, the one ultimate godhead of Hinduism. 
They are depicted worshipping Durga, one of the 
forms of the Great Goddess, the feminine spirit as it 
exists in itself, not as the consort of any god. The 
three gods stand at the left side of the composition, in 
balance to the multi-armed image of the goddess who appears floating on a lotus blossom. The setting 
is minimal; the green ground extends from the bottom to a curved horizon near the top of the page.  
The whole is surrounded by dotted and floral borders. Kashmir is the northernmost state in India and, 
therefore, the most removed from the tradition of court painting. This painting is fresh and folk-like in 
its directness and simplicity. 
 
The gods stand in a simple row, barely overlapping each other. Brahma is first in line, closest to the 
goddess. He is the Creator, the most senior and regal of the gods. He has four faces in order to see in 
all of the four directions at once. His four hands are paired and are shown in anjali mudra, the gesture 
of prayer and adoration. Behind him stands Vishnu, the Preserver, blue in color and wearing a crown, 
jewels, and flower garland. At the right is Shiva, the Destroyer, the ascetic god, shown wearing a tiger 
skin, and a crescent moon in his piled-up, matted hair. He is fair-skinned because he often coats his 
body with ashes. The river Ganges is shown as it descended to earth through Shiva's hair.  
 
The scene may illustrate a simple act of worship of the goddess, but it probably also refers to the time 
when the earth was being ravished by the demon Mahisha, who through prayer and practice had 
received boons from the gods that made him invulnerable to any and all of them. The earth, the 
people, and even the minor gods and goddesses were being terrorized by this demon's evil force, so 
they begged the gods to help. At this the gods gathered to try to come up with a form of power that the 
demon had not already made himself immune to, that would be able to conquer him. As they 
concentrated together, the many-armed goddess suddenly appeared floating before them. She 
requested that they all give her their weapons so she could confront Mahisha with all their separate 
strengths focused through her being. 
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Left: Durga Mahishasuramardini (Slayer of the 
Buffalo Demon Mahisha), Tamil Nadu, South India, 
Early Chola period, 1lth century [Compare with 
Durga in the act of killing Mahisha in the 15th c. 
piece from the Indian state of Orissa, right.] 
 
Several iconographic schemes were developed for 
representing the formidable goddess Durga (the 
"unassailable," the "unconquerable one ") vanquishing 
the demon Mahisha, from scenes of active combat, to 
the tranquil state depicted here after the deed had been 
done. Durga stands with her weight slightly shifted to 
the left leg which rests upon the head of the buffalo 
demon, calmly and gracefully showing herself to her 
worshippers. Zimmer describes her: "she makes herself 

manifest to the eyes of her devotees in an attitude of almost complete repose, expressing, as it were, 
her timeless superiority to the demonic self-centered forces that for a brief spell of some millennia 
have been disturbing the harmony of the cosmic order. " Of the three states of being, the gunas, Durga 
here represents that of sattva, static manifestation or potent beingness. She no longer brandishes the 
weapons bestowed upon her by the gods; her arms and those attributes are held close to her body, 
withdrawn from activity. 
 
We can see in her left hands she holds Shiva's trident, Vishnu's discus, a sword, and in the outstretched 
hand probably a lotus (broken off). In her right hands are Vishnu's conch shell, Vayu's bow, and a 
shield. A bird perches on her lowered left hand. Durga is regally bedecked in a high crown and heavy 
earrings. 
 
This is a South Indian image from the late Chola period (c. 13th century). The hard, coarse granite 
stone is conducive to soft, subtle modeling. The more naturalistic body and elongated forms are 
representative of southern sculptural style. The image type also is a southern invention where it often 
appears in a niche on the north side of a temple to indicate victory in the spiritual quest. Durga has 
been victorious not only over ignorance and self-delusion, but over death itself. 
 
Sarasvati, Goddess Of Learning and Music; South India, 19th-20th century 
 
There are many goddesses in the Indian pantheon. Unlike Durga, most are 
associated with one or more of the male gods as consort but have a realm of 
activity of their own. Sarasvati is goddess of wisdom and all the creative arts, 
especially poetry, music, science, and learning. In ancient times she was 
associated with the Sarasvati River which comes out of the Himalayas to the 
West and was identified with the early Aryan rituals and hymns performed on 
its banks. This led to her identification with Vach, the goddess of speech and 
inventor of Sanskrit. She is the consort of Brahma and also sometimes of 
Vishnu. 
 
In this carved wood image from South India, she is depicted in a more modern 
day sari along with the profusion of jewelry and a crown associated with most 
god and goddess images. She is seated on a lotus throne with her elevated right 
leg crossed over her left knee, accompanied by her vehicle, the peacock, and two female attendants 
waving chauris, or fly whisks. Behind her is a luxurious tree-like halo with numerous birds. The 
stringed instrument in her hands is called a vina and, like the pipa of China and lute of the west, is 
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derived from the ancient Persian lute. In her other two hands she holds a palm-leaf book of scripture (a 
narrow rectangular object) and prayer beads. These attributes are also those of Brahma. 
 
Sarasvati is a much loved and easily accessible goddess. In praying, Indians often start with an 
invocation to Sarasvati: "Om Sarasvati swaha " meaning "Oh Goddess Sarasvati hear my prayers." As 
the goddess of learning, she is prayed to by students especially on her special holy day when she is 
given special tribute and invoked to bless the students' books, pens, and notebooks. 
 
Dancing Ganesha; Central India, c. l0th century 
 
This image from a temple wall niche shows Ganesha dancing to the 
accompaniment of flutes and drums, one of the most delightful of all 
the forms of this irresistible god. In the medieval Central Indian style, 
the scene is crowded with subsidiary figures so you have to look 
closely to find all the hands and attributes. Some of his right hands 
are in dance postures, one holds an axe, and several are broken. His 
lower left hand is in the varada, or "gift giving" mudra. One hand 
holds a bowl of sweets and another his broken tusk. The god is 
bedecked with a modest amount of jewelry including a regal diadem. 
He is corpulent but graceful, dignified but also laughable. 
 
The subsidiary figures include drummers on the far edges, (a 
common Indian drum is tapered and cylindrical, worn with a strap over the head and beaten on both 
ends with the hands), a flute player near Ganesha's left foot, and a worshipper on the lower left. As 
usual, he's got his trunk in the sweets. Even animal (or animal-headed) gods may have other animals 
associated with them.  Ganesha has the rat for his vehicle, here lightly etched on the base of the 
sculpture, and he often wears a snake around his middle; here it is draped over his left shoulder. Indian 
religious thinkers recognize that animals carry vitally important spiritual energy for the universe and in 
the human psyche. Thus, they play an important role in religious art and iconography. Not only do 
animals serve as supports for the gods, but some gods are part animal, part human. Several of Vishnu's 
early incarnations were as animals: a fish, a tortoise, a boar, and a man-lion. Perhaps Ganesha, the 
elephant-headed god, is the most popular god in India. The name Ganesha means lord (ishvara) of the 
ganas (the dwarfs or gnomes who guard the wealth and wisdom of the earth).  
 
Like Sarasvati, Ganesha is a very accessible, and readily helpful god. All temple worship and probably 
most prayers begin with an invocation to Ganesha. Iconographically, Ganesha is usually represented at 
the entrance to the ritual area or the path of circumambulation. He is known as the remover of 
obstacles. His jovial, candy-loving, big-hearted nature allays ones fears and inhibitions which are 
some of the biggest obstacles to progress. 
 
Shiva Somaskanda (with Parvati and Skanda), South India, 
Late Chola-Early Vijayanagar dynasty, late 13-14th century 
This representation of Shiva shows the god sitting informally 
with his wife Parvati and their son Skanda. Made of bronze, its 
forms are freer and more fluid than those of the stone images, 
although it is modeled after them and follows the same canons of 
proportion and iconography. While still maintaining some of the 
slenderness and supple naturalism of Pallava and Chola style, the 
broad shoulders, full forms, and crisply modeled features 
demonstrate the influence of the style of the Deccan. Typically 
the relationship between the images is hierarchical with Shiva 
substantially larger than Parvati, and their standing child considerably smaller. The god and goddess 
wear necklaces, armbands, bracelets, anklets, and girdles but are not over-burdened with jewels. Shiva, 
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the ascetic, does not wear a crown but has some ornaments in his matted hair, including the crescent 
moon, datura flower, and snake which symbolize his lunar- and earth-centered spirituality. Holding the 
axe and leaping deer, he is here in his form of Lord of the Beasts. His other hands are in the abhaya 
(fear not) and the varada (gift giving) mudras. Parvati's left hand is also in the gift bestowing gesture 
while the gesture of her right hand, kataka mudra, indicates the holding of a flower. Little Skanda, the 
future warrior Karttikeya, stands between them with his hands raised holding lotus buds. The tenons 
on the sides may have held a halo of some kind. 
 
South Indian temple art included bronze images of the gods that could be taken out of the temple 
proper on special occasions and carried in processions and in circumambulations of the shrine where 
they could view and be viewed by the worshippers, a beneficial act called Darshan. The images were 
pulled in open carts by the devotees. Individual images were cast, but frequently the bronzes were 
made in sets or groups of images, such as this grouping of the Shaivite family. In this portable form, 
the god was seen as a proxy for the immoveable god residing in the sanctum. This bronze piece would 
have been carried by means of the handles and holes in its base. At such times the figures would be 
draped in silk or cotton garments, jewelry, and perhaps flower garlands. 
 
There are some early Pallava bronze images, but the major flourishing of bronze art in the south 
occurred in the Chola dynasty, particularly from the late l0th century on…. Certainly the making of 
bronze images indicates an affluent period and relatively peaceful time which allowed use of the 
precious metal resources to be diverted from coinage and weapons…. Bronze casters used the lost wax 
method: a model was made with wax; this was coated with clay to make a mold; the wax model 
melted out and molten bronze (a mix of five metals in South India) poured in to form the image. In the 
south the images were made of solid bronze while in the north they were hollow. 
 
Shiva Nataraja, Chola Dynasty, bronze, 10th c., Art Institute 
of Chicago. 
 
Shown here above a stylized lotus base in his awe-inspiring role 
of Nataraja (Lord of the Dance), Shiva is simultaneously 
destroying and recreating the earth at the end of one of the great 
cosmic cycles.  In his upper left hand, he holds a flame, symbol 
of destruction and purification, which leaps out and encircles 
him as he dances the wild dance of destruction.  His matted hair, 
usually piled on top of his head, has come undone and flies out 
around him, ending in cobra heads.  His upper right hand holds 
the narrow-waisted drum with which he beats the rhythm of the 
dance.  The drum also symbolizes creation itself, since ether, 
thought to be the prime substance, is associated with sound.  The 
solid ring within the circle of flames represents the new creation.  
In spite of his furious dance, Shiva’s face is utterly calm, and his lower right hand is raised in the “do 
not fear” mudra, reassuring his worshippers that all is well.  His right foot dances atop the Dwarf of 
Ignorance and Illusion, and his lower left hand points gracefully down to his raised left foot, pointing 
out to his devotees that he has transcended worldly illusion.  Other attributes of Shiva include the 
cobra wrapped around his lower left hand and the tiny goddess Ganga, representing the Ganges River.  
(When people needed the river, the gods knew its force would cause great destruction to the earth 
when it poured down from heaven, so Shiva volunteered to absorb its force by allowing it to pour onto 
his matted hair before it flowed onto the earth.) 
 
Shiva’s sensual gestures and movements, along with the balanced grace of his form and his distinctly 
Indian body-type, cause many first-time Western viewers to assume this figure is female.  Stylistically, 
the perfect Indian male body is idealized not with the muscle definition of the Western ideal male 
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type, but with the smoother, seamless volumes and calm countenance of the Indian form representing 
the belief that true power comes from an inner, spiritual force, rather than from outer physical form.   
 
Buddhist 
Standing Buddha; Gandhara, Northeast Pakistan, Kushan period, 2nd-3rd 
century 
 
Some of the earliest images of the Buddha were made in the northernmost part of 
ancient India, in an area that was called Gandhara, now part of modern 
Afghanistan. Because Greek and Roman colonies had existed in Gandhara after 
the invasion of Alexander the Great in the fourth century B.C., Buddha sculptures 
from there resemble Greek or Roman statues. Although this sculpture was made 
several centuries later when the area was ruled by semi-nomadic steppe people 
from the northwest of China called the Kushans, artists there still worked in a 
modified Greco/Roman style.  
 
We know this statue is of the Buddha by the topknot on his head (his ushnisha), 
the spot between his eyes (his urna), and his long, pierced earlobes that once held rich, heavy jewelry. 
The halo behind him indicates his divinity. He wears a simple garment similar to a Roman toga, a 
large piece of heavy cloth draped over both shoulders that falls in pleats to his mid calf. The figure 
stands in a gentle contrapposto pose with the weight on his left leg and the bent right knee barely 
visible beneath the robe. Also characteristic of Gandharan style, the face is strong, modeled in crisply 
cut features. The halo may be based on Iranian prototypes. 
 
Gandhara was an area of multiple international contacts. The Chinese had sent expeditions into 
Central Asia to enlist the aid of the Kushans, known to them as the Yueh Chih, in battling the Huns on 
the northern border of China. Having been exposed to Buddhism though contact with the Kushans, the 
Chinese returned home, helping to spread Buddhism through Central Asia and into China. 

 
Carved stone relief of the Buddha with Yashoda and 
Rahula, Gandhara, Northeast Pakistan, 3rd century 
This small relief sculpture, also from Gandhara, 
illustrates a scene from the life of the Buddha shortly 
after his enlightenment. Here we see a frontal view of 
the Buddha seated cross-legged on a platform in a 
meditation pose; his heavy monk's robe falls over his 
knees and his hands are held in the gesture meaning 
"fear not" (abhaya mudra), the lesson the Buddha was 
teaching. Yasoda is on his right (the left side of the 
scene). She twists her body to gaze at the Buddha while 

holding Rahula, who is perched on her lap, out towards a female servant who is about to cut his hair 
with a large curved knife. Another maidservant holds a jar of water for ablution. The story continues 
on the right side of the composition where a standing monk welcomes the young boy into the order. 
Rahula, on bended knee, raises his hands in prayerful greeting (anjali mudra) towards his elder. 
 
Narrative, realistic images were popular in this area. Stories from the life of the Buddha were told and 
illustrated in an almost journalistic way. Although particular events or stories were chosen and were 
depicted with a set iconography, at the same time the settings, costumes, and poses of the figures 
generally are naturalistic and document the local customs of the time. Expressions of religious content 
were made in the iconography and scale of the figures, with the Buddha shown larger than ordinary 
people.  
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Many of these narrative panels were produced in the Buddhist art of the northern Kushan domain. 
They were placed on stair risers, the plinths, and the drum bases of stupas to be II read II by 
worshippers as they performed the ritual of circumambulating (walking around) the holy monument. 
These northerners preferred the concrete stories of the Buddha ‘s life to the more speculative, 
metaphysical, philosophical approach of the Indic mind. 
 
Stele of the Earth- Touching Buddha; Bihar, Northeast India, Pala period, c. 9th century 
 
Further south in India, in the area around modern-day Delhi, another 
style of Buddhist art had evolved. Following a manner begun in the 
2nd and 3rd centuries under the Kushans in their southern capitol at 
Mathura, and further developed in the east at Sarnath in the Gupta 
period (4th-6th centuries), this Pala period image reflects this different, 
the Indic, point of view. The human image is abstracted and idealized, 
and not realistically rendered as in Gandhara (see 2 previous images). 
The robe is thin and transparent, clinging tightly to the body as if it 
were wet, revealing the form of the idealized body beneath, and it is 
visible only at the ankles and over his left wrist, and from the pleated 
end draped over his left shoulder. Although the body is thus more 
revealed it is less bound to the natural world than its Gandharan 
predecessor; the muscles have been smoothed over, the parts 
seamlessly joined. The body is, in fact, created from idealized parts. 
The Indian artist looked at the magnificence of the natural world 
around him and extracted elements he thought best expressed certain 
qualities like power, flexibility, or grace. So he said that the ideal torso 
should be like that of a lion, the shoulder and arm like an elephant's 
trunk, and the downcast eye curved like a lotus petal. 
 
As we saw on the Gandhara Buddha, there are marks that indicate the Buddha's special status. On this 
image, besides the ushnisha, urna, and long earlobes, the Buddha has webbed fingers and imprints of 
the wheel of the law {symbol for the teachings) on the soles of his feet and the palms of his hands. 
Hand gestures (mudras) are visual clues or symbols that identify the activity of a religious figure. 
Notice that the Buddha has one hand in his lap with the palm up in the gesture of meditation. The 
other hand is held down over his knee and touches the ground, or pedestal, on which he sits; this is 
called the earth-touching mudra. It indicates the moment of the Buddha's enlightenment. 
Challenged by the demon Mara to prove that he was entitled to become enlightened, the Buddha 
touched the ground, calling upon Mother Earth to be his witness, which she did. This great moment in 
the Buddha's life happened when he was sitting under a Bodhi {enlightenment) tree which is indicated 
here by the branches of heart-shaped leaves above his head. 
 
Behind the Buddha is a perfectly round halo, bordered by the softly rounded forms of twisted strands 
of pearls and curling vegetation, expressions of India's lush beauty and abundance. The architecturally 
bejewelled throne is ornamented with a carved pair of rampant horned lions spouting pearls. The 
Buddha, called "the Lion of the Shakya clan," sits on a "lion throne" symbolized by the two lions at 
the base. The urgency and power of his teaching was also sometimes likened to the “roar of the lion." 
The donor of the stele is shown as a devotee to the right of the lions, gazing up at the Buddha with 
hands in anjali mudra. 
 
All of this symbolism has been integrated into a very satisfying and naturalistic image. Pala style 
preserves the classic forms and proportions of the Gupta style and enriches it with fine, but not 
overwhelming, detail. The dark chlorite of the region permitted the smooth polish and fine detail work.  


