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PURANIC SAIVISM IN CEYLON
DURING THE POLONNARUWA
PERIOD

The origin of saivism can be traced back to a great

' antiquity. The materials provided by the finds in Mohenjodaro

and Harappa help to great extent to trace the origin of
Saivism. A few glimpses into Saivism can also be obtained
from the vedic literature. No doubt move information is
available from the Epics but the most profuse literary
records relating to saivism are the Puranas. Therefore, for
any fairly comprehensive and detailed statement on Saivism,
we have to depend mainly on them. The influence of the
Puranic ideas in the image /cult /and the temple can be
seen during the Polonnaruwa period.

The excavations at Polonnaruwa have brought to
light quite a good collection of Saiva bronze images. Further
an ancient Hindu Shrine designates as Siva Devale No. 2
has also been discovered. These belong to the period of the
Cola occupations in ceylon between the eleven year of Mahinda
V (A.D.993) and the conquest of that city by Vijayabahu I
in A.D. 1070.

The discoveries of the images were made by H.C.P.
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Bell and C.E Godakumbura. The discoveries of H.C.P. Bell g

have been discussed and catalogued and illustrated by Ananda
Coomarasamy. The images include: Siva as N:i'.raja 'The
Lord of Dance ', Parvati 'the Sakti of Siv.,6 Siva as
Somaskandamurthi, Nandin 'Siva's Sacred Bull, Candesvara,
Gnanasambandar, Appar, Sundaramurti and Manikkavacakar.
In 1960, C.E. Godakumbura discovered a collection of Saiva
bronzes which consisted of Siva as Nataraja, Siva, as
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\ as
N Sivakamasundari, Parvati, Ganesa, Candesvara, Sundaramurti }
§ and Karaikkal Ammaiyar. .

In 1916, Sir, P. Arunachalam delivered a lecture §
\ entitled "Polonnaruwa Bronzes, Siva worship and Symbolism.”
\ In this lecture he gives a brief account of the Saiva bronzes §
® discovered by H.C.P. Bell. Navaratnam's Ten Intiya Q
\ Sirpavativankal contains some of these bronzes. Cartman in §
N his work entitled Hinduism in Ceylon has made a
@ cursory mention of these images. Im 1961 C.E.
{ Godakumbra delivered a lecture on the images discovered §
\ by him. C.8. Navaratnam too has a few comments to make
) on these images. The other works do mot pay sufficient
) attention to these bronzes.

A detailed and an exhaustive treatment on the §
\ Puranic Saivism has been attempted by Kailasanatha Kurukkal §
in his thesis submitted to the University of Poona for the
¢ Degree of Doctor of Philosophy. This thesis deals with §
various cults associated with Siva and it contains much
\ useful information to our studies. It is regretted that this 3
 work has not been published. )

) The Vedas, the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas and the §
\ Upanisads do not give any positive clues to prove the
) existence of image worship or even the place of worship )
such as temples few references to cemples and image worship g
X are available only in the Sutra texts. No doubt the rise of the §
\ image worship formed the basis of the temple cult. Once the )
d cult of the temple became established along with the temple @
R worship, the new modes of worship such as yajna, tapas, {§
\ tirthas, stotras dhyana, became ore popular during the
) Puranic period. 3
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' As the fashioning of the various gods and goddesses have

} Polonnaruwa confirm the description of Siva in the Puranas. )

' The number of hands ascribed to Siva in generally four. His g
! neck bears a mark caused by the drinking of poison.

=

The dlscovery of the Siva Devalc No 2 and the
image points to the existence of the temple as a religious
institution. A brief study of the various Gods as treated in the
Puranas would give the necessary background for our study..

R
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been done in accordance with the picture of the deities as
presented in the Puranas, it would help to study the descrip-
tions of these deities in the Puranas.
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SIVA IN THE PURANAS

T

M

The manifestations of Siva in various forms have
been described in Puranas. The images discoverd in ¢

The Puranas describe Siva as the wearer of matted hair. His
hair is pictured as scattered or dishevelled. He possesses §
three eyes and the third eye is located on the forehead

Generally he is described as the wearer of skin
Usually the skins of elephant, lion and tiger are mentioned. §
He is often described as besmearing his body with ashes
Serpents constitute for the most part his ornaments. They
serve as bangles, armlets and girdle. The crescent moon: is
said to have decked the matted hair of Siva. Ganges is also
regarded as a special ormament. He is often described as
roaming about in the cemetery wearing the gariand of skulls.
Vrsabha is the chief vehicle. Kailasais his principal abode.

R T e G

Siva's personality is composed of two elements, one
male and the other female. The featurss of each sex are
evenly attributed . The physical features of ardhanarisvara
form is described in Matsya Purana.
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Siva is referred to as the 'god of
and Nartanasila are the epithets attributed in the Puranas. In
this connection, it should be noted that the representations of
Siva as the dancing god is more prominent in the Tamil land.
But the Puranas in Sanskrit provide the basis for this

' concepts of Siva

The representations of Siva Batukabhairavamurti and
Somaskandamurti too have a Puranic background. Siva is
mentioned as the god of destruction. But sometimes he is

 represented as the god of creation and preservation. He is

also said to perform the five - fold functions.

NATARAJAMURTI

Among the bronzes of Polonnaruwa which portray
the dance of Siva all except one portray the mystic dance of
Siva. The other form portrays Siva ina half - dancing - pose

 called Sandhyanrttamurti (Lord of twilight dance). It should

be noted that the Nataraja form is the favourits symbol of
Siva worship in South India and Ceylon. It is in the Tamil
Country that this dance had evolved so as to reach its
fullness. The best form can be seen in the sacred shrine at
Chidambaram. Parvati gets the name of Sivakamasundari
when she is with Nataraja.

The main characteristics of both this god and his
consort as represented in Nataraja images conform to the
Puranic descriptions. For instance, Siva wears matted hair, is
three eyed, wears a skin, carries Ganga and the crescent
moon, wears serpents for his ornaments and physical
features of Arthanarisvara form is represented in the images.
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The references to mystic dance of Siva represented

e

{0 1 s - - W
9 in the Nataraja bronzes can be seen in the hymns in Tamil )
¢ too. A work in Tamil speaks of a god who in his dancing ¢
} pose reveals himself as the five sacred letters which consti- §
Y tute the mantra par excellence of the Saivites.

‘5 The agamas conform to the Puranic ideals and men- §
; tion the various details relating to the construction, installa- g
{ tions and worship of Nataraja images.
J\l W

BATUKABEHAIRAVAMURTI

Often the Puranas refer to this terrible aspect of God g
Siva. Siva's bhairava form is connected in the Purana with §
several episodes. \

Brahma once became extremely haughty and re- §
garded himself as an equal of Siva because of his five g
faces. In order to make him realise his fault, Siva assumed ¢
the bhairava form and clipped off his fifth head. "

T e e e e e e

There is another puranic episode. According to it the
Q demon Andhaka oppressed the gods on the strength of the @
¢ boon which he had obtained from Brahma. Thereupon Siva §
\ assumed the bhairava form and killed the demon.

On the basis of such episodes mentioned above, §
) Siva is conceived, installed and worshiped as a dreadful god.
Q In practices, this image is assigned only a subordinate place
in the system of worship. At times he is identified with
) Siva. The place assigned to him in the temple is the area
\\ adjoining the outer gate. Moreover, he is considered as the
\ guardian of the temple. He has a dog as his vehicle and is §
always represented naked.

R R e e
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\ The details relating to the construction , installation
and worship of bhairava images have been given in the
J Agamas.

3 Among the Polonnaruwa finds there is only one ':‘f'
Y image of Siva as Batukabhairavamurti.

8 SIVA AS SOMASKANDAMURTI

\ This representation of Siva too has a Puranic back-
Y ground . The Puranas relate at several places how Siva and 3
Paravati went to Saravana when their son Kartikeya was §
X born. Siva and Uma took the child and embraced him. The
Qomaskandamurti presumably portrays this happy moment
while Siva and Uma enjoyed the company of Skanda. ¢

Y In this representation Siva is featured with a single
o face, Four arms, the right leg hanging down and the left one ¢
Q folded and laid on the seat. The figure is clad in a garment
\ of skin and Upavita. The god is represented as holding a
Y mrga and anaxe in his hands. The other two hands being in
d the abhaya and the varada poses. Skanda is shown in middle @

) Uma is represented with two arms, two eyes and two ;.
{ breasts. Her right leg is laid on the seat and the left one -;
\ hangs down. \

The Somaskanda group is always made of bronze §
\ and is regarded as an Utsava vigraha meant to be taken in N
\ procession. In temples of Siva,.this representation holds 2 @
¢ position second in importance to the central shrine (Mula §
§ vigraha). X
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Among the Polonnaruwa ﬁnds only two images of \
Siva in the Somaskanda group have been discovered. In one §
group Skanda is missing and in the other Uma and Skanda ¢

o o e e e T

e

‘E‘ are missing. The later group has other peculiarities when com \\'
) pared with other statues of Siva in this representation. This §
O status has the right leg poised up. Generally the facial
¢ features show excellence and the body of the figures are §
\ well proportioned. \
\ SAKTI IN THE PURANAS S
3 \
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The cult of Sakti or Mother Goddess can be traced
back to the Mohenjodaro period. Though in the Vedic texts, §
the worship of goddesses is mentioned, it is in the Puranas
Q she is regarded as supreme. They describe her as the most
Q powerful being and at the same time as the consort of Siva
\\ and therefore subordinate to him.

The Puranas speak of two distinct existences of the §
goddess. Earlier she was daughter of Daksa and later reborn §
as Parvati. In both the existence she had Siva as her §
husband . The wedding ceremony of Siva has been described
in detail. There are references in the Puranas according to
which she recognizes Siva as the highest godhead accord- §
ingly practices tapes in his honour. \

S

For the purpose of worship, Sakti is always featured
with a single head, two arms in one of which she wiclds a @
lotus. The other hand hangs down. This mode of portrayal of §
Sakti has been followed throughout the Polonnaruwa period §
which is interpreted as expression of subordinate nature of g
Sakti. Among the bronzes, we find the portrayals of Sakti as
Sivakami or Parvati.
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Ganesa occupies an important position in the religious §
ideology of the Saivites. All the religious rites begin with the
Q worship of this god. The immense capacity of Ganesa in
€ removing the obstacles has been emphasised in the Puranas. §
§ He is represented as the son of Gowri and as possessing the
head of elephant. He empowered by Siva to remove all the )
obstacles.

The worship of other deities too are allowed within )
the fold of Saivism. The elaborate worship of Siva does not
begin or end abruptly with the worship of Siva alone. The
 worship is always preceded by an invocation to Ganesa and
wound up with obeisance to Candesa.

In the Puranas, he is considered as an ancillary deity
of Siva and also as the leader of the Ganes. In temple §
o Musaka is chosen as his vehicle, he is figured with an )
¢ clephant head, four arms, three eyes and one tusk. Only one g
§ bronze image of Ganesa has been discovered.

{ SKANDA

X The worship of Skanda occupies a prominent position
' in South India and Ceylon. Skanda isregarded as the son of ¢
\ Siva . The Puranas describe him as a child. He is often
) worshipped as a child and also as hero endowed with youth

¢ and exquisite beauty. In South India and Ceylon he is termed Q

{ as Muruka . Among the Buddhists and Hindus he is the god §

par excellence. ¢ 8
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In Tamil texts he is described as the Lord of Kurinei.
Elaborate description of" Murukan can be seen in
Tirumurukarrupatai and Paripatal. The function of leading the
army of gods has been assigned to! hm in the puranas.

The Puranas present him as the possessor of six
heads and twelve arms. Sikhi or Mayura is' often mentiored
as his vehicle . Thus he is called Sikhivanaskanda (or
Mayuresa). He was brought up the six Krttikas and thus
received the name of Kartikeya. The six babies originally
born separately were welded together into one (Skanna) thus
the god received his name Skanda.

e e o

Skanda appeared to be a deity in whom were amal- \
gamated many legends and traditions. Various Puranic ac
counts have been contributed to the origin of this god.

The opposite picture of this god has been given in @
the Puranas. One portrays him as a bachelor god while the
other. presents him as a young hero married with two wives.
In Maharastra, Kartikeya is regarded as a bachelor god. But
in South India and Ceylon he is shown with two wives Valli
and Davasena.

The Agama and the Kurmaratantra have in confirmity @
with the Puranic portrayal of Skanda, prescribed the con- §
struction of the image of Skanda in various poses. Of these g
one portrays god with six faces and twelve arms. Provision 1s ¢
also madefor images with one head and fous;arms; <

§

Only one bronze of Slhlhivakanaskand;@ wi i*'1 one head
four arms has been discovered. N



_ Among the ancilliary deities, Nandin occupies a promi- §
) nent place. He is always represented with the features of a
Q bull. The Puranas refer to him as a great devotee and an g
{ attendant of Siva. He is empowered to discharge the §
\ functions of guarding the entrance of the abode of Siva.
Y Puranas give an elaborate description of Nandin's installation N
as the chief of the Ganas. He is also considered as the §

vehicle of Siva.

Only one bronze image of Nandin has been discov-

\ ered.

\
{ SAIVA SAINTS

The Puranas have made provision to set up images
Q for devotees. We have the carliest reference to the worship §
\ of Candesvara in the Sanskrit Puranas. Having this as the \
Yy precedence, the image of well known sixty three saints have
been constructed installed and worshipped in South India and
\ Ceylon. Among them the image of six saints have been
\ discovered at Polonnaruwa.

Certain characteristic features mark the particular )
: saints. For instance, Tirugnanasambandar is at once recog- \\
\ nized by symbols in his hands. Apparswamigal would be {
easily recognised by a staff with a triangular metallic piece )
} at its end (ulavaram) which had been used for removing @
( grass grown in temples. For, he had undertaken to do that §
\ service in all temples. Sundaramoorthy is portrayed in a §
bridegroom attire. Manikkavacakaswami is easily identified
§ by a leaf manuscript in his hand , matted hair and a garland !
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\ made of rudraksa beads. The image of Karakkal Ammaiyar
Y is recongnised by a demoness attire and that of Candesvara

by folded arms

In the Saiva rituals, these saints too occupy a
prominent place. But Candesvara is always worshipped at

Y the end of rituals. Candesvara helps the worshipers to enjoy
' fruits of their religious performances. Siva himself is said to

have declared that the worship offered to him would be

\ ineffective if due obeisance was not paid to Candesvara.
¢ The remnants of all that has been offered to Siva are
offered to Candesvara. It is believed that the god is always §
\ engaged in meditation on Siva. The Worshipers in order to §
) draw his attention clap their hands. Usually this image is

' installed in close proximity to the central shrine of the temple. "

TEMPLE.

It was during the Polonnaruwa period the art of \
| building temples had developed to a remarkable extent in

South India. The Colossal temples of South India and the tall
gopurams and pinnacles of the central shrines are distinctive

! representatives of the temple architecture in India.

The Colas constructed temples with granite stones.
They repaired as well as extended their structures. The kings
were not satisfied merely by building temples but also made
adequate provisions for their proper maintenance .

The definite references to the temples are ound only
in the Puranas. One Purana gives a descripticn o. a temple
built in favour of Siva by Visvakarma. It makes provisions for
Vimanas, gopurams and prakaras. The various styles of temple
structures such as Dravida, Nagara and Vesara have been
mentioned . According a very high place in the next world.

e e
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The Colas following the Puranic footsteps made a §
\ ramarkable contribution to the art of building temples in South §
Y India. In Ceylon too their influence can be clearly seen in
' Siva Devala No.2. The Siva Devale No.2 is the only §
\ monument which proves the existence of temple worship in
) the Polonnaruwa period. The temple is of granite and lime- )
stone. It conforms to the orthodox design and it is a g
\ grabhagrha, antarala, and adardhamandapa. There are also §
\ provisions for the shrines of various images. "

All these instances make us to a conclusion that the
@ Puranic ideas have influenced a great deal especially in the @
\ image cult and temple cult. It is clear that these bear §
testimony to the above conclusion
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