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PREFACE 

Among all the early images discovered in Bengal, those of the Sun god numerically, 

occupy a position second to that of Vi~~~u alone This clearly shows that the Sun god had 

been one of the most popular deities in this part of the country in early centuries. However, 

it is surprising to notice that the Sun-cult of Early Bengal has not received its due attention 

as is given to other cults. No individual study of the solar cult in Bengal has been done so 

far, though a few articles have appeared on some of its different aspects here and there. The 

materials for the study of the Sun-cult still lie hidden in the original sources as well as 

scattered in innumerable journals. Hence. I have been tempted to tread on this almost 

untrodden field. 

The present study on 'Sun worship and Sun- images in Early Bengal' is the result of 

quite a few years of an extensive library work and comprehensive field survey that l had 

painstakingly undertaken. It covers a long period from the pre-Aryan stage of Bengal history 

to the end of the ancient period i.e. 1 i 11 -13 111 centuries A.D. However. the continuance of the 

Sun worship in present times at the folk level has also been discussed . 

The present thesis has been completed under the able guidance and supervision of 

Dr. Pranab Kumar Bhattacharya. Ex-Jadunath Sarkar Professor of History. University of 

North Bengal and Dr. Shyamal Ch. Guha Roy. Reader in History. Siliguri College. 

Darjeeling. It was Dr. Bhattacharya who for the 1irst time highlighted the importance of this 

area of research to me, evinced a keen interest in the subject and guided me for almost the 

entire span of my research before his retirement. I am deeply beholden to both of them for 

all the guidance and help that they had so kindly given. 



In the completion of the present thesis, I am indebted to a large number of scholars 

of India and abroad. Among them I must mention the names of Late Prof. Kalyan Kumar 

Ganguly (Calcutta), Late Prof. Kalyan Kumar Dasgupta (Calcutta), Prof. Bratindra Nath 

Mukherjee (Calcutta), Prof. T. K. Roychoudhury (North Bengal University), Prof. Bhaskar 

Chattopadhyay (Burdwan University), Prof. V. C. Srivastava (Benaras Hindu University), 

Prof. L. P Pandey (Himachal Pradesh University), Prof. Shahanara Hussain (Rajshahi 

University), Late Dr. Mukhlesur Rahaman (Formerly Director, Varendra Research Museum, 

Rajshahi), Dr. Enamul Hoque (Formerly Director-General, Bangladesh National Museum), 

Dr. Kunal Chakravorty (Jawaharlal Nehru University) and Dr. S. N. Kundu (Burdwan) for 

their valuable suggestions and other academic help extended so kindly to me whenever I had 

approached them. 

I am also grateful to Prof. Lmajuddin Ahmed (l·ormerly Pro- Vice-Chancellor. 

University of Dhaka), Md. Shahajahan (Project Director. Technical Education. Bangladesh). 

Md. Mozahar Hossain (Formerly Chief Engineer. Rajshahi University) and Late Prof. 

Santosh Kumar Basu, formerly Curator of the Ashutosh Museum of Indian An. Calcutta 

University for their help and encouragement. Last but not the least,! express a sense of 

belonging with my friend Dr. Dilip Kumar Sarkar. Controller of Examinations. North 

Bengal University for his untiring inspiration for the completion of the research-work I had 

undertaken nearly a decade back. 

I am indeed extremely grateful to the authorities and staff of the Asiatic Society's 

Library, National Library, Calcutta University Library. Bangiya Sahitya Parisad Library, 

Indian Museum Library, National Museum Library. North Bengal University Library etc. 

for the required academic help. I have extensively made use of outstanding objects from 
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different museums. In course of my investigation of these objects, I have examined the 

collections of the Varendra Research Museum (Rajshahi), Bangladesh National Museum 

(Dhaka), Ashutosh Museum of Indian Art (Calcutta University), Directorate of 

Archaeology (West Bengal), Tamluk Museum and Research Centre (Midnapore), A. K. 

M. Museum (North Bengal University), Maida Museum (Maida), Balurghat College 

Museum, Dinajpur District Library and lots of other smaller museums in India and 

Bangladesh. I am extremely grateful to the authorities of these museums and collections 

for allowing me so kindly to study such materials. 

Lastly, with a sense of respect and love I remember my wife Chandralekha and 

my son Chandrajoy for ungrudgingly facing the hard times with or without me and 

constantly inspiring me to finish this hard task. 

Dow Hill School Qrts. £n J;~~ S'CW\~ 
Kurseong ( Bijoy Kumar Sarkar) 

Darjeeling 

30 November, 2004 
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CHAPTER- I 

INTRODUCTION 

The cultural life of India through the ages has been dominated by its preoccupation 

with the pursuit of religious values. The earliest inhabitants of India might have had their 

own religious system. The advent of the Aryans brought new streams of religious thought. 

Thereafter the BrahmaQ.ical religion had taken deep roots in the minds of the Indian people. 

Many and various forces of nature were duly personified as gods and goddesses and their 

worship formed an important aspect of the Vedic or Brahmm,1ical religion. Centering round 

the Brahmm;tical deities., there developed ditferent cults at different times. Sun worship is 

one of such cults. The fundamental facts that the Sun is the creator of day and night , and 

by being the source of light and heat on the earth. is the creator of life. and producer of 

food and vegetation, must have impressed the human mind from very early times. 

A. S. Geden has rightly pointed out in the Enc:vclopaedia o(Relir;ion and Ethics 1 

that Solar worship has been described as the real religion of India. Sun worship in India 

can be traced as early as the Neolithic period with the dawn of the farming economy. The 

deep sense of reverence for the beneficial qualities of the Sun led to its representation in 

symbolic forms on prehistoric and protohistoric (Indus Valley Culture) objects. 

In the Vedic tradition, the Sun was worshipped under various forms and names 

such as Siirya, Savitr, Mitra, Vi~QU, Pii~an. Vivasvat, Bhaga and Aryaman. Most of these 

deities along with a few others came to form a group of divinities under the name of 

Adityas. Some gods and goddesses of the solar family were invoked in the /jgveda and 



worshipped either in natural form or by means of symbols and fetishes or by meditation. 

The Later Vedic age continued the worship of the atmospheric Sun under various names 

and aspects. The Riimiiym;za and the Mahiibhiirata also inform about the growing 

popularity of Sun worship in the period of their composition. The geographical extensio~ 

of the Sun-cult appears to have been the whole of northern India. The Sun was generally 

being represented, as noted earlier, by means of various symbols before the development 

of the solar cult. Surya, however, appeared in human form from an early period in Indian 

history. From the early centuries of the Christian era, the north Indian form of the Sun-Cult 

was greatly oriented by the Iranian Sun-worshippers - Magi. In course of time, these Maga 

BrahmaQ.as spread in large numbers from northwestern India to eastern India as is known 

from Govindapur (Bihar) Inscription dated 1137 A.D. 2
. It was mainly in the efforts of these 

Sun-priests known here as Acaryas that Sun worship came to be highly popular in eastern 

India. The early Surya -images seldom fail to show the alien features like long tunic. waist

girdle and boots. However, gradual Indianisation of these traits and emphasis on Indian 

elements like lotus appear to have begun from the Gupta period. The beautifully-carved 

images of the Sun were dedicated and installed in temples. The late PuraQ.as, specially the 

upa-PuraQ.as
3

, shed much light on the Sun-cult of the early medieval period. After the 

Guptas, many dynasties of different parts or India patronized the Sun-cult, perhaps for the 

kingly role of the Sun in heaven. Even the officers. merchants, scholars. fighters, cloth

weavers etc. became the votaries of the solar cult4
. 

It is evident that Sun worship began in India from a very early time and continued 

to gain popularity in different parts of India at different times. However, it is remarkable 

that in the eastern part of India, especially in Bengal and its adjoining areas, it became 

2 



highly popular. In the Ar<$eya Upani~ad (41
h Century B.C.), the PUQ.sfras and Suhmas who 

were undoubtedly the inhabitants of Bengal, have been described as the Sun worshipping 

tribes. Quite a number ofterracotta Sun-images in the pre-Gupta times, even as early as the 

Maurya-Suilga period, have been found from lower Bengal. Numerous icons of the 

divinity belonging to the Gupta period have also been procured from various parts of the 

province. The Vardhana dynasty ofThanesvar was a great devotee ofthe Sun as is evident 

by the epithet Paramadityabhaktab applied to three ancestors of Har~a - Rajyavardhan, 

Adityavardhana and Prabhakaravardhana- in the Sonepat copper plate inscription5
. 

References to the worship of the god in the inscriptions of the 5th. 6th and ih centuries 

A.D. are numerous. According to a tradition preserved among a section of the Grahavipras 

(Sakadvipf). Sasanka brought twelve BrahmaJ;las living on the bank of the Sarayu for 

worshipping the Sun in order to treat an incurable disease which was, however, cured. 6 

The Pala kings. though Buddhists, were not hostile to BrahmaJ;lical religion in any way: 

rather. they encouraged it in various ways. Dharmapala is said to have claimed their 

descent from the solar race. 7 Sun-images of the Pala period have also been found in large 

numbers. The Sena kings were strong advocates of the orthodox BrahmaQical faith and 

helped it to attain the position of supremacy in Bengal. Sun worship continued in this 

period too. Number of the Surya-images belonging to the Sena period is considerably 

large. Visvarupasena and Suryasena of the Sena dynasty were devout Sun-worshippers. 

They call themselves Paramasaura, indicating the existence of a separate Sun-sect. 

A number of contributions have been made by the eminent scholars to the isolated 

problems relating to Sun-images. Among some earlier works, which are general in nature, 

the following deserve special mention : K.K. Ganguli, Some Aspects of Sun Worship in 
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Ancient India, Calcutta,l965; L. P. Pandey, Sun-Worship in Ancient India, Delhi,1971; V. 

C. Srivastava, Sun-Worship in Ancient India, Allahabad,1972; Ashutosh Bhattacharya, The 

Sun and the Serpent Lore of Bengal, Calcutta,l977; A. C. Dass, Sun-worship in Indo

Aryan Religion and Mythology, Delhi, 1984; D. P. Pandey, Surya: Iconographical Study of 

the Indian Sun god, Delhi, 1989; A.B. Saran & Gyan Pandey, Sun-worship in India, New 

Delhi, 1992. Sun worship and Sun images have also been discussed to some extent in a 

number of scholarly works such as: R. D. Banetji, Eastern Indian School of Medieval 

Sculpture, Delhi , 1933; S. K. Saraswati, Early Sculpture of Bengal, University of Calcutta, 

1937; R.C. Majumdar (Ed.), The History of Bengal, Vol. I. Dacca. 1943; J. N. Banerjea, 

Development of Hindu Iconography, Calcutta, 1956; T. N. Chakraborty, Some A!)pects of 

Religious L[le in Bengal, Calcutta University. 1957; K.C. Sarkar, The Sculpture ofAncient 

Varendra. Varendra Research Museum. Rajshahi, 1963; J. N. Banerjea. Paficopasana. 

Calcutta, 1970; R. C. Majumdar, History o( Ancient Bengal. Calcutta, 1971; Rajatbaran 

Dattaray: Vedicism in Ancient Bengal. Calcutta. 1974; Nihar Ranjan, Ray, Bangallr 

ltihiis (AdzjJarva), Reprinted. Calcutta. 1359 B.S.: P.K. Bhattacharya, Iconography ol 

Sculptures, Akshaya Kumar Maitreya Museum. Darjeeling. 1983; Rama Chatterjee. 

Religion in Bengal, Calcutta. 1985: A. K. M. S. Alam . . \·culptural Art o( Bangladesh. 

Dhaka.l985; R. K. Tripathi. Social and ReliKious A\pects in Bengal Inscription, 

Calcutta,1987; Enamul Hoque. Bengal Sculpture. Hindu Iconography up to C. 1250 A.D .. 

Dhaka, 1992; S. N. Kundu, Pracln Vange Paurcu;tik Dharma 0 Devabhavanif (in Bengali). 

Burdwan University, Burdwan , 1996; Sakti Kali Basu Development of Iconography in 

Pre-Gupta Vanga, Calcutta, 2004. In this connection, it may be mentioned here that there 
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is hardly any attempt so far made of a comprehensive work delineating different aspects of 

the Sunc.worship in the area under study and its related problems. 

We are, however, fortunate enough to have a large number of original sources for 

our study. Among these we may, at first, mention the Vedas like IJ.gveda, Siimaveda, 

Yajurveda and Atharvaveda and other Samhitas like Viijasaneyi, Maitriiym;zi, Taittirfya 

etc.; Brahma.Qas like Aitareya, Gopatha, Kausztaki, Satapatha, Paficavimsa, Siimavidhiina, 

Taittirfya etc.; Upani~ads such as Taittirfya, Maitrf, Chiindogya, Brhadiiraf)yaka, 

; - -
Kausflaki, Svetiisvatara~ Grhyasiitras like Apastamba, Asvaliiyana, Gobhila, Khiidira, 

Hirat;tyakdin, Miinava, Paraskara, Siinkhiiyana etc; Dharmasutras like Baudhayiina. 

Gautama etc : Two Epics - Riimiiyaf)a and Mahiibhiirata; Purfu;las like Viiyu, Vi.p;IU, 

Afarkm:ujeya, Brahma'}ga. Matsya, Bhavi~ya, Skanda. Samha, Agni. Saura. Brhaddharma. 

Hrahmavaivarta. Vi.p:zudharmottara: Tantras such as Guhya Samaja Tantra. Saradii!ilaka, 

Sadhanamiila, Saundarya-mala etc: Smrtis like Manu and Yajiiaralkya; different 

,\'ilpa.<:astras and works like Brhat ,)'wnhita, Aryasapta.\'atl. Dharma Puja Vidhana. 

Kryaktu;ujavaridhi, Pavana-duta. Ramacarita, Sadukti-kan:zamrta. Subha~·ita-ratnako~·a 

and the Kulqji texts. The archeological sources like inscriptions. coins. amulets, seals and 

sculptural pieces that are discovered from different parts of Bengal again supply us 

information, which are no less important 

It is interesting to notice in this connection that the worship of the Sun became 

popular in early centuries in the territory of Kamarupa Pragjyoti~a. In the Gauhati Grant of 

Indrapala, we have an expression Aditya-bha{{iiraka, which Hoemle takes to mean 'Holy 

Adityas' (i.e. Sun god).8 Among the ruins of Tezpur (61
h century A.D.) are remnants, 

according toR. D. Banerjee, 'of a gigantic temple dedicated to Sun god' .9 The prevalence 
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of the Sun-cult in the Pragjyoti~ can be noticed in the Kalika-Purava and also in other 

texts. In connection with the Sillara vrata, the Sailkhayana Grhya Sathgraha 10 ordains that 

the students should visit the sacred country of Priigjyoti~ before sunrise: tato niskramya 

Priigjyoti~am punyadeiam = upagamya anudita Xditye. The Miirkat;u}eya Puriir;za
11 also 

refers to the Sun-temple of Kamariipa. It is said that king Rajyavardhana, in order to have 

youthful vigour, was advised by the seers to propitiate the sun in a forest named Guru

visala frequented by Siddhas, in the very mountain- Kamariipa. 

Taranatha also mentions Sun worship in Assam. He refers to the fact that the 

people of Kamarupa were worshippers of the Sun prior to the advent of Buddhist monk 

Dhitika, who came there to convert them from Sun worship to Buddhism. In order to 

persuade the Sun worshippers to listen to him, Dhitika started to pretend that he was an 

envoy of Sun god. 12 The Kalika-Puraoa mentions the Sri Surya Mountain, which was the 

perpetual abode of the Sun god (yatra deva iditya satatam sthita&) and refers to the 

Citarasaila or Arviik hill where the Navagrahas were worshipped. 13 The Arvak hill may 

stand for Surya Pahar of Goalpara. The presence of a large number of Sun-worshippers in 

the territory of Kamariipa in early centuries is interesting. It is likely that the Maga 

Brahma~as who in the meantime introduced the solar cult in north India including Bengal 

might have migrated farther east and took active part in propagating the sun-cult in the 

territory of ancient Assam. 

The popularity of Sun worship in early Bengal led to the proliferation of different 

types of Sun-images. Temples were also dedicated to the Sun god. Inscriptions were 

carved with respectful reference to the divinity. Then these phenomena naturally pose 

certain questions. What is the secret of the continued popularity of Sun worship in ancient 
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Bengal? Is it the fact that out of the three Saura-centres of India as referred to by the late 

Pur~as, Mupsfira that is believed to be the same as Ganglisligara-samgama (Southern 

Deltaic region) and Mandiira, one of all the important images of Siirya in India in 

Pu1,1yavardhan (Pupdra-vardhana) 14 played a significant role in spreading and popularizing 

the Sun-cult all over the province? Sun-god was regarded not only as the bestower of 

welfare and fulfiller of desire but also as Samasta-roglinlim harttli (healer of all 

diseases). 15 How far did the episode of Sasanka, the first historical ruler of Bengal, as 

mentioned earlier, create a congenial atmosphere for popularization of the Solar-cult in 

Bengal'J To what extent did the tolerant policy of the Buddhist Pilla rulers towards the 

Brahma1,1ical religion help the Sun worship along with other principal cults like 

Vai~1,1avism and Saktaism in enjoying traditional supremacy'' As said earlier, Siiryasena 

and Visvarupasena call themselves Paramasaura while Paramamahesvara is applied to 

hoth Vijayasena and Vallalasena and !'arammui,,·!Jm'u to Lak~m:wsena. This poses a 

very pertinent question as to why the later Scna Kings made such a remarkable departure 

from the religious affiliation of their predecessors. 

A thorough investigation of all these questions will necessitate the proper 

understanding of the sociological signitlcancc of the proliferation of Sun-images and Sun 

worship in this part of India. Besides the Sun-temples at Muv~ira. it is not unlikely to 

locate some areas of ancient Sauru-marflala in Varendm, which haw: ielded perhaps the 

largest number of Sun-images. This again is possibly due to the presence of a sun-sect. the 

existence of which can be traced trom the time of the Mahiibharata. as postulated by 

Hopkins.
16 

Again, it is no less interesting to notice that notwithstanding the immense 

popularity of the Sun-cult in the early medieval Bengal. it steadily receded to the 
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background with the passage of time, leaving room to the other important BrahmaJJical 

cults. Ultimately, it was relegated to the position of just one of the deities of the 

Pancopiisanii, a graha of the Navagrahas and also to a folk religion. The medieval folk

literatures of Bengal like Marigala-Kiivyas also depict both Surya and Siva as symbols of 

fertility cult. It is well known that Sun is very much connected with the productive system. 

At the same time, it is also associated with the fertility cult along with Siva, as mentioned 

earlier. The idea can be understood properly since the days when the sculptural 

representation like Miirttw;uja-Bhairava, the syncretistic form of Surya and Siva, was 

visualized. It is interesting to note again in this connection that when the popularity of the 

Sun-worship was on the wane perhaps since the last important ruler of the Sena dynasty 

known as Suryasena and the ultimate dissolution of the Sena power in Bengal. Sun

worship became the exclusive preserve of the peasantry and the womenfolk at large as the 

folk cult. 

Hence. keeping in mind the problems related to the worship of Sun in early 

Bengal, we would like to discuss the subject comprehensively under several chapters. 

Besides the introduction. we have dealt with the problem of the worship of the Sun in the 

Vedic literature in the second chapter. Next. we have discussed the Sun worship in the 

Epic and PuraiJic literature. The worship of the Sun is closely related to a legend of the 

Samba PuraiJa, and the role of the Iranian Sun-worshippers (Maga BrahmaiJas) has also 

been investigated in this context. The t<ntrth chapter deals with the growth and popularity 

of Sun worship in early Bengal, while in the titih we have made a thorough probe into the 

different types of Sun-images discovered in various parts of Bengal and preserved either in 

the museums or in the private collections. In the last chapter, we have taken notice of the 
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factors responsible for the subsequent decline in the popularity of Sun worship. In the 

concluding chapter, an attempt has been made to evaluate the findings of the preceding 

ones. 

In the appendices, we have included some interesting matters about the Sun 

worship in early Bengal. These are (a) Sun temples in Bengal; (b) Sun worship in folk

tradition and (c) inscriptions ( with proper translation) appearing on the Sun-images 

discovered in Bengal. 
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CHAPTER- II 

SUN WORSHIP IN THE VEDIC LITERATURE 

The worship of the Sun as a prominent deity was prevalent among almost all the 

ancient nations of the world, for the celestial luminary appealed greatly to their religious 

instincts. Surya was being worshipped in India from very early times. Vedic India had a 

vigorous tradition of Sun worship, which forms an integral part of Nature worship so 

prominently practiced by the lndo-Aryans. The Sun was worshipped under multiple 

names and forms in the Vedic tradition. DitTerent Vedic Sun gods represent a special 

aspect of the Sun. Differences in functions. positions 1• aspects and times of daily 

worship of the Sun god as well as differences of tribes and families2 among the lndo

Aryans and those of society and occupation' among the Aryans and non-Aryans appear to 

have contributed to the multiplication of names and forms of the Sun god. Sacrifices were 

offered to the Sun god in his various aspects under ditTcrent names such as SGrya. Savitr. 

Pil~an. 13haga, Vivasvat, Mitra and Vi~QU. each personifying to a greater or lesser extent 

the different attributes of the Sun. 

I 
Surya: 

Surya represents primarily the round red orb of the Sun and hence is "the most 

concrete of the solar deities'4 . His connection with the visible luminary orb is very 

intimate in the fJ.gveda 5
• In the Atharvaveda, SGrya looses that intimacy with nature and 

becomes primarily a great force of magic and medicine6 However. in the Briihmm;ws, 

Upani:tads and Sutras the orb of the Sun is regularly worshipped 7 In the l].gveda, 8 the 
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singer wishes the rising Sun to declare him sinless to Mitra and Vartn;~a. Kau~Itakf used to 

adore the Sun god for the removal of his sin9 In the Sutra literature also, he is prayed 

particularly to deliver from sin10 Siirya is also a great healing power, obviously because 

• of the healing qualities of his rays. In the J]gveda, he is worshipped for the removal of 

jaundice as well as for the eyesight' 1• The healing aspect of Siirya's personality was 

developed in fuller terms in the Atharvaveda. There he is prayed for a cure of yellowness 

of eyes, skin, teeth and nails as well as for a cure of the cough and pains of different 

kinds including that of heart and for the protection of the eyes 12 In the Briihmm;ws, he is 

intimately connected with the diseases of the eyes 13 He is also invoked for granting long 

life 14 The Sun is the giver of rain and heat. 1' 

The Vedic seers also ascribed to Surya ideas higher than those of its material fonn 

did. In the /]gveda. the Sun is described as the soul of all movable and immovable 

I · I(, t 1mgs. This tradition is repeated in the Vedic literature throughout. 17 In the 

Briihmm;ws .. 4ditya is said to he the supreme essence of the deities and the soul of all the 

gods.
1
x In the Upani~·ads. developed the concept of Puruw in the Sun. which is nothing 

but the formless ultimate reality while the Sun is the essence of the formed and actual 

I
. Jl} 

rea Jty. 

I. 21! tterature. 

Surya has hecn repeatedly identified with the universe in the later Vedic 

He has also heen conceived as the time.' 1 In some B.gvedic hymns.22 he is 

described as a celestial bird called ·Garutman· with beautiful wings (dhya~ supanJa 

Garutmiin) while in one verse 23 he is described as a white and brilliant horse brought by 

UJii. He is more often described in the /]gveda as moving in a car "sometimes drawn by 

one, and at other times by several, four or seven. swift and ruddy horses or mares' 24 His 
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rays were sometimes conceived as the seven horses of his chariot.25 The benevolent nature 

of Siirya is very much prominent in the IJgveda but the later Vedic period witnessed the 

development of his malevolent aspect too. Siirya is the scorching Sun and is no other than 

the death.26 If there occurs any default, Siirya would burn down the sacrificers.27 

Savitr: 

Savitr is "the stimulator of everything"28 He is the spiritual power of the Sun and 

denotes his abstract qualities. The works of impulsion, vivification, instigation and 

stimulation are characteristically attributed to Savitr. He enlightens men and stimulates 

their thought 29 In the Taittrzya Smnhila, he is often prayed for impulsion. Alharvaveda30 

describes him as the lord of stimulation. In the Brahmm;as, this quality of Savitr has been 

repeatedly and emphatically mentioned31 In the .~rau/a- and the Grhyasiilras, 32 the 

impulse of the god finds very frequent mention. Other works such as bestowing of riches. 

purification of sin and protection from the evil are also attributed to him. Of course, these 

activities remain subservient to his main work of stimulation. He is intimately connected 

with the sacrifices in the Vedic tradition33 Like Siirya. he is pre-eminently a golden deity. 

His eyes. arms. hands. tongue and hair arc of gold; so are his armour. chariot and its pole. 

Therefore. Savitr is not a mere abstract deity. 

Savitr is connected with wisdom and intelligence.q He is prayed in some 

domestic rites for instilling of intelligence. The famous Ciiiyatrl Mantra. 35 known also as 

Savitr Mantra. which has been regarded as the valuable hymn to pay devotion to the Sun 

god and remained the sacred prayer of every devout Hindu for more than two thousand 

years, sheds much light on the nature and personality of Savitr. W. Jones renders it. "Let us 

adore the supremacy of that divine Sun, the godhead, who illuminates all, who recreates 
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all, from who all proceed, to whom all must return, whom we invoke to direct our 

understandings aright in our progress towards his holy seat".36 According to SiiyaQa, the 

hymn means: 'We mediate on the light which is one with Brahma; his own light which, 

from its consuming influence on ignorance and its consequences, is termed bhargas and is 

that which is desirable, from its being to be known or worshipped by all (the property of 

the supreme being, the creator of the world and the animator through the abiding spirit of 

all creatures). Thus, the Mantra contains the belief that the solar light is the symbol of 

ultimate reality. It is enjoined in the Briihmw;as to employ this hymn in many rituals. 37 It 

is also utilized in the Gopatha Briihmw;a of the Atharvavedic tradition 38 The Arar.zyakas 

and the Upani$ads have interpreted it in the highest metaphysical sense.34 It finds mention 

in the Sutra literature too 40 In addition to the GiiyatrT Mantra. !Jgveda associates Savitr 

with the highest metaphysical ideas elsewhere too. Savitr has been invoked as the supreme 

god. the creator and the preserver, and the regulator of all movable and immovable41 In the 

Chimdogya l!pani~·ad (3.12), he has been symbolically identified with the ultimate reality. 

These descriptions of Savill later on contributed to the development of the Sun-sect by the 

sectarians. 

In the Briihmanas and the Slitras. Savitr is the chief deitv in the initiation . . -

ceremony. Owing to his connection with stimulation, sacrifices and wisdom. the 

intelligentsia of the Vedic society42 seeminglv favoured him. In the later Vedic literature>' 

the intellectual classes, particularly the BriihmaQas. are frequently referred to as 

considering Savitr-worship by means of the CiiiyatrT hymn as essential for spiritual 

upliftment. The oblations to Savitr are to be given at the house of a carver44 
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Pu,an: 

Pii~an signifies the benevolent power of the Sun, manifested chiefly as a pastoral 

deity. He has been intimately connected with cattle and pastoral life in the ]J.gveda.
45 He is 

connected with the prosperity of cattle in the later Vedic literature too 46 He takes care of 

cattle so that they may not be dashed to pieces in the ravine, brings them home safely, 

when they have gone astray, and in general, restores lost things. Pii~an is intimately 

connected with paths in the ]J.gveda47 He is a guardian of the roads, which is a 

characteristic feature. 48 He knows the roadways and protects his devotees from dangers 

such as wolves and robbers. He is intimately connected with a particular class of people 

known as Pm;zis49 who were traders and most probably non-Aryans50 He has been asked to 

generate generosity in their hearts so that they become complacent towards the priests. He 

ha~ a beard and braided hair. lk travels in a chariot drawn by a goat51 and he carries a 

golden spear. an awl, and a goad. His favourite J()()d is karambha ("gruel .. ). He is 

connected with marriage in the wedding hymn 5
' He is invoked to lead the bride safely. 51 

There is no growth of his personality in the later Vedic literature except his spiritualization 

in the Upani!fad~. The Bharadvajas are special priests of Pu~an in the !Jgwda. The 

oblations to Pil~an arc to be given at the house of a divider. 54 

Mitra: 

Mitra (Iranian Mithra) is identical with Mithra of the Indo-Iranian Sun god55 In 

the !Jgveda, he is so closely associated with VaruQa that he has virtually lost his 

independent stature. Only one hymn 56 is exclusively devoted to him. where it is stated that 

'he brings men together by the utterance of his voice. and watches the tillers with 

unwinking eye'. According to MacDonnell, 57 the bringing of men together is a distinctive 
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feature of Mitra in the Vedic literature. ~gvedic evidence points to Mitra as the 

representative of the beneficent aspect of the Sun as suggested by the name Mitra which 

originally meant "an ally". In the Q.gveda (VII.62.4), he is mentioned as the dearest friend 

of the people. The later Vedic literature also refers to his friendly nature. 58 

He attains independence in the later Vedic literature. In the Atharvaveda, Mitra is 

represented as uncovering in the morning what has been covered by Varw;ta (IX.3.18). The 

Taittirfya Smnhitii also directly refers to Mitra as the god of the day and V arw;ta as that of 

the night59 This view prevails in the Briihmm;zas too. Saya1,1a 60 and other commentators 

regarded Mitra as the presiding deity of the day as well. It is only in the later Vedic 

literature that Mitra appears as a god of concord and agreement. 61 

Vi~J)U: 

Vi~1,1u is the most interesting of the different solar divinities, as he became one of 

the principal constituents of the composite god of the Vai~1,1ava religion. The main 

characteristic of his nature is his three steps. Exclusive epithets like UruKiiya (wide going). 

Urukrama (wide going) and Vikrama meaning swift motion are applied to him several 

times in the Vedic literature. He is the personification of the swift-moving Sun62 Two of 

his steps are visible. However, the third or highest is invisible. far beyond the !light of 

birds, and is as an eye fixed in heaven, shining brightly down. It is the supreme power in 

the universe and three worlds are engulfed in it. Yi~1,1u traverses three regions by his three 

strides63 This is a characteristic quality of him in the Vedic literature throughout64 

Sakapiil,l!, a predecessor of Yaska, regards these three strides as the course of the Sun 

through three divisions of the universe, earth, air and heaven. 6 ' AUfl,liiviibha, another 

predecessor of Yiiska (Nirukta, 12.19) takes them to mean the rising, the culminating and 
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the setting of the Sun. Modem scholars like Max Muller, Keith, Wilson, Roth, MacDonnell 

and Kaegi favour the latter view. He took his three steps to protect the man in distress, to 

provide him a dwelling.66 In the Briihmm;ras, he is said to assume the dwarf form in order 

to help the god against the demons.67 

Vi~QU sets in motion, like a revolving wheel, his ninety steeds (days )68 with their 

four names, 'an allusion probably to the three hundred and sixty days of the year divided 

into four seasons. It is significant to note that here Vi~QU has been compared with cakra, 

the symbol of the Sun god, which became one of the prominent emblems of Vi~QU in the 

later mythology. The most outstanding heroic deeds performed by Vi~1,1u were two: firstly, 

he helped lndra with whom he is closely associated in the battle with V{tra, and secondly 

he took three strides in order to traverse the whole world. 

Vi~QU, from the very beginning. was popular among the Aryan masses as the god 

of productivity. So prominent is hi' quality as the great source of fertility. procreation and 

vegetation in the Vedic and the post-Vedic literature that many consider him primarily as 

the god of fertility. In the f!.,e:veda. he is frequently invoked for bestowal of food 6
'' The 

later Vedic literature also associate him with the lood as well as plants70 In his invocation 

with other deities. he is invoked to promote conception. 71 He is invoked in the conception 

rite lor laying the womb72 He is a protector of embryos. It is said in the later Vedic 

literature that he blesses his worshippers with children 73 Thus. he is also a god of fertility 

/ 

and productivity and this, perhaps, accounts for his being called Sipivi.J'!"· 

Vivas van: 

Vivasvan appears to have originally represented the rising Sun. He was also looked 

upon by the hyrnnists as the first sacrificer and the ancestor of the human race. He is the 
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husband of Tv~tf, the daughter of Tv~tru, the architect of the gods. He is believed to 

protect one from Y ama. The Vedic legend 74 about the marriage of SaraJ;Jyu, the daughter 

of Tv~ta, with Vivasvan was obviously the basis of the elaborate story current in the 

Epics, and the Puriil;lic story about Surya marrying Sainjfia, the daughter of Visvakarma, 

her desertion of Siirya after leaving with him her shadow (Chiiya) due to her inability to 

bear her husband's excessive brilliance and Visvakarma's attempt to reduce it in order 

that his daughter might endure it. 

The Adityas: 

Most of the deities mentioned above along with a few others like Amsa, Dak~a. 

DhatrL MiirttaQda, etc. came to constitute, in different groupings and different contexts. a 

special class of gods collectively known as the Adityas. ·sons of Aditi', though Aditi was 

also looked upon as the mother of all the other Vedic divinities. Originally, six Adityas 

are mentioned in the ~gveda: Mitra. Aryama. Bhaga. Yarut;Ja. Dak~a and Athsa7
' 

However, the nwnber increased from six to seven bv the entry of Surya and to eight by 

the inclusion of MiirttaQga .. Eight Adityas also occur in the Atharvaveda and the Taillirlya 

Samhitii. In the Taillirlya Brahmm:za. 76 the names of eight Adityas are mentioned as 

Mitra. YaruQa, Aryaman, Amsa. Bhaga. DhatrL lndra and Vivasvat. Owing to different 

. I 

traditions. there has been difference in the list of the Adityas. The Satapatha Brahmm;w 

at one place fixes their number at eight including MarttaQga. while in two other 

passages.
77 

it raises the number to twelve and identities them in this context with the 12 

months. However, their names have not been enumerated. The identification of the Sun 

god with the Time is a marked feature of Sun worship of the later Vedic era. The Epics. 

Puriil;J.as and other later texts accept the number twelve. Many of the solar deities of the 
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Vedic period are found here. Later, the worship of the twelve Adityas along with that of 

the Navagrahas (the nine planets) carne to occupy an important place in the religious life 

of the Hindus. 

Mitra: Mitra, one of the Adityas, has already been discussed. 

Aryaman: Aryarnan, also an Indo-Iranian deity, is a less defined aspect of Siirya 

and so much destitute of individual traits that in the 'NaighaiJ!Uiw' he is not included in 

the list of the gods. According to Wilson, Aryaman presides over twilight. 78 He is 

described as the animator of humankind79 His friendly nature is referred to in the 

!J.f!:Veda80 and finds mention in the Atharvaveda too 81 Thus, the conception of Aryarnan 

seems to have differed but little from that of the greater Aditya. Mitra. Aryarnan, which 

means chivalry, is the chief of Pitrs 

Bhaga: According to Yaska, 82 Bhaga is the presiding deity of the forenoon 

However, its association with the Sun is not very clear. The name means 'dispenser' or 

'giver' and is of Indo-European origin. He is also regularly concci\ ed in the Vedic hymns 

as ·a distributor of wealth' usually the gift of lndra and Agni. the chief leader of rites81 

and the sustainer of the world 84 

Ath.~a: Amsa has also no individual personality. He is almost synonymous with 

Bhaga. expressing both the concrete sense of 'share, portion· and that of apportioncr'. 

Dak$a: Dak~a was considered with Aditi as the universal parent representing the 

luminous sky. 85 It fits in with his description in the .<:arapatha Briihma1Ja86 as Prajapati. 

VaruQa: VaruJ;Ia is described as a 'very wise son of Aditi. 87 and the chief of the 

Adityas in the Vedic literature. Mostly. he is described and invoked along with Mitra, and 

only sometimes with other gods. He seems to represent the luminous encompassing sky88 
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SiiyaQ.a, 89 the well-known commentator of the Vedas, however, remarks that the setting 

Sun alone is called Varw;m. He causes the night by his departure. 

Siirya: Siirya- the seventh Aditya has already been described. 

Mlirttaf}da: MarttaQ.da, the eighth Aditya has almost no individual feature. It is . . 
only said of him that he was born from a dead egg and was thrown away by Aditi. He is 

mentioned just as a name of the Sun god in the later Vedic literature.90 It is suggested by 

MacDonnell that he is a representative of the setting Sun.91 

Asvins: The character of these two deities, always mentioned in one name Asvins, 

is not well defined. The most marked feature is that the Asvins are twins and inseparable 

generally92 Yaska takes the Asvins to be the twilight before dawn: half-dark, half~light. 

However. he has also quoted altemativc views of his predccessors91 Some considered 

them as the heaven and earth. others as the day and night and some others as the Sun and 

the moon while the legendary writers or writers of history regarded them as two kings, 

performers of holy acts. However. their solar character is atlirmed by their connection 

with O~a (Dwan). Siirya <md Yivasvat. O~a who is probably their sister comes in their 

wake. Surya. daughter of Siirya. is their wife and accompanies them on their car. 94 The 

car of the Asvins is golden or Sun-like''' in all its vari<lUS parts and traverses heaven and 

earth in a single day as the cars of the Sun and O~a arc also said to do. They are the sons 

of Vivas vat and SaraQ.yli. daughter ofTva~n.''" 

The attributes 'rudravartanl (having a red path) and 'hirwJyavartanl (golden 

pathed) are peculiar to the Asvins. They reveal the light aspect of the Asvins' personality. 

The close connection of the Asvins with horses as their name as well as other connections 

is again a pointer in the same direction. They appear in the early dawn97 when they yoke 
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their horses to their car and descend to earth to receive the adorations and offerings of 

their votaries. 

The Asvins are connected with marriage, production and love.98 They are invoked 

along with several other gods to bestow fertility on the bride.99 They gave the wife of a 

eunuch a child and made the barren cow yield milk. 100 They are responsible for the rain 

so essential for the fertility of the vegetative world. 101 They are divine physicians with 

several Rgvedic legends of miraculous cures to their credit. These legends illustrate their 

role as the physicians for diseases such as blindness in the main or restoring youthful 

vigour, helping young maiden in production and works connected with procreative 

potency. In the later Vedic literature also. they are the physicians restoring the eyesight 

and other diseases. 102 In the Upani.rad. the Asvins are mentioned sparingly but wherever 

they find reference is in cmmection with the procreation. 103 The character of charioteers 

attributed to them in the f!.gveda is maintained in the later Vedic literature. There is a 

reference in the Taittirlya SaihhitiJ to the effect that the oblations for the Asvins should be 

offered in the house of the charioteer. 1114 

In the later Vedic literature. it is found that the position of the Asvins came to be 

degraded and the orthodox circles looked down upon them. The Taittirlya SamhitiJ 

mentions that at the beginning, the Asvins did not drink Soma and it was later that they 

acquired the habit of drinking Soma. A bad Brahmm;a who desires to drink Soma offers 

prayer to them. In a similar way. the Brcihmm;ws infonn that the deities did not invite 

them at the sacrifice as they mixed with the human beings too much. The position of the 

Asvins declined in the later Vedic age probably because of too much emphasis on their 

fertility aspect. The orthodox circles regarded this field as a private and closed book and 
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therefore, did not like this aspect of them, which came to be more prominent in the post

Vedic era. 

II 

The Sun was also adored in theriomorphic, fetishistic and symbolic forms in the 

Vedic period. These aspects were, however, not very important. 

Behind the anthropomorphic forms of some solar gods, probably there may have 

been some animals. The Asvins seem to have the horses, Pil~an the goats and Vi~QU the 

bird in the background of their personalities105 In addition to these identifications of the 

Sun gods with the animals, there were a variety of animal-fetishes of the solar deities in 

the Vedic worship. These fetishes, no doubt, played a minor role. 

The horse in general is a symbol of the Sun god. This becomes evident from his 

several descriptions in the [J.gveda 106 and in the later Vedic literature. 1
'
17 It is said that the 

dawn leads a white steedwx The BrahmliiJliS have directly identified the Sun with the 

horse. 109 In the A.ivamedha sacritice, horse was employed a<> the symbol of the Sun as 

the lord of the heaven. 110 The bull is another symbol of the Sun god in the Vedic 

literature. Surya has been called a bull in the 8gvedu. 111 In the Taillirlya Smnhita 112 and 

the .~atapatha Brclhmm;za. 113 the Sun has again been described as the bulL In many 

Atharvavedic rites. the bull used to be employed as the symbol of the Sun-god. 11
" The 

bull represents the procreative potency of the Sun. 115 The goat appears to have been 

another animal-fetish of the Sun god. According to MacDonnell, Pil~an was specially 

associated with the goat. The bird in general was also symbolic of the Sun god due to its 

fast speed. Frequent comparison is found in the 8gveda 116 between the Sun and a few 

birds such as an eagle, a swan, a falcon etc. The Sun has been referred to a number of 
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times as a particular bird 'Suparl)a-Garutmat' (probably a mythical bird) or simply 

Suparl)a. In the later Vedic literature also, such descriptions occur. 

Besides animals, various material objects were also employed in the Vedic times 

to symbolize the Sun god. The wheel served as a well-liked symbol of the Sun god. It 

represented both the shape and motion of the Sun. 117 The wheels of the Sun's car are too 

often referred to in the IJ_gveda. 118 The wheel was also frequently used as a symbol 

representing the Sun in the Vedic rituals119 such as the Vajapeya sacrifice or the ritual of 

laying the sacrificial tire or the solstice-festival. A golden disc as well as simple gold was 

also employed to symbolize the Sun god in the Vedic ritual. 120 The practice might have 

originated in the ~gvedic age. In the Vedic rituals, a gold plate served as the symbol of 

the Sun. 121 In various rituals, simply the gold was employed to represent the Sun god. 1" 

A firebrand was also utilized as a symbol of the Sun.''' 

The lotus also served in the Vedic rituals 124 as a symbol of the Sun probably in his 

fertility aspect. Lotus appears to he connected with the Sun in the Atharvaveda. 12
' A 

circular white hide also symbolizes of the Sun god. 121' The white colour. sacred to the Sun 

god, also served as his svmhol. Gencrallv. a white horse 127, a white cow 12x, or a white - . 
. 1-,lJ. 

round sktn - 1s used to represent the Sun. 

Material objects like the wheel. the disc, the lotus etc. that served as symbols of 

the Sun god in the Vedic rituals are found on numerous carl' coins. 1111 some of which 

may be dated in the later Vedic ageL" These representations might have been 

encouraged by the Vedic tradition. These material objects symbolized the Sun god only 

during their employment in the rituals and therefore, they tend to command importance as 

ritual components than as icons. llowever, they may he taken to be the precursor of later 
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images. The general trend of the Vedic society as indicated in the Vedic literature seems 

to be aniconic. 132 The aniconic tradition of the IJ.gveda goes on in the later Vedic period 

too. However, it is evident from the use of symbols as Sun-fetishes in the Vedic rituals 

that the tradition of the worship of the Sun has moved forward from the purely aniconic 

tradition to the semi-iconic phase as these vimbas or Sandris pratilq:ti served as 

temporary icons of the Sun in unconventional sense. Not only iconic tradition but also 

public worship by means of temples could not be developed. One thing should, however, 

be mentioned here. Sun in human form has been found represented on the Mauryan 

potterym and actual specimen of the Sun-images of the first or 2nd Century B.C. 134 has 

been discovered as well. Therefore. it is not unnatural to suggest that by the last part of 

the Siitra period the tradition of image making and worship was prevalent among a 

section of the people most probably outside the Vedic circle. 

Ill 

The adoration of the Sun under one name or other is important and essential in all 

the social and religious rites and ceremonies of the Vedic society. It shows that Sun 

worship was popular among the people in Vedic India. The ceremonies where the 

worship of the Sun was integral are the following: 

The Sun is worshipped at different occasions in the marriage ceremony. Pii~an is 

prayed to lead the bride safelyu5 Mitra, Vi~QU and Siirya along with other gods are 

invoked to protect the couple. 136 After marriage, on the fourth night towards the morning 

the husband offers oblations with prayers to the Sun for expiation. 137 
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In the initiation ceremony, Sun god plays a far more important role. The recitation 

of the Giiyatrl hymn is the most important part of the ceremony138 Siirya is prayed for 

bestowal of insight and radiance on the student. 139 When the charge of the student is 

given to the Sun, he is to be worshipped. 140 When the teacher takes charge of the student, 

many solar deities are invoked. 141 The worship of the Sun is to be done when the 

d h. d 142 stu ents 1p en s. 

The worship of the Sun is prescribed in all the smhskiiras. In the Kdanta and 

Cudakarman ceremonies, Savitr is invoked. 143 The recitation of the hymn sacred to the 
• > 

Sun is prescribed for a valiant male child. 144 The child in his fourth month is made to 

look to the Sun while the adoration to the Sun continues by means of the muttering of the 

\4'i hymn. · 

The role of the Sun god is important in the daily life too. In a few ( lrhyasiitras. 

every householder is enjoined to offer oblations to the Sun god daily in the moming. 146 

I b d d 1·17 . H h . 14X • II . 14'1 n case someone sees a a ream. nses a"er t e sun-nse. ta s m some danger 

or desires to win co-wives, 1
'
0 the worship of the Sun is to be done. Every twice-born 

householder is to perform the Sandhyopllsami. a form of the Sun worship. The Morning 

Prayer along with the mutkring of the (/ilmtrl Mantra and facin~ towards the east should 
. ' 

begin before the Sunrise and goes on until the disc of the Sun is on the horizon. The 

evening prayer commences by facing the north-east along with muttering of the c;aymrl 

when the solar disc is about to set and it continues till the stars appear in the sky. 1
' 

1 Offer 

of an arghya to the Sun is also prescribed. 152 As the Sandhya was to be done according 

to the procedure laid down in the Grhyasiitras and Dharmaszltras daily by every twice-
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born Hindu, 153 it may be said that Sun-worship in its spiritualized form was a very 

important feature of social life. 

In various seasonal ceremonies and festivals, Sun god figures prominently. At the 

partaking of the first fruits of the harvest154 as well as in the house-building ceremony, 155 

the Sun is worshipped. In many agricultural festivals 156 and in the funeral ceremony, the 

Sun is also worshipped by means of reciting the hymn propitiatory to the him. 157 An 

Aditya-vrata prescribed for a student is referred to in the Gobhila Grhyasi1tra. 158 In 

addition to the common people. the aristocratic circles of the Vedic society also 

worshipped the solar deities. This is evident from the worship of the Sun in the 

Agnicayana and Agnihotra, employment of the solar symbolism in the A.svamedha and 

the Viijapeya sacrifices as well as in the ceremony for the setting up of the sacred fires. 

places of the Sun gods given in the Soma sacrifices and offering of libations to Pu~an. 

Savitr and Surya in the seasonal sacrifices.'"~ It was beyond doubt that the Sun was not 

worshipped independently outside the institution of faiiia. 

Method of Worship: 

The Sun, like other deities. was worshipped through the recitation of the hymns 

and the otTerings. 160 The recitation of hymns was essential in the Vedic worship. The 

hymns were of two types: the prayer and the praise. There arc internal evidences in the 

IJ.gveda and the later Vedic literature in tin. our of this. The recitation of hymns sacred to 

the Sun is also referred to in the Briihmw;zas. the .~raul a- and the Grhyasiitras. 1"
1 [t is said 

in the Siitras that the hymns were to be murmured and not recited. This practice was 

called japa. There are many references in the Grhyasiltras to the japa of hymns for the 
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Sun worship. The procedures of Sun worship may be known from the study of the 

constituents of the Sandhyopiisanii, which is a type of Sun worship. Those constituents 

were japa (the muttering of the Giiyatrf Mantra), the arghya, the iicamana (cleansing the 

mouth), the priif)iiyama (the inhalation and exhalation of the air), the miirjana, the 

aghamarJana and the upasthiina. 162 Emphasis is laid on the japa in the Grhyasiltras but 

in the Dharmasiltras elaborate rules have been evolved for other elements. 163 As the 

Sandhyopiisanii was the ideal worship for every twice born householder. it may be 

suggested that the general worship of the Sun god necessitated these procedures as well. 

The offerings consisted either of the oblations or of the libations. The oblations 

consisted of clarified butter poured on fire while the libation was that of the Soma juice in 

• 
the tire, on the ground or on the sacred grass strewn on the floor. The libation of Soma 

juice was an essential part of the Vedic ritual and all the solar deities \\ere connected with 

it. References are found in the Vedic literature of the oblations of clarified butter to the 

S d IM s l . t'' d d d' . dd d s- lo< d un go s. . a utalions are o .ere an me !lations are a resse to . urya · an 

Savitr.
16

" It is enjoined that the horses of the Sun arc also to be sa\utatcd. 167 Meditation 

devoted to the Sun also tinds frequent mention in the Chiindo);ya /.f)(111i~·ad (11.9). 

Beholding of the light of Surya is also prescribed. According to the \lailrT L{wni~ud 

(1.2). the worshippers arc supposed to gaze on the solar orb. The worship of the Sun was 

essentially domestic. as the entire ceremony was performed in the house of the 

worshippers. It was non-sectarian too. as ,·arious deities were simultaneously invoked 

and many of them in tum were praised as the supreme deities. No reference is made to 

any temple or any place of community-worship in the early Vedic literature. 
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Worship of the Sun is prescribed for once (in the morning), twice (in the morning 

and the evening) or thrice (at the dawn, the noon and the evening) in a day. Three 

occasions of Sun worship are indicated even in the ]J.gveda. According to Aitareya 

Briihmm;a, the hymns sacred to the Sun god should be recited in keeping with his 

movement. Sun worship for twice a day (in the morning and in the evening) is mentioned 

in Kausltaki Briihmm;za. 168 Three occasions of Sun worship is referred to in the 

Upani!fads as well. Kausltaki used to adore the Sun in the morning, at midday and in the 

evening. 169 Worship of the Sun as the symbol of Brahman is also prescribed at seven 

different times of the day. 170 These seven times are as follows: the pre-rise, the post-rise. 

the cow- gathering, the mid-day. the past mid-day, past afternoon and the post-sunset. It 

seems that in the beginning, the Sandhyopiisanii used to be perfonned twice - in the 

morning and in the evening, 171 but later. it was to he done for three times- the morning. 

the noon and the evening. 172 
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CHAPTER - III 

SUN WORSHIP IN THE EPIC AND THE PURANIC • 

LITERATURE 

I 

EPICS 

The post-Vedic period was characterized by the growth of sects and sectarian 

ideologies because of the resurgence of non-Aryan indigenous traditions and growth of 

the hhakti movement. The religious life of the Epics, 1 therefore. came to be dominated by 

sectarianism. In keeping with the changed amhiance. the Sun-cult also underwent 1 cr: 

important changes in its concept of the divinity and its ritual. The Sun came to be one of 

the few important deities of the Epics who had a sectarian following.' 

A Sun-sect known as Sauras finds specific reference for the first time in the 

Mahahharata. It is said that in the camp of the Parydus. there were a thousand and eight 

others who were Sun-worshippers 3 In the said Lpic. there is a hymn' in praise of the Sun 

god having l 08 names. which was Jinall) communicated to Yudhi~(hira hy Dhaumya.' 

All the characteristic features of a sectarian divinity can be traced in this legend of Sun 

worship by Yudhi~(hira. He is the highest god, the lord of Manus and Manvantaras 6 In 

the list of 108 names. Brahmii. Vi~I)U, Rudra, Skanda, Yarna, Varul)a, Indra, Soma etc. 

arc just other names of the Sun god that demonstrates his supremacy. In all the seven 

worlds, there is none who can surpass him. 7 His names such as Aja, Kala, Adideva, 
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Caracaratma, Suk$iitma and Visvakarma point to his superiority and recognition with the 

highest metaphysical principle of the cosmos. In this context, mention is also made of the 

grace of the god and submission to him. This shows that the Sun god was a deity of a sect 

and the flow of bhakti was flooding the naturalistic concept of the Vedic tradition of the 

8 Sun god. In the legend of KaTQ.a, there are references to the bhaktas of the Sun god. In 

the same way, the legends ofSamvaTQ.a9 represents Va5i$!ha as praying to the Sun god in 

a sectarian manner. He is the cause of creation, sustenance and dissolution. In the Aditya-

hrdaya Manlra of the Ramaya~;~a, 111 the Sun god has been identified with all the great 

divinities in the typical sectarian way. He is the lord of even Brahma, Vi~Q.U and 

Mahe5a. 11 He is the creator, sustainer and destroyer of all creatures. 12 The development 

of sectarian texts, which is a fundamental feature of a sect. is also traceable in the Epics. 

·A secret Veda of the Sun· has been specially mentioned in the Mahiihharata that was 

taught to Arvavasu 12
". It is. therefore evident that the Sauras developed a Veda of their 

own that was different from the traditional Vedas. The sectarian t(,Jiowing of the Sun god 

may also be traced in some of the names of historical celebrities in the Mahahhiirata. 

Such names are Suryadhvaja, Rocamana. Amsumana 13 and Suryadatta. In ancient India. 

many persons used to take the name of their god because of intense de\·otion to him. 

Thus, we find in the Epics the march of Sun worship towards sectarianism from the non-

exclusive and naturalistic tradition of the Vedic period. 

Most probably, the solar sect originated as early as two-three centuries before the 

Christian era as the evidences of the Epic data, PiiQ.ini, Patai'\jali. early Buddhist and .Jaina 

literatures combined with that of early images and coins disclose. 14 The distant past of 
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the Sun-sect may be pushed back to the 5th-4th cent. B.C. that is the upper limit of the 

Mahiibhiirata and that may be the era of Pi!Qini as well. 

The solar sect seems to have been ideologically connected with the Vedic 

thoughts. It is said that the Sun worshippers in the camp of the Pi!Q.9us were experts in the 

Vedic lore. 15 Names such as Sikya, Savita, Pil~ Bhaga, Aryaman, Tv~ta, Vivasvan, etc. 

in the list of 108 names are Vedic survivals in the Epic pantheon. The method of Sun 

worship in the Epics is also in many ways a survival of the Vedic tradition. The japa and 

other constituents of the ritual such as the iicamana, the priil}iiyiima, the upasthiina, the 

arghya, etc. are mentioned in them. 10 In the Riimayii(UJ. a class of worshippers is referred 

to as worshipping the Sun by means of the upasthana with their arms upstrtetched. 17 

Similarly, SamvaJ"Q.a adored the Sun god by asceticism with face towards the Sun. 1x His 

descriptions as the soul of the univ<:rsc. 1
'' the Time and the rain-giver are continuations of 

the Vedic tradition. 

The solar sect seems to have been developed by the indigenous traditions of 

hhakti. It is said that various non-Aryan tribes such as Siddhas. the Cilr3(laS. the 

Gandharvas, the Yak~as., the Guhyakas. the Nagas. the /\suras and the Rak~asas adored 

the Sun. 
20 

Bhakti finds direct mention several times in the .\fahahharala in connection 

with the Sun worship. He is adored by means of dhupa, dipa and naivedm. The worship 

of the Sun god in the Epics integrated the indigenous traditions of hhakti and piijii along 

with the Vedic tradition. 

The Mahiibhiirata appears to have been familiar with the fire-Sun-worshipping 

Maga priests from Sakadvipa, the advent of whom marked the beginning of new 

traditions in solar cult.
21 

They are mentioned for the first time in this work. Reference is 
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also made to the four castes of Sakadvlpa one of which is the Magas - the Fire

worshipping priests.22 The Iranian tradition of Sun worship seems to have had its impact 

on the solar sect of the Epics. Mihira - the Magian Sun god has been explicitly referred to 

in the Mahtibhiirata as one of the names of the deity and distinguished from its Indian 

counterpart - Mitra in the same line23 In addition, the Magian tradition of providing 

boots etc. to the Sun-images seems to have been mentioned in the legend of Jamadagni 

referring to the offer of umbrella and boots to him by Surya. 24 It is evident that the 

Mahtibhtirata was familiar with the Magian tradition. However, there is no significant 

influence of it in the Sun worship in the Mahtibhiirata except in the adoption of the name 

of Mihira and a few legends like those of Jamadagni and Mii!hara. In the RiimayiiQa, 

there is no reference to Mihira or the Magas in the ,Iditya-hrdaya hymn. 

The solar sect found in the Epics is not referred by the Greek writers. Moreover, it 

is not specifically mentioned either in the works of Piil)ini or of Patafijali. In view of this. 

it is rca~onable to suggest that in the Epic period, the sect of the Sun was not very 

popular. Most probably, it emerged under the impact of the indigenous tradition of bhakti 

and the Magian tradition of Sun worship. The patronage given by the alien rulers like 

Darius, Mihirakula. Kani~ka. etc. 25 might have also been responsible for the growth of 

the solar sect. 

The personality of Silrya has been fully humanized in the Epics. 26 However, he is 

still described as a disc, a bird, a horse, or a bull. 27 In the Mahiibhiirata, the Sun appears 

in human form in connection with the legends of Arviivasu. Kafl)a. Kuntl, Yudhi~thira 

and Jamadagni.
28 

The Sun was allegedly present in human form when Agastya instructed 
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Riima to recite Aditya-hrdaya hymn. 29 He possesses hands, hair etc., drinks, makes 

speeches, gives knowledge, acts as witness and goes home.30 

In keeping with the humanization of the Sun's personality, there also developed a 

family round him. Tv~trl, daughter of Tv~fii and also known as Sainjiia and Sarll\]yli, is 

the wife ofVivasvat.31 Suvarcala is also mentioned as a devoted consort of him. Chaya, 

the shadow of Sarll\]yli, though not referred to in the Epic proper, finds specific mention 

in the Harivaillsa as the wife of Surya. Asvins are his sons by Tv~(ri,32 and Saniscara by 

Chayii. Kan;Ja, and Yam a are also his children33 In addition, Surya had also a few other 

sons. Supraja, Sraddha VaivasvaU and Savitrf are referred to as his daughters.34 Most 

probably some of his family-members such as AsvinT-kumaras (Dasra and Nasatyas)35 

came to he invoked along with him. Arul)a is the charioteer of Surya."' Arul)a. Mii(hara 

and [)al)<;!a arc referred to as his attendants and worshipped along with the Sun." 

The Epics refer to several old Sun gods such as Surya. Savitr. Mitra. Pil~an. 

Asvins. Vivas vat, Vi~(lU. Bhaga and I\ a~(i\38 However, these once-separate gods arc 

now considered just as different names and f(Jrms of the Sun. Vibhavasu came to he 

. h I. . "' 'a· common name m t c cprcs. ,, ltms. sons of Aditi. arc also rcJCrred to in the 

Mahiihhiira/a. According to the scholars. they arc twelve in numher. 1
'"' In accordance 

with a list of the Mah<lhhiirata. the twelve ,[dityas are Dhata. Mitra. Aryaman. lndra. 

Varul)a. Amsa, Bhaga, Vivasvan, Pil~a. Savita. Tva~(ii. and Viwu. Vi~r)U. though 

youngest, is said to he the greatest of the /[dilyas because of his qualitics. 40 The twelve 

Adityas have been identified with the twelve months of the year in the Epics too. 41 It is 

clear that the Epics were following the tradition of the Briihmm;ws in respect of the 

Adityas. The only difference is that Vi~I)U emerges here as the chief of the Adityas. 
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Under the name of Siirya or Aditya, the once-separated solar deities were merged into one 

Sun god though his different aspects were represented by different old names and new 

synonyms and epithets. The coming out of the Sun in Aditya or Siirya as the Supreme and 

original solar divinity marks an exit from the past and may be considered as the Epic 

innovation. 

The primary function of the Sun god is to drive away darkness and demons.42 

More prominent than his day-maker aspect is his role as the rain-giver and the com

producer. It is said that he draws up waters for eight months during his northern course 

and in the remaining four months, he pours them down in the fonn of rain during his 

southern course.43
. From the combination of heat and water, the plants and corns are pro

duced. Thus. the Sun is ultimately responsible f(Jr the production of food on which men 

subsist44 That is why the f(Jod has been described as a t(Jrm of Surya. Yudhi~!hira prayed 

to him specifically for food. which he gave to him for twelve years.'' The rain-giving 

aspect of Surya is not fully developed in the Vedic tradition though it is kno\\n. 

However. in the Epics this aspect is quite frequently emphasized and was taken up later 

on by the Puril(las. 

lle is identified with Time in an equal manner. This becomes evident from hi;; 

names such as Kiila. Swhvalsarakara. Kii/ucakrapravartaka. Kali.idhak.yya and K,IWJu.'" 

The twelve ifdityas who are regular Sun gods in the Epics are identified with the twelfth 

months of the year47 He is the lord of the planets ' 8 and also identical with all the 

planets
48 

Thus the tradition of worshipping Surya in association v.ith Navagrahas was 

initiated in the Epics. 
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In the Epics, the benevolent qualities of the Sun god are expressed by such 

epithets as Maitreya, Karuniinvita, Dhanvantari, .Jfvana, Kiimada and Priil)(ladhiiraka. 49 

However, the role of the Sun as a malevolent deity is also emphasized in both the Epics. 

He is the destroyer of the universe 5° and an evil planet. 51 Probably, the oppressive heat of 

northern India, where the Epics were composed, had contributed towards this feature. 

The Sun god is a great moral and ethical force in the Epics. He is the beholder of good 

and bad deeds of men52 The identity of the worshipper and the worshipped is repeated 

when it is said that the saint approaches to enter his disc at which Vivasvat welcomes 

him. The glory of the saint and the glory of the Sun becomes one53 

Method of Sun worship: 

The recitation of hymns sacred to the Sun gud l(lmlcd an essential feature of the 

Epic worship too. Yudhi~(hira worshipped the Sun hy repeating hymns containing I 08 

names of the divinity cJS well as by hymns of praise and prayer. 54 KarJ,Ja resorted to the 

method ofjapa of hymns propitiatory to the Sun god. In the RiimayaJ;la, Rama invokes 

the Sun by the japa of the Aditya-hrdaya hymn " Besides thejapa. others constituents 

of the ritual are the iicamana. the pni(Ul_t wna. the upasthiina etc.''' The concentration and 

purity of mind and observance of vows involving complete fasting also constituted the 

ritual of Sun worship as Yudhi~!hira lived on air only while adoring the Sun god with 

devoted mind
57 

There is a reference in the Riimiiyw;w to the munis who observe diflicult 

vows such as worshipping the Sun god hy means of the upasthiina with their arms up 

stretched.5 ~ Similarly in the Mahahharata, Samvaraoa worshipped the Sun god by 

• asceticism with face towards the Sun. Kuntl invoked the Sun by the power of a magic 
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formula. The posture at the time of the worship used to be standing with face towards the 

Sun. 59 The salutation60 to the Sun god is a frequent theme in the Mahiibhiirata and the 

Riimiiyw;1a. However, the japa of the Epic tradition is slightly different from that of the 

Vedic ritual. In thejapa of the Epics, exclusive emphasis was laid upon the names of the 

deity while in the Vedic school the repetition was of full hymn containing praise and 

prayer. 

Departures that are more significant may be seen in the employment of flowers. 

incense, garlands, lamps etc. in Sun worship in the Epics61 It is already mentioned that 

Sun god was completely anthropomorphized and he used to appear in human form before 

the worshipper. However, there is no specitic mention of any image of the Sun god in the 
.. 

Epics62 On the other hand, usual images of the Sun dating as early as the 2nd century 

B.C."3 are found. Further, terracotta-containing figures of the Sun of still earlier period 

/ 

i.e. Maurya-Sunga period are available 64 Therefore. it can be said that the tradition of 

Sun worship by means of images was known the Epic society"' but it was not a popular 

creed. as it is not directly mentioned. The worship of the Sun was done at two sandhyiis 

and seventh and sixth days were especially auspicious for his worship 61
' 

In reality, the Epics continue Sun worship of the V cdic tradition along with the 

adaptation of non-Aryan and popular trends of the solar cult. In the Epics, Sun worship 

assumed greater proportions and a sect came to be de\'eloped round him. The solar sect is 

purely indigenous in nature though the Epics are aware of the Magian tradition. Further, 

in the Epics, the Sun god witnessed a free and full humanization and there emerged a 

fully developed family round him. He has been associated with various legends in which 

may be traced the origin of the conception of halo and high boots, the latter under the 
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Iranian influence. In spite of various names of the Sun god, there is a tendency to regard 

these once-separate solar gods as different names and forms of one Sun god. There are 

many traits of Vedic origin in Sun's personality while others presage Purru;llc trends of 

' solar worship. Sun worship appears to be popular among all sections of the Epic society. 

The worship centers round the concept of bhakJi with its paraphernalia, which is a 

revolutionary change from the Vedic tradition. 

II 

PURA~IC LITERATURE 

The Pur~as present a composite religion, in which are blended the Vedic 

tradition of sacrificial religion. the semi-Vedic stream of Vai~Qavism. Saivism and other 

unorthodox cults and the non- Vedic thought of Sii.ktism and Tantricism.67 Broadly 

speaking. there arc two main stages in the development of the composite religion."" 

Firstly, in the early Purii.Qic works the Vedic and the Smiirlu traditions have been given 

prominence though the semi-Vedic thought of hhakti, puja, vrala, (irtha etc. are also 

casually mentioned. Secondly. in the later Purii.Qas. which originate from the 5th-6th 

centuries A.D. emphasis is laid upon the glorification of the semi-Vedic and even non-

Vedic divinities in a sectarian fashion. The prevalence of bhakti. puia, vrala, (irthu. the 

worship of images in temples and the intluence of Tii.ntricism are special characteristics 

f h. 69 o t IS stage. 

We know very well that there had been a vigorous tradition of solar worship in 

the Vedic period and an indigenous school of Sun worshipper existed from the pre-Aryan 

times. From the first century A.D. onwards (if not earlier)/0 a foreign tradition of Sun 
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worship appears to have been quite popular in the society. After the downfall of the 

Vedic system and the prevalence of a foreign tradition of Sun-cult, the indigenous 

thought of solar cult71 really presented a sort of challenge to orthodox Sun worshippers. 

In response, they composed this system of composite Sun-cult, which are found in many 

early and late Purii!)as. 

SUN WORSHIP IN THE EARLY PURAI~~AS 

Impact of the Vedic and Epic Tradition: 

The earlier Puriil)as carry on the Vedic and Smiirta traditions of solar worship. 

though minor changes and additions are found in keeping with the changed conditions. 

The atmospheric aspect of the Sun as seen in the Vedic literature continues to be adhered 

to. In the ViH111 PuriiiJa. the Sun appears as the chief of the planetary system 72 His 

descriptions as the arranger of the day. night. seasons etc. show his atmospheric aspect71 

He is worshipped by the Giiyatrl and nobody should neglect the Sandhyopiisanii. 74 

According to the MiirkaiJdeya Pzmi!Ja. he abides in the l'eda and his self is Vedic." He 

dwells in the sky
7

" llis first form is lumin<Jus and can hardly be gazed upon because of 

its circle of splendour77 The concept of the twelve /fdityas as the twelve months of the 

year (as will be discussed in the following pages) is popular in the early Purii!)as.n 

which is also Vedic in origin. Constituents of the solar ritual such as the arghya. the 

iicamana, the japa, the sanhdhyopiisana''' etc. are also Vedic survivals. References to 

sacrificial oblations to the Sun god are occasionally found in the early Puriil)as80 

All these are indicative of the fact that m the Sun-cult of the early 
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Puriil;las, the Vedic tradition was given a prominent place, though non-Vedic elements 

such as sectarianism, bhakti, puja etc. are also traceable therein. 

Epic sectarianism had its impact upon the early Pu.rfu;lic world. The legends of 

Yajf\avalkya,81 Satrajit,82 Brahma,83 Aditi84 and Riijyavardhana85 reveal the acquaintance 

of the early Puriil;las with the ideologies of a Sun-sect. Most probably, this trend was 

inspired and nourished by the non-Aryan tradition. Significantly, the picture of solar 

sectarianism drawn based on early PuriiQ.ic accounts is corroborated by the Gupta 

inscriptions86 and iconography. Many Sun-images of the Gupta period had been found 

from all over northern India87 that clearly demonstrate that Sun worship had developed 

itself into a cult-form. 

In the early Pural)as, Aditya appear as the most popular name of the Sun. In the 

l"ii.vu and the BrahmaQda PuriiQas. this term is enumerated along with other names of 

S- 88 urya. In the Mat.1ya PuraiJa, prayer is given to the Sun god under the name of 

Aditya
84 

Yajf\avalkya invoked the Sun god in the name of Aditya too. The emergence of 

Aditya as the popular name of the Sun is really an achievement of the Epic-Puri.il)a 

tradition. because the etymological derivation of Aditya in the Puriil)as is based upon the 

semantic principles90 while in the Vedas it was derived from the name of their mother-

Aditi.'" The Adityas represent a group of Sun gods in the early Puriil)as. Generally. their 

number has come to be fixed as twelve. In many early Puriil)as. 92 the list of the names of 

these twelve Adityas is given. A comparative study of these lists93 will reveal that Yi~l)U. 

Indra, Dhata, Tva~ta, Pu~a. Yivasavn, Mitra, Yarul)a. Amsa (its variants are Amsu, 

Amsuman) and Bhaga are common to all lists. The other two Adityas are taken among 
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from these Sun gods - Savitii, Aryaman, Pmjanya, Yama, Vi~QU and Indra. One 

significant omission in these lists is MarttaQ1a. However, he finds a definite mention as a 

Sun god in the Matsya Puriil;za.94 The twelve Adityas reside in the Siirya-mat;ujala
95 and 

are identified with the twelve months of the year. The concept of the Adityas as the Time 

is more prominent than their being simply the Sun gods. 

Many Adityas such as Vi~QU, Pu~an, Savita, Aryaman, Vivasvan and Bhaga are 

invoked independently of this group. Savitr, Bhaskara, Surya, Vivasvat and Aditya are 

some of the names of the Sun god96 under whom Yajiiavalkya prayed him97 In the 

Miirkm;rjeya PuriiiJa. the names of the Sun-deity are mentioned as Aditya, Bhaskara, 

Bhanu. Savitr, Divakara. Pu~an, Aryama and Svarabhanu. In all these references. we do 

not find the name of Mihira- the Iranian name of the Sun god - most probably due to the 

orthodoxy of the early Puriil)iC world. 

It is mainly the benevolent aspect of the Sun god. which is worshipped in the 

early Puriil)iC period 98 He draws water for the eight months and pours them down during 

the next four months. Due to the rain and heat produced by the Sun. the com grows and 

the world subsists. Therefore. he is called .flvana and Brahmasal/a:la."" As noticed earlier 

in representing the Sun in the Epic period. we again come across the story relating to the 

Sun as the source of }Ivana and Brahmwal/a:la. He is responsible for long lile as is 

n.:vealed by the legend of Rajyavardhana found in the Markandeya Puriil)a. 11
)() The 

malevolent aspect of the Sun also finds mention in the Markandeva Purana . To avoid . . - . 

the creation-destroying, fiery glory of the Sun, Brahma prayed to him and persuaded him 

to contract his supreme glory. 101 Visvakarma's paring of the Sun's 102 rays 

probably symbolizes the curtailment of the excessive heat and the destructive power of 
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the Sun as well. The emphasis was laid upon the benevolent aspect of the Sun in the early 

PtrraQ.as because the PuriiQ.ic religion centered round the concept of a loving god whose 

grace is sought for by the devotees. 103 

There is also a development in his personality towards humanization in the early 

Piirru;~as. The legends of Satrajit, 104 Aditi, 105 Yajfi.avalkya106 and Rajyavardhana
107 

are 

important in this regard. In all these legends, the Sun appeared at first in his natural form. 

However, he displayed his human form when the worshipper requested for the same. 

With humanization, there emerged a family round the Sun god. In the early Purfu,las, the 

story of Sainjiia and her shadow Chaya as wives of Surya is referred to. 108 Surya has 

many children -Yama, Manu and Yami by Sarhjiia; two Asvins- Dasra and Nasatya and 

Rc:vanta from Sa1hjiia in mare's form : Manu. Sanaiscara and Tapati from Chaya. In some 

late passages of the early Purfu,las, 109 the attendants of the Sun god - Da(,l:Ja and Pingala-

also find mention. 

From the references to human form of the Sun it appears that the early Purfu,las 

were aware of the iconic tradition of the Sun god that was in vogue in the contcmporar) 

. II() H d' t' I . f' h s . h . soc1ety. owever, no 1rect re erencc occur to t 1c 1rnagc o t e . un m t em. Some 

passages of the Vayu. the Mat.1ya and the Markm:ujeya Purfu,las. which refer to the Sun-

image, are regarded as later interpolations. 

According to the f~:lyu PuraiJa. Yajiiavalkya and his pupils. having been inflicted 

with the sin of Brahmahatya and advised by !3rahma, worshipped the god Valukdvara of 

twelve beams in the city of Vayupur, took bath in the tanks including the Suryakuvfla and 

merged them into the world of Surya (Surya-mav~a/am) Ten Ralcyasas named 
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Yiitudhiinas who were probably indigenous tribes of India are said to have been the 

followers of Siirya and roamed with the deity. 111 The reference to the Riilcyasas 

wandering along with the god can refer only to the icon of the Sun. Similarly, the 

reference to the worship of the god Viilukdvara of twelve beams in the city of Vayupur 

may clearly mean to refer to the worship of a Sun-image in a temple. Further, from the 

presence of a Siiryakw}pa, which became quite common in classical and mediaeval 

Hindu India112 and was an integral part of the Sun-temple complex, it appears that there 

existed the image and temple of the Sun at this place. The legend of Yaji\avalkya occurs 

in many early Puriil}as, which do not mention the worship of Viiluke.fvara or Siiryakw;uj.a. 

It may, therefore, be said that these additions were interpolated in the original story in the 

later period. In the Viiyu Purii!Ja. they were added after the 5th cent. A.D. 113 to meet the 

popular demands for image and temple. These passages seem to have been influenced by 

the Samba Purii!Ja. 114 which refers to the twelfth form of the Sun that is similar to 

Vii/ukdvara of twelve beams. The god Valuke.,vara who was no other than the Sun god 

is specifically mentioned as of twelve beams. This is very much in conformity with the 

Magian tradition of worshipping the Sun in his twelfth form. All these lead us to presume 

that there were some foreign elements in the Sun-cult as referred to in these passages of 

the Viiyu Purii!Ja. 

Detailed instructions are found in the 1'vfatsya Purii1Ja 1
" for the construction of 

Sun-images. It indicates that the practice of making Sun-images was already an 

established fact. There is no reference to Iranian features such as northerner's dress, high 

boots etc., which came to be incorporated in the orthodox literature from the 6th-7th cent. 

A.D. as is evident from the Samba Purii!Ja. 116 Therefore, the Matsya Piira!Ja passages 
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cannot be later than the sixth cent. A.D. As noticed earlier, no mention is made of Sun

images in earlier Purfu;las like the Viiyu and the Brahmii~a that were composed between 

the 3rd-5th cent. A.D. 117 Therefore, these passages may be placed between 500-<iOO 

A.D. 118 Similarly, Sun-images are referred to in connection with several solar vows but 

these passages cannot be earlier than the sixth cent. A.D. 119 However, there prevailed the 

custom of making Sun-images in society from first cent. A.D. onwards as is evidenced by 

the iconography. 120 The early Purfu;las ignored it out of their orthodoxy, as the tradition of 

Sun-images seems to have been alien to the Vedic tradition. 121 

The development of vows on an organized scale as the part of a particular 

religious faith is essentially a Puravic conccpt. 122 In the Vi,s~;~u. the Viiyu. the Brahmii!Jtja 

and the Miirlw~;~:Jeya Purfu;Jas, there are no relerences to solar vows. However. penances 

and austerities, fasting in honour of the Sun god etc. are relerredm to several times. 

Sauravralas arc mentioned for the lirst time in certain late chapters of the Matsya 

f'urii~;~a. The worship of the Sun god by means of lotus as displayed in these rralas 

definitely points to a period. which is earlier than the time of the adoption of the Magi an 

fonns of Sun worship by means of images with Iranian features. S. N. Roy'" and 

Srivastava 125 
have justifiably placed those chapters on the s·auravratas in between 500-

550 A.D. Thus, the solar vows came to be developed and incorporated in the Sun-cult at 

the end (500-550 A.D.) of the early Pura,lic age. The main solar vows are the 

Kalyii~;~asaptamf, Visolwsaptaml. Phalasaptaml. .~arkarasaptamf, Kamalasaptamz. 

Mandiirasaptamz, Subhasaptam/ 126 and Suryasankriinti117 in the early Purfu;las. 
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The Kalyfll;zasaptaml vrata is to be performed on Sunday of the 7th day of a bright 

fortnight. It centers round the worship of the Sun with flowers, sandals, white clothes, 

incense, eatables, raw sugar, salt and fruits. Eight pictures of the Sun god drawn on the 

eight petals of a lotus should be worshipped by the recitation of a mantra having eight 

names of the Sun deity. One who observes this vrata attains freedom from diseases, 

liberation from all sins, prosperity and long life. 128 

The Visokasaptaml vrata129 is to be kept on the sixth and the seventh days of the 

bright fortnight in the month of Mii?,ha. On the sixth day, the observer of the vrata should 

take bath with black sesame and observe fast and celibacy. After taking bath and 

performing the japa in the morning, he should worship the golden lotus as Arka. On the 

seventh day, he should observe silence. cat food without oil and salt and give away the 

lotus, clothes etc. in charity. This makes the observer free !rom all sorrows and diseases 

for a period of ten padmas. The observer of this vrata with no particular desire attains 

unification with Brahma. 

The Phalasaptam/130 is to be celebrated on the seventh day of the bright fortnight 

in the month of Miirga§lr~·a. The vow requires the worship of the Sun with a golden 

image and golden lotus under various names. The rewards of this vow arc the attainment 

of endless fruits, prosperity and the freedom from diseases and ultimately the attainment 

of the Suryaloka. In this vrata. the Sun god has been identified with Hrahmii. l11<ira. 

Vi~·!Ju. ,<:iva and Varu!Ja, which shows that he was regarded as the highest. The 

Sarkariisaptam/131 is to be observed on the seventh day of a bright fortnight in the month 

of Vaisiikha. The Sun is to be worshipped by drawing a lotus on an altar. reciting hymn 

propitiatory for Savitr and employing incense etc. One who celebrates it attains sons, 
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grandsons and final emancipation. The Kamalasaptaml vrata 132 is to be celebrated on the 

7th day of bright fortnight in the spring. The Sun is worshipped here in the form of a 

golden lotus by means of flowers, incense etc. and recitation of mantra sacred to the Sun 

under various names - Kamala, Prabhakara etc. The observer should then give away 

gifts and food to the Briihmavas. This enables one to possess inexhaustible wealth and to 

go to the Surya-mm;u!alam . 

The Mandarasaptami vratam is to be observed on the seventh day in the month 

of Magha. Here the Sun is to be worshipped by means of a golden image along with an 

eight-petalled lotus. The god is invoked here in the name of Bhaskara, Surya. Arka. 

Aryama, Vedadharma, Cacujabhanu. Pu~an and Ananda. The employment of mandara 

flowers in this vow forms a special feature of it. 114 In the he Subhasaplaml. m the Sun is 

worshiped by means of the golden ox and golden CO\\ as born from him and also h\ 

flowers, incense etc. In addition. mantra is recited to Arvamii priyam. The Sliryasmikranti 

vrata
1
"' is to be observed on the day c>t" equinoxes or solstices. The Sun should be 

worshipped by drawing an eight-petalled lotus under eight different names in the pericarp 

of the lotus. The arghya of water. sandal and flowers is to be given on the tloor to the 

Sun. This entitles the observer to be honoured by the gods in the kingdom of lndra. 

These vrala5 display a fixed procedure of the worship. the supremacy of the 

divinity and exclusive devotion to him. Thus. they appear to he connected with sectarian 

Sun worship but their nature is essentially domestic. There is no reference to any regular 

image or public worship. However, the references to the making of golden man on the 

lotus as the solar symbol clearly show the foreshadowing of the iconic tradition. 
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Besides these occasions, Sun worship is prescribed in general on Sundays by 

drawing a twelve-petalled lotus with red sandal. 137 In the fore part of the lotus, the horses 

of the Sun should be inscribed. Here he has been described as the soul of the universe, the 

basis of the fJ.k-, the Yajus- and the Siima- Vedas. One who observes this ritual attains 

freedom from all sins and goes to the Surya-mm;galam. In the Vi$(lU Purii(la, 
138 

it is 

prescribed for every householder to perform this form of Sun worship as one of the daily 

obligations. It involves the iicamana, arghya of water and recitation of a hymn, which 

invokes the Sun god under various names such as Vivasval, Bhiisml. Savitr and Vi$(1U 

etc. It is stated that the Suryavrata is one of the sixty ordinances explained by Siva. 139 

The existence of various types of Sun worshippers is well revealed by the 

Miirkar<}eya Purii(la. The subjects of Rajyavardhana who worshipped the Sun god 

included variety of Sun worshippers. 1411 Some of them paid adoratinn by presenting to 

him the arghya. presents and other oblations. The second class maintained silence. while 

the third repeated the Vedic hymns. The fourth lay down on river sandbanks without 

taking lood and the fifth offered oblations to the tire and repeated solar hymns day and 

night. The sixth cast their eyes on him standing there and the seventh worshipped him by 

presenting incense, !lowers. oblations. unguent prayers. tood. lamps and other offerings. 

The pujii form of worship was getting popular though persons also resorted to older 

traditions. 

It is said in the Vi$(1U Purii(la
141 and other early Puri.iQ.as that the cakra of Vi~r;ru, 

the trident of Siva. vimii(la of Kubera and .5akti of Karttikeya were made by Visvakarma 

out of the pared glory of the Sun. This is undoubtedly indicative of the superiority of the 
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Sun over Vi~I)U and other gods. According to Miirkal}tjeya PuriiiJa, Brahmii prayed to the 

Sun god for the continuance of his creation. Evidently, the power of Siirya was greater 

than that of Brahma. 142 The prominent place of the Sun god in the legends of 

Yiijfiavalkya, Riijyavardhana, Brahmii and Aditi and the reference to Sauradar.fana142
' 

may tend to show that the Sun was occupying an important position. The equality of 

Brahmii, Vi~I)U, Siva and Siirya is indicated when these four gods are regarded as 

indistinguishable. 143
' Further, the Vai~l)ava, the Saiva and the Saura vows are treated on 

equal terms in the early Puriil)as. I·U Siirya has been identified with Siva in the Matsya 

Puriil)a. 144 

SUN WORSHIP IN THE LATE PURA~AS 

The late Puriir,1as and the l ipa-purar;as throw a llood of light on the Sun-cult as 

developed between the 6th century A.IJ. and the 12th- 13th centuries A.D. 

A vast Saura literature came to he developed in this period. However, most of 

these works such as the Siirya l'unt(lll. etc. have been lost except the Samba PuriiiJa. Of 

all the extant Puriil)as. the Samba Purcl(la appears to be the earliest work of the .)'auras. 

The verses in the Skanda. the Bruhnw. the r·ar<lha. the A >:ni and the (jaruda Puriinas . . . 
show that sectarian l(>rm of Sun vvorship have certainly hcen horrowed from the Samba 

l'urar;a.
145 

The Bhavi,1ya Purti!Ja also appears to have been the borrower from the same 

Purci1Ja.
146 

The Bhavi,1ya Purii!Ja and the Samba Purii!Ja are the most comprehensive and 

complete documents of the Sun-cult of the Magian tradition. 

A full-Hedged Sun-sect developed in the later Purar;ic times on an unprecedented 

scale along with all the paraphernalia. The indisputable supremacy of the god, the 

exclusive devotion, the fixed procedure of worship and other sectarian features are found 
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in the Siimba, the Bhavi.$ya, the Variiha, the Skanda and other late Purii.Q.as. The Siimba 

Purii!Ja at its very outset describes the Sun god as the cause of creation, protection and 

destruction of the universe and also as the soul of Brahrna, NiirayaQa and Sallkara. 147 He 

creates the universe and various kinds of creatures in the form and capacity of Bralunii148 

and pervades it as well. He is the only god to deserve devotion and worship. 149 He is 

attended by the gods, the Yak~as, the Gandharvas, the Apsariis, the three Vedas incarnate, 

the three Sandhyas incarnate, the Adityas, the Vasus, the Maruts, the Asvins, Brahrna, 

Vi~r;JU, Rudra and many other lesser gods. The reterence to lndra, VafUI)a, Rudra etc. as 

attendants of the solar divinity points to his supremacy. He is eulogized by Brahrnii, 

Rudra''" and other important gods. Thus. the concept of the Sun god as developed in the 

later Puriir;Jas is that of a sectarian deity. 

The sectarian character of the solar cult is evidenced lw these phenomena: 

presence of a band of its followers known as the Szlryahhaktas. 151 emergence of a special 

class of priests known as the Magas and the Bhojkas or the Yajakas. 1 
'

2 and development 

of a sectarian ,\'aura literature. The reference to the Szlrya-Siddhiinta as distinguished 

from the Traividyii-Siddhiinta 153 clearly reveals that the system of Sun worship had 

developed an exclusiveness that is quite suitahle for a sect. Employment of !lags and 

flag-stalls for the Sun god, 154 fixed methods and procedures tor his worship, 155 evolution 

t. d t' d r h' h' l'o !' . "' o a co e o con uct 10r IS wors 1ppers. · usc o a sectanan manlra. · elahorate rules 

and regulations for making his images and temples and for other constituents of the solar 

ritual 
1 

SR were actually products of a sectarian Sun-cult. Bhakti, which is the basis of a 

sect, is referred to several times in the late Purii.Q.as. 159 The late Purii.Q.ic records on Sun-

sect are corroborated by the epigraphy of the period. The Miiliya copper plate inscription 
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(571-72 A. D.) describes Maharaja Dharapatta of the Maitraka dynasty as a 

Paramiidityabhakta. 160 The Sonepat copper seal inscription informs us that 

H~avardhana was a Paramiidityabhakta. 160
" The Pratihiira kings - R.limabhadra and 

- Vinayakapiila are also mentioned as the Paramiidityabhakta in Bariih copper plate and 

Pratapagarh inscription respectively. 160
b Visvavarilpasena and Siiryasena of the Sena 

dynasty (12th cent. A.D.) are described as the Paramasaura. 161 The sectarian nature of 

the solar cult as propounded by the late PurilJ;ias is also corroborated by the secular 

literature of the period as well. '"2 

In the ,\(imhu and other late PuUi';a'· the Sun god is of great!; a metaphysical 

nature. Siimha Puriira describes Siirya as the cause of creation, protection and 

d . h . . . f I v d II>< h" h h b . estructwn. w ose man1 kstat1ons are t K t Jrcc e as. · w 1c appears to ave .ccn ms-

pired by the Vedic concept. The intluencc of Vedantic philosophy may be seen in the 

Vasi~(ha's praise of the Sun god as the highest. At several occasions. the Sun has been 

described simply as the luminary 11
" that is in line with the Vedic tradition. Savitr. Siirya, 

Aditya. Mitra. Vivasvat etc. are Vedic survivals in the later Purii!JiC pantheon of the Sun 

god. That the twelve Adityas- l'ii~an. Mitra. Vi~1,1u. Vivasvat. Dhata. Bhaga. lndra. 

Varu!Ja, Aryaman. Arhsumat. Tva~(n·. and Parjanya are identical with the twelve 

h '"; . I v· i. . I mont S . IS a SO C( IC SUrVIVa . 

Mihira is one of the twelve common names of the Sun in the later PurilJ;ias. 160 

According to Samba and other late Pura1,1as, the Sun should be worshipped in his twelfth 

form, which is that of Mihira. '"
7 

All these show that the Magian tradition was also 

accepted in these Purilr;las. Thus, the sectarian concept of the Sun god synthesized the 
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Vedic and Magian concepts of the Sun god. In between these two, there had been the 

indigenous tradition of bhakti168 centering round a human Sun god who had a large 

family also. 169 

In the late Pur~as, we find that Sun worship came to be formally associated with 

a foreign priesthood known as Maga. Many of them refer to a legend about the coming of 

the Magas in India !rom Siikadvlpa and their association with the Sun-cult. The relevant 

part of the legend in brief is as follows: Samba. the son of K{~J)a by Jambavatf, was 

cursed by his father to suffer leprosy for his undesirable relations with the wives of 

Vasudeva Kr~\la. To be cured ot' the Ji,casc Samba. on the ad1 icc of "<arada. constructed 

a Sun-temple at Candrabhagii (modem Chenab in the Punjab) for the worship of the god. 

Unfortunately. no Brahmai,Ja ''"-' read> tn accept the oftlcc of a regular priest in this 

temple. Therefore, he sought the help of Gauramukha, the priest of Ugra.sena who 

advised him to get the Magas. the special Sun worshipping priests from Sakadvfpa. 

Accordingly, Samba went to Sakadvfpa. brought eighteen families of the Magas and 

installed them into the office of the priest of his temple. 170 

The late Pur~ic data on the Magas are corroborated by Varahamihira 171 who 

clearly instructs that the installation and consecration of Sun-images should be caused to 

be made by the Magas. The legend is n;peatcd in an inscription at Govindapur in Gaya 

district dated the Saka year l 059 corresponding to 1137-38 A.D. In its opening stanza, 

the Magas are said to have been brought into the country by Samba. Their existence in 

India is again indicated by many Iranian features such as avymiga, udlcyave.\:a and 

upanatpinaddha. 
172 

All these evidences conclusively prove that a certain class of priests 
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known as the Magas with exclusive devotion to the Sun was brought into India from 

Sakadvipa. 

It has been held 173 that the Magas of the Purli.Qas were the Sun worshipping Magi 

priests of Iran. Originally, they were a priestly tribe of Medea 174 and a section of them 

worked their way into Zoroastrianism. Compromise between the way of life of the Magi 

priests and that of the Persians175 led to the growth of Mithraism not later than the 5th-

4th cent B.C .. 176 The chief features of the Magi-cult were the worship of the Sun god and 

Fire-god under the name of Mithra, the use of 'harsom ' and a belief in the division of the 

world between good and evil powers represented by light and darkness 177 respectively. 

!hey were famed tor magic and occult power. Sakadvfpa must have been situated in Iran. 

most probably in eastern Iran m since the Saka occupation of western India where the 

temple of Mulasthana is said to have been built hy the Magas. was principally the work 

oft he Sakas of eastern Iran. 

It has been suggested 174 that the Magas entered into India tor the first time in the 

wake of the Achaemenid invasion of the 6th-5th cent. B.C. The first wave of them 

appears to have been confined to the north-west borders of India where the Achaemenian 

intluence had been paramount. In this very region. the Magas started their activities-'i" 

They continued coming in waves in the trains of foreign invaders. The second significant 

wave of the Maga came in the wake of to reign invaders in the post-Maurya period. The 

advent of the Magas in waves is indicated by the .\'iimha l'urii1Ja. 1
g

1 It appears that a third 

wave of the Magas who were the followers of Zoroaster must have left Iran for India 

because of the spread of islam after the sixth cent. A.D. The Magas of this wave came to 

be known as the Yajakas. 182 
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It is difficult to say as to how far these Maga-priests could influence the 

indigenous tradition of Sun worship in ancient India. Many PurllQas 183 do not mention the 

role of Magian priests at all and continue the indigenous and national tradition of Sun 

worship that is found in the Vedas, the Briihmm;as, the Upani$ads, the Sutras and the 

Epics. PuriiQas like the Kurma describe the Sun just as a heavenly body, which is in 

conformity with the Vedic account of the Sun god. The Vi$QU, Viiyu, Brahmiit;~tja and 

Matsya PurllQas reveal that the orthodox tradition of Sun worship actually developed on 

the lines of the Satapatha Briihmat;~a 's 184 prescription of a golden disc to represent the 

solar orb and the Upani~adic 185 doctrine of the golden Puru$a in the Sun who was 

identified with the Ultimate Being. '!he prevalence of this tradition even after the spread 

of the Magian tradition is also attested by the Kurma f'uriit;~a. Even in the Samba 

l'unl1,1a. IS~> the Vedic tradition has not been forgotten. Moreover. the name of the sect of 

which the Magas became priests is S'uuru - a Sanskritiscd form. Further. the whole 

theology'" of this system is a reflex of the teachings of the Vedas, the Upani~ads and the 

Epics. 

The fundamentals of the Maga-cult could not make much headway in India 

probably because of the assimilative and absorbing capacity of the Indian culture. 

Besides, there was hardly anything new for Maga-priests to propagate in India. India had 

already most of the features of the Maga-cult (especially its lriinianised form that reached 

India) such as the worship of the Sun under the name of Mithra in the f!gTeda. '"' the 

Ath d 189 th U. . d IR9u. d h E . 19o I . - . arvave a, e pam$a s. an t e -pies, c ose connectwn of the hre worshrp 

with the Sun right from the times and dualist view of the world in ancient Indian 
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mythology. 191 Therefore, it is evident that the influence of the Magas was negligible as 

far as the mythology, theology and philosophy of the solar cult were concerned. 

The Magas, however, appear to have exerted powerful influence in iconography 

and temples. Most probably, the images and temples of the Sun-deity were not known. If 

known, they were not popular in India before the advent of the Magas as is evidenced by 

the Purfu;las. 192 The solar orb was worshipped by the general masses. 193 Further, it is 

mentioned in the Purfu;las194 that the masses adored the Sun god not in its 

anthropomorphic but in the symbolic forms of disc, wheel, lotus. svastikii. etc. 

However, features such as northern dress, girdle round the waist and high boots 

occur in solar iconography of the Ku~a1_1a, the Gupta and the post-Gupta periods. which 

are definitely Persian. 195 They are also referred to in the literary texts196 of India. These 

features are confined to north Indian tradition while they are conspicuous hv their 

absence in images of South Indian tradition. The existence of a large number of Sun

temples in western India where the Magas first established a Sun-temple at Mulasthana 

(modern Multan), 197 also points out that it was the Maga-priests who started this new 

tradition in the Sun-cult. The Magian tradition of image making and temple building 

played the key role in propagating and diffusing the sectarian f()rnl of Sun worship. The 

imaginary and atmospheric conception of the Sun as f(mnd in the Vedas. the Epics and 

the Purat;~as was given a concrete and lithic representation. 

The Magas are not referred to in the orthodo:-. literature until the 5th-6th ccntur' 

A.D. This shows that for centuries they remained neglected by the orthodox Hindu 

society. However, Sun-images with Iranian features begin to occur from the Ku~fu;ia 

period onwards. This is indicative of their popularity particularly among the foreigners 
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and among unorthodox sections of Hindu society. Because of their immense popularity in 

the pre-Gupta society, the orthodox sections of Hindu society probably accepted them by 

the 4th-5th cent. A.D. Their absorption in the orthodox Hindu society by the middle of 

the sixth cent. A.D .is evidenced by the prescription of Magianised Sun worship in the 

Samba Puriil)a whose lower limit goes back to 500 A.D. 198 In a manuscript dated 550 

A.D. found in Nepal, the Briihm~as and the Magas are given equal status. 199 The 

instruction of Varahamihira (550 A.D.) for making sun-images according to Iranian 

tradition also proves that they were absorped in Hindu society by the middle of the sixth 

century A.D. 

The Magas, no doubt, commanded wide popularity in the later PuraJ;Jic period. 

The factors for their temporary success may be as l(>llows: their proselytizing spirit. 200 

support of the Indo-Greek, the Scythian and the Ku~iiQ.a rulers,201 the propaganda of the 

benefits of Sun worship especially its curative properties. their contribution ((mards 

image-making and temple-building of Surya and their allowance to extend religious 

privileges to women and men of lower castes. 202 llowcvcr. in due course they lost their 

individuality in absence of anything distinctive about them. 

The Magas were divided in course of time into two groups: Magas and Bhojakas 

(later on degraded as the Yiijakas )20
' The Mag as meditated on the syllable 'M' and the 

Yajakas adored the Sun by burning incense, offering garlands and various other articles 

and muttering mantras. The aim of both was, of course, the same i.e. the attainment of 

final emancipation through Karmayoga. It appears that the Bhojakas or the Yajakas or the 

Sevakas were native priests of the solar cult as they chanted Vedic mantras etc.204 

However, in the later period, they established matrimonial relations with foreigners like 
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~"''· 20' D l k B ~~. 2o6 the Magas and came to be degraded as low or ap"-'IJ\.teya · or eva a a- f<>uma!}as 

(temple-priests). 

• The later Purfu)as elaborately describe the family and attendants the Sun god. His 

two wives are RiijiiT and Nik$ubhii. Rajiif's another name was Samjiia or Sarel)u
207 

and 

the Sun had two sons with her- Vaivasvata Manu and Yama Sraddhadeya and a daughter 

named Y ami or KalindT. The shadow of Samjiia was Chaya who is said to be the same as 

Nik~ubhii and is identified with PrthvT. From Chaya the Sun got Srutasravas. 

Srutakarman, and a daughter known as Tapa H. The other sons of the Sun god were t-wo 

Asvins named Nasatya and Dasra (!rom Samjiia in Kuru country) and Revanta with the 

body of a horse having bow and arrows. 

,, iS . , 1(1<.) 

Eighteen attendants of the Sun arc also referred to. Agni known as Ptngaia· 

on the right side of the Sun was engaged in checking the go,ld and had <keds ,,r all 

d d 
. - 'lfl . 

creatures. In ra un cr the name ot Dat,l~anayaka· on the ktt side of the Sun was 

engaged hy the latter \11 rule over the world with his da(1ija and nili Karttikcya and Hara 

stood at the eastern gate under the name of Rajfia and Sto~a rc,.,pecti\clv. Yama (i.e. 

Kalma~a) and Ciaru9a (i.e. Pak~Tn) stoud \\ith t;;o asses at the gate. !'he t;;u As, ins stood 

on two sides of the god. On the south stood Citragupta and Ki\la under the names of 

.fandaki\ra and Ma(hara, on the west stond VaruQa and Sagara under the name's ,,f 

Prapnuyana and K~utapi\ respectively. un the north stood Kuhera and \'inayaka and on 

the cast stood Revanta and Rudra, the latter under the name of DiQqT 211 and also Sri. 

Mahasveta and Matrs. In addition to these chief eighteen attendants. Soma also figures as 
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an attendant deity of the Sun at one place and there were fourteen other attendants. These 

attendants of the god Siirya are represented in the art of the period.212 

Method of Sun Worship: 

The later PuriiQaS demonstrate many int1uences in the evolution of the 

methodology of Sun worship, which are those of the Vedic tradition, indigenous system, 

as developed in the Epic period, Iranian system, Tantric practices and Saiva theology. 

The most important feature in the solar cult was the introduction of image and temple of 

the Sun god. which is expressly brought out in the later PuriiQas. 211 The rules for the 

construction of the Sun-temples and images arc also dcscribed. 214 References are also 

made to six mediums of Sun worship vi/. tire. water. air. holy place. image and pedestal 

t(lr the image ol·a Jell). 

The later PuraQas l!i,·c prominence to the Vedic tradition in their earlier chapters. 

Iranian elements v.ere. however. already prc,cnt in the Sun-cult of this period. The Vedic 

homa t(lrms an important part of the worship and the mantras to be used are either Vedic 

or Purii1,1ic or hoth' 1
' !"he· hymns in praise of the Sun are called l"cdokta or l"edu

l"ed<iliga-sammitu. [he ugmhotrugrhu I the house t(n the ohlations to the tire) is an 

integral part of the Sun-tcmples. 21
'' I hen: is no reference to Tantric syrnhols like mnrru 

or mw;u!alu in the earlier chapters. 

The Tantric cult was hecoming quite popular particularly in eastern India from 

7th-8th centuries onwardw from which the solar cult could not remain untouched. S<imha 

Pur<IIJa refers to many Tantric elements in the Sun-cult The method of initiation. which 

is full of Tantric intluence. involves the selection and preparation of the ground. selection 
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of spiritual preceptors and disciples, offer of arghya to the Sun with the Mahiimantra, 

drawing of a mandala with the figure of a twelve-petalled lotus in it, performance of 

homa and of tattvanyiisa and mantranyiisa, worship of the quarter-guardians to whom 

fish, meat etc. are offered218 The mantras with Tantric symbolism are employed at every 

step. Ma~ala is drawn and various kinds of mudriis and nyiisas are performed in 

keeping with the Tiintric philosophy. The methods of performing abhiciira rites and bijas 

in mantras and practice of yoga have also been described and va§ilwrw;w, iilwr~af)a, 

miiraf)a, uccii{ana, vidve~a'!a and stamhhana etc219 are also referred to. 

Sun worship, however. remained free from some fundamental principles of 

h . 220 Tantricism. The concept of a female principle as the cause of t e umverse ts 

conspicuous by its absence in the later Purii~;Jas in the Sun-cult. No such concept as of 

Prajiiii of Tantric Buddhism and uma ol I iintric Hinduism came w be developed round 

the name of Samjiia or Chiiya - wives of the Sun god - hy the solar sectarians. No image 

of the Sun along with the female consort in Tantric sense has also been discovered. Thus. 

the Sun-cult appears to have heen influenced hy Tantricism outwardly because these 

practices were in keeping with the Yogic practices. which were prevalent in the Sun-cult 

as early as the llpani~ads. 221 

The Sun was worshiped at sunrise. mid-day and sunset222 The later Purar;tas also 

describe the method of performing annual worship (Samvatsarl pujii) and annual car-

festival (Rathayiitrii) of the Sun with the use of Vedic and Pura~;Jic mantras223 as well as 

the methods of the use of incense and other materials in pujii. Elaborate methods and 

results of observing seven different sap! am/ tit his as well as twelve §ukla-saptamis224 are 

a! so described. 
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Centres of Solar Cult: 

From the later PuriiQas we come to know of three centers of Magian type of solar 

worship. The first place is Miilasthiina or Maitravana225 on the Candrabhiiga River, which 

is identified with Multan in Punjab. Hiuen -Tsang who visited this place in the seventh 

century A.D., testifies to its great popularity as a centre of the Sun-cult226 Alberuni, AI 

Edrisi, Abu Ishak a! lshtakhri etc. also give an account of this temple. The Bhaviy.ya 

Puriir,w as well as the Siimha Puriir,w refers to this place as Adyasthiina.''6"A.ccording to 

the legend of Samba, it was here that a Sun-temple was established tor the first time.227 

The tact that Western India where Mullan is situated was a strong hold of the Sun-cult, is 

also attested by epigraphy.m 

The second centre of solar worship is Kalapriya identified with modern KalpT on 

the southern bank of Yamuna2
''' Some scholars identify the Kalapriya-temple of the Sun 

at KalpT with Kalapriyanatha at whose fairs all the three plays of Bhavabhiiti were staged 

while others identify Kalapriya with Mahakata of UjjayinT229
" The third place of Sun 

worship is mentioned as Sutlra, or MUI,ldTra or Udayacala also know11 as Siiryakanana. 

Ravik~etra, Siiryak~etra and Mitravana230 while the Brahma /'urii!Ja expressly calls it 

Kooaditya or Kooarka in Utkala (09radesa)231 It is identified by some scholars with 

modern Kooarka near Puri in Orissa. 2'
2 Though some scholars believe that the eastern 

abode of the Sun was Kooaditya or Ko1,1arka in Orissa, but on the has is of the evidences 

at our disposal there is little difficulty in identifying the place with Gaitgasagara. 

Thus, it is evident that the Magian type of the solar cult was developing in the 

whole of northern India. Further, it was gradually extending towards the eastern India as 
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is evidenced by the recasting of the Samba Purii~;~a and further growth in volume of the 

text.233 

Religious syncretism: 

Religious syncretism reaches its climax in later Puriir;Jas and is best illustrated in 

the Paiiciiyatana Fujii. 234 Samba Purii~;~a speaks of the spirit of rapprochement among 

different sectarian deities. The Sun is said to have been worshipped as Vi~r;Ju in 

Svetadvlpa, as Mahesvara in Kusa-dvipa, as Brahma in Pu~kara-dv!pa and as Bhaskara in 

Sakadv!pa.235 A compromise between the sects of Surya and Brahma236 is revealed by the 

Ms. PuJkara-Miihiitmya of the Padma Puriii:W The trend of rapprochement between 

different sects is best represented by the syncretic images of the Sun.237 The cult-

syncretism in the later Pura,las is ..:urrohorated hC> early mediaC\al inscriptions of the 

Pratihara. Pala. Chauhan and many other Rajput kings who patronized more than one 

d . d h . 'lX erty an t e same at one trmc. -· 
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CHAPTER- IV 

GROWTH AND POPULARITY OF SUN WORSHIP IN 

EARLY BENGAL 

The lands comprised within early Bengal find no mention at all in the Vedic 

Sainhitas. The horizon of the earliest Aryan singers is apparently limited to the region 

extending eastwards only as far as Bhagalpur. Further, the Aitareya BriihmmJa
1 

refers to 

the Pu1;1~ras, an ancient Bengal tribe. as dasvus or outlandish barbarians who lived in 

- - 2 
large numbers beyond the borders of Aryandom. The Aitareya ArmJyaka that probably 

refers to the Vangas. another early Bengal tribe, do so in contemptuous terms. Thus. it is 

quite clear that Bengal was outside the zone of Aryan culture even in the later Vedic 

period. The state of things was not very different even in the Szitra period. The 

Baudhiiyana Dharmaszltru3 prescribes a penance for those who visit. among other 

countries. PuQgra and Vanga representing north Bengal and east Bengal. Even the Jaina 

Szltras also represent the people of Ra~ha as uncultured and almost savage. The I inguistic 

and ethnological e\ idenccs render it highly probable that Bengal was. until the period 

represented by the Sillras. mostly peopled by non-Aryan races. It may be presumed that 

they had a developed culture of their own even though it was non-Vedic and non-Aryan. 

Religious practices in early l3cngal included the reverence and worship. 

observances and beliefs of the original inhabitants of the different settlements of Bengal.4 

Some idea of this lost history may be had from a critical study of the practices of the 

present primitive tribes of Bengal, as there has been no revolutionary change in their 
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religious beliefs and practices since time immemorial. Incidentally, an attempt has also 

been made to understand the position of the Sun as a folk god among the Briihmm;lical 

womenfolk and the different tribal communities in present-day Bengal in Appendix B. 

The antiquity of Sun worship in early Bengal is obscure. However, the earliest 

definite reference to the worship of the god in this land occurs in the Ar$eya Upani$ad 

that may be dated in the fourth century B.C. In this Upani$ad, 5 the PmJdras and the 

Sumhas are described as the Sun worshipping tribes. In the Epics, the country of the 

Puodras who may be regarded as low castc6 corresponds with Bengal and Bihar. The 

Gupta epigraphs and the Chinese records place the territory of the Puo~ras -then styled 

Puo~ravardhana - in north Bengal 7 Puoqranagara. the capital city of the Puoqras. is 

proved by epigraphic evidence to have hecn situated in the Bogra district of northern 

l:kngal. fhc country of the Suhmas roughly ~orrcsponJ to a portion of or to Riu!Jul which 

lies to the west of the Ganges. including lamluk (Midnapore) and the districts ,,f 

Hooghly and 13urdwan. The non-Aryan Pu~1~/ras and Sum/m,· hclicved in the worship of 

the Sun as the highest reality8 This ,-icw of Rrahman held by the Puo9ra1 and the 

Sumhas was shared by Bharadvaja. as is alleged by the sage Gautama. It is deserving of 

note that the Bharadvajas were specially connected with l'u~an a Sun god. Most 

probably, they had been the spokesperson of the class of peoples most likely non-Aryan 

who believed in the supremacy of the Sun god. It can now be safely said that the worship 

of the Sun as the Supreme reality prevailed in Bengal at least since the later Vedic period 

among the dominant tribes of north and west Bengal. However. whether the worship in 

human form was prevalent in those days is very difficult to say at the present state of our 

knowledge. 
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Sun worship was no less popular in pre-Gupta period. From inscription as well as 

the extant terracotta figures, plaques, seals and sealing, we can draw a comprehensive 

picture of the adoration of the Sun god. Profound knowledge about the Vedic literature in 

ancient V ailga is strongly reflected from a Chandraketugarh seal (I st century A.D.). 9 It is 

said therein that "by his banners Siva is (recognizable as) the knower of Brahrna (or a 

Vedic philosopher)." Evidently, it was in the pre-Gupta ancient Vanga that BriihmaJ;~as 

besides Maga BralunaJ;!as, started coming into ancient Vanga under royal patronage and 

settling there permanently. 10 Of the Brahmal)ical deities, Agni, Siliya. lndra, Siva and his 

Sakti, Karttikeya, Gal)esa, Lak~ml, Ganga and Vi~QU were widely worshipped in ancient 

Vanga11 It seems that the Magians from Iran were not responsible for the first 

introduction of the image of the Sun god in India because indigenous represention of the 

god riding on a chariot drawn h: htlrsc., is c'l ident (rom the rdids discovered at l~odh

Gaya. Bhaja. Lilla Bhagat and Mathura. 12 The early indigenous representation of the Sun 

god in image t()mJ may be traced in some terracotta plaques from Bengal of the Sunga

Ku~fu)a period. 

A terracotta 13 from Tamluk (Pl. l a) belonging to c. 2nd century B.C. represents a 

standing winged tigurc with long stalks of full-blossomed lotus in his hands. lie wears a 

wide repousse torque (kmJ{hl). a !iirastraku. round-shaped earrings. armlets and beaded 

bracelets. He has a thick waistband and two wings beside the upper parts of the atms. 

Cluster of plantains are displayed on either side of the lower part of the stela. In addition. 

a pitcher-like object with ear of com shooting from is found on the pericarp of the 

petalled lotus. 
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The most interesting feature of the image is the delineation of the wings. The 

association of wings with Silrya originally occurs in the ]J.gveda. Here he is depicted as 

the fine-looking winged celestial bird Garutmiin in some of the hymns.
14 

SupanJa (well 

winged) is no other than the Sun itself. According to Yiiska, the SupanJa is 'Divyo 

divijah' (one who is 'originated in the sky'). "The learned call (this Aditya) as lndra, 

Mitra, Varu1,1a and Agni. He is bedecked with divine wings and characterized by beautiful 

movements ... ". 15 Full-blown lotuses in the hands of the figure are also highly significant. 

Lotus is connected with the Sun because it blooms only while the Sun shines. 

Iconography associated the lotus with the Sun because it resembled the bright Sun. Lotus 

is recognized as a Sun-symbol since early times and stands for the creative force i.e. the 

producer of all (Savitr sarvwya prasavitr). 1" A full-blown lotus (vika§ila-padmaJ is 

r'"gardcd principally as a Sun-symb,,l.'- According to Banerjee\.'' a:;suciation of lotus 

with the Sun is fully established bv the Pura1,1as. which enjoin the execution in solar 

sculpture of a twelve-petalled lotus. The round-shaped kan;a -hhii.~al}as seem to resemble 

Szlrya-mukhl (helianthus annus) flower. which has been traditionally been associated 

with Sun worship in Bengal. The plantain tree is traditionallY connected with the Sun 

worship, which is evident lrom its employment in the Milgha-mal}<jal Szirm-t-ruru as the 

symbolic representation of the Sun god.'" 

lt is, thus, clear that the winged ligurc represents the V t:dic Sun god Siirya. lt also 

shows that the Sun worship was introduced in ancient Vanga during the post-Maurva and 

pre-Gupta period under strong Brahmal)ical influence. This is eloquently reflected in the 

Kharosthf and Kharo~thi -Brahmf Inscriptions found in different parts of lower West 
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Bengal.20 Prevalence of Sun worship is evident from a good number of such winged 

fi " d . . v ' 21 tgures tOun m ancient anga. 

The association of lotus in Indian art with Sri (prosperity) or Lalcyml from 2nd -I st 

century B.C. and the representation of lotus in the hands of Siirya led to some alleged 

connection between their iconic elements and the growth of some sort of Siirya-Srl cult. 

Incidentally, we may refer to a terracotta plaque found from Chandraketugarh, which 

depicts a winged female figure. She is standing on the petalled lotus with stalks of lotuses 

in her two hands. Leaves and buds of lotuses are sprouting forth in different directions 

from her headgear. "She seems to have been represented as a deity of wealth or fertility 

having been essentially associated with Surya- the Sun god"." 

The representation of Surya as a winged human tigure23 is. no doubt. innovative. 

However. it \\as not a nc\\ one in the context uf greater Indian an as such. In the 

sculptural panels (2nd century B.C.) of Bharhut'4 (Sanchi). we find beautiful winged 

human ligures in Chunar red sandstone. In fact. the basic idea of identit}"ing the Sun god 

with the celestial bird Garutman (divya~ sa .')upanJa~ (;arutman) came from the !JK<·eda 

(1.164.46). Interestingly. winged figures are also l(nmd in the An of Wc:;t Asia2
' and 

Persia"' during the I5'h century B.C. As an example. we may refer to the royal scaln (first 

half of the 2nd millennium B.C.) of Shaushatar. the king of Mitami. which depicts a 

hybrid figure with outspread wings, spoked wheel-face and tail of a bird. No doubt. the 

figure represents the Sun as a bird. The currency of the concept of Sunbird as well as of 

the Indo-European language among both the Mitarmians and the Vedic Aryans points to 

some sort of connection between them. It is also well known that the Indian sub-continent 

had cultural contact with the west from very early times. However, it is deserving of note 
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that there is a considerable time-gap between the above-mentioned royal seal of 

Shaushatar depicting the Sunbird and the winged Tamluk Siirya. Probably, this time-gap 

contributed in building up the foundation of an art-movement that culminated in the 

mass-productions of art objects in India with the emergence of the Imperial Mauryas. The 

difference in time may also be further explained away. The Vedic rites and rituals had 

dominated the Aryan society in its earlier phase so greatly that there was very little scope 

for image-worship. However, the anti-establishment trend in customs and practices swept 

across the country with the rise of the Imperial Mauryas and the image worship gained 

predominance over the Vedic rites and rituals. This was reflected in the iconic 

representations of the time - both the Buddhist and Brahmar;tical ones. The cross-cultural 

connections as further reflected in the Hellenic and I lel!enistic art2
K of the time gave the 

mom.:ntum for a creative artistic acti1 >t). In thi:< till' two prominent factors · the 

indigenous formulae drawn !rom the l'edas. the l'un/IJaS. etc. and the l(Jreign influence -

had played a vital role. The Tamluk tcrracolta winged Surya is the product of the time 

and of the experiences that these two classes of people had lived in and developed over 

the years . 

lt ts quite clear that the Sun worshir in ancient Vm1ga devdoped along an 

indigenous line in which the Sun god appeared in the form of a winged god. The 

indigenousness lay in the additional attributes like those of the nwirE;ai-E;hata with 

sprouting leaves. plantain tree. etc. These additional attributes attest to the local socio

economic needs and practices of the society of ancient Variga. which was predominantly 

an agrartan one. 
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Another terracotta Siirya (I" century B.C. I A.D.) from Chandraketugarh, 24-

Parganas shows the god seated on the chariot drawn by four horses, which is unique in 

Bengal. He is flanked by two female figures. An animal-faced giant, the symbol of 

darkness, is shown as being trampled down under the rolling wheel of the celestial car. 

The god has a circular halo behind his head and wears a turbaned crown and a garland 

with a pendant. 

The sacred thread consisting of three strands on the image in question is also 

discemable on the figure of Agni hailing from Chandraketugarh. As already mentioned, 

the Vedic rites and sacrifices, which were in vogue in ancient Vanga, played a vital part 

in the enactment of the Yiijiiic rituals. In the Rgvcdic hymn.2
" Surya is identified with 

Agni. The sacred thread ofSurya may have the same ritualistic implications as in the case 

of agnilram in the iconic n:prcsentation of /\gni. "' i\nn;a appears f(>r the first time in 

Bengal as the charioteer of the Sun god in this very image. The two female attendants 

flanking the Sun god may he identified as Cl~a and l'ratyu~a. The artistic cohesion and 

religious emphasis of the entire iconic composition clearly shows that the religious 

orientation in ancient Vanga was undeniably in keeping with the performanc..:s of Vedic 

rites and rituals ·in the midst of a number of Brahmm;ical deities who were visualized in 

the growing PauraQic ambience'. 

The god is riding in this specimen on a tov-cart drawn bv four horses. On the . . 
Indo-Greek and Ku~iil)a coins. such representations have also been found. Four horses 

drawing the Sun's chariot also occur in the Bodh-Gaya railing-image (I" century B.C.). 

the Bhaja sculpture (Pune, I 51 or 2"d century B.C.), the Lala Bhagat relief (Kanpur, U.P.) 

2"d century A.D.) and the Surya relief of Anantagumphii cave of K~<;iagiri group of 
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Jaina shrines (Orissa, I 51 century A.D.).31 In the IJ.gveda, Siirya is described as "moving 

on a car drawn by one, by several or by seven fleet and ruddy horses" (1.115, 3-4; VII.60, 

3; VII.63, 2, etc.). Evidently, no particular significance is attached in the IJ.gveda to 

number four in respect of the horses of the Sun god's car. According to Cunningham, the 

four horses resemble the representation of Helios -the Greek Sun god. The Greek impact 

in solar iconography of Bengal does not seem to be unexpected in view of the discovery 

of the images of foreign deities like Janus (the Roman God of Beginnings) and Athena in 

the land of ancient Var\.ga in the Pre-Gupta era" 32 This resemblance is, however. 

superficial because the features of the Sun god along with O~a and Pratyii~a and the 

chariot are Indian in character. Characteristic features of the Ku~aoa period arc also 

traceable in the image under review in its round-shaped turban-like headdress and 

elaborate nimbus. Thus it may be said now that the I(Jreign cultures like the llellenic and 

Ku~i\Qa ones have already arrived and made their impact lelt in the Bengal solar 

iconography, though the religious spirit emphatically revolves round the hhakti element. 

One of the most significant findings about the Chandraketugarh tcrracotta Siirya 

is that the god, though largely resembling in many iconographic features with the Bodh 

Gaya. Bhaja. Lala Bhagat or Anantagumpha Sun images. appears as an independent deity 

along with his attendants and thus seems to have been object of worship with utmost 

devotion. while those four images of Siirya were depicted as accessory decorative figures 

in the religious ardtitccture of the heterodox or other BrahmaJ;Iical sects. A few more 

words need to be said about the greater but apparent similarity particularly between the 

Siirya relief from Bhaja Vihara n near Pune. Western Ghats and the Chandraketugarh 

terracotta Siirya. The Bhaja Siirya is a part of a unique relief and as such depicted in a 
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spirit more characterized by the narrative instinct of the sculptor than any sort of a 

pronounced impulse of bhakti. The Chandraketugarh Sun-relief, on the other hand, 

demonstrates the deep-rooted element of the bhakti cult that was literally sweeping the 

country during the pre-Gupta period . 

A terracotta seal34 (c. I st century A.D.) from Hadipur (North 24 Parganas) 

displays on one side a male figure in rigid samapiidasthiinaka pose. The figure holds in 

his right hand the heavy stalk of fully petalled lotus. Another smaller lotus appears 

beneath the elbow of the right hand and a lotus-bud on the other side of the larger 

petalled lotus. The left hand is placed akimbo. The figure is flanked by lotus plants on its 

right side and a banana plantain on its left side. A horse is standing in an east-west 

direction behind the plantain tree. The ligure is bedecked with a headdress of the type of 

Kausia cap and earrings. /\ square-shaped small symbol is found on the right shoulder. 

Interestingly. it wears a close fitting jacket gathered at the anklets and soft-padded boots. 

Since the ligure holds the stalk of the lotus in one of his hands and wears a northemer"s 

dress (udlcyave.ia). it could he taken as the image of Surya belonging to the formative 

stage. 

Tunic and boots in solar iconography occurs for the first time in ancient Vati.ga in 

this specimen. The northerner dress of the Sun god indicates the coming of the 

Iranian Surya (Mitra) in ancient Vanga. Further. this should have happened during 

the time of the settlement of the immigrants from the north-west. This is further 

corroborated by the fact that a pot-shred carrying an inscription refers to a Maga 

BriihrnaJ}a (.Jayanto- Makatah eko vastrah dvijah) ". 35 
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Apart from the lotus motif, this sort of dress (udicyavesa) is solely worn by the 

Sun god. Titis is evidenced by a good number of Sun images represented in coins, 

stones and terracotta from northwestern India in the post-Maurya and pre-Gupta 

period. The Brhat-samhitii(S7.46-47) lays down that he should be clad in the fashion 

of a northerner, (his body) from the feet up to the breast being covered 

(kuryadudfchyavesam gudham padaduro yavat). The Vi~·IJuudharmottara-puriiiJa 

(Ch, 67.2.16) of a later date says that he (the Sun god) should be covered with a coat 

mail and should wear a northerner's dress, his waist girdle representing yaviyanga 

(avyahga). Banerjea thinks that writers of such texts highlight in this way the alien 

origin of this variety of Sun cult, which was introduced into India in the beginning of 

the Christian era or even earlier. The Sun image under discussion bears close 

resemblance to MIIRO (Iranian Mithra) in respect of the extended right hand and the 

hand placed akimbo. EUOS (Helios). the Sun god. appears on the reverse of coins of 

the Ku~iil;la king Kani~ka A coin type of Huviska depicts on the re\ erse a solar deity 

with radiate nimbus. which makes a gesture of blessings and looks like MJIRO (ian 

Mithra) without his sword_;" 

The display of the horse in the image is quite signiticant. The f!.Kt•eda often 

describes Surya as riding on a car drawn by one. by several or b) seven fleeting and 

ruddy horses." In one verse (RV. 7 77.'\). he is depicted as a white brilliant stallion 

brought by O~ii. All the solar gods are inalienably connected with the horse. Therefore. it 

is evident that the deity is no other than the Sun god himself Thus, an intermediary stage 

emerges in the development of the solar images from a winged one to the udii-yaves/ 

along with the horse. The display of altogether three lotuses may indicate that the devotee 



or the sculptor felt like demonstrating the Indianness of the solar iconography in view of 

unavoidable absorption of alien traits. The flow of the same impulse in the successive 

period is evidenced by the representation of three lotuses in each of the two hands in the 

Kashipur (North 24 Parganas, West Bengal) Sun image of the late Gupta period. The 

display of the plantain tree, which is associated with the Sun worship, points to the 

vitality as well as the efforts of the regional traits to survive even in the face of the 

foreign ones. The Hadipur terracotta serves as one of the best examples of the udfcyavda 

-type of Silrya in its very nascent stage in ancient V ailga. 

The worship of the Sun-deity had also infiltrated largely into the various strata of 

the society in early Benga1.3s Side by side with the anthropomorphic representation. the 

aniconic representation of the Sun god and its worship might have also heen practiced 

during this period in Bengal. '" 

A terracotta tablet (early 4th-5'h century A.D.) discovered from Harinarayanpur40 

(South 24 Parganas) represents the solar deity as standing and holding two full

blossomed lotuses in two hands by their stalks. lie is endowed with a tlat-cap-like 

headdress and bejeweled with long earrings. necklace and torque. He is also clad in a 

coaL trousers and boots. Two pillar-like objects arc also engraved in the relict. These 

remind us of the Silrya pillar of the second cent. A. J) from Nagarjunakonda and may. 

therefore. be taken as portraying the Sun in addition to his iconic representation. 

It appears that in India, the Sun god anthropomorphically have been visualized in 

two forms. The first one originated with a concept of the Sun as a beautiful celestial 

winged bird Garutmiin (divya~ sa supan;za GarULmiin) by the B.gvedic seers. The other, 

which is also based on the !Jgveda41 envisaged the Sun god as riding a chariot drawn by 
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horses. Here the divinity is conceived as being flanked by his two consorts - O~a and 

PratyU~a. The four-horsed terracotta Siirya from Chandraketugarh clearly attests to the 

developed concept of Siirya that was current in early Bengal in the I st century A.D. 

From the early centuries of the Christian era, the solar cult in northern India 

seems to have developed along a definite line. The north Indian form came to be 

reoriented largely by the East Iranian style of Sun worship, which is testified by the 

images of the divinity in both stone and terracotta. hailing from different parts of 

northwestern and eastern India. This reoriented form constitutes the third concept in the 

field of the solar iconography. The terracotta image of Surya portrayed on the Hadipur 

Seal is to be taken as fallmg within this third form in its very nascent stage in ancient 

Bengal. The northerner's dress (udiCJ'<ll'l.'sa) happens to be the greatest feature of this 

tom1 of solar iconography. The stress is mainly laid on the close covering of the god's 

body with a coat of mail and his wearing the anwiga and the boots (upiinat-pinaddha 

padayugalam oflater texts) together with such other attrihutes as lotus-flowers with stalk. 

a crown. ornamented earrings. long necklace etc. 

The intimate connection of the cast Iranian mode of Sun worship with the 

remodeled solar cult in northern India is further heightened h) Varahamihira. He lays 

down (Brhat samhih1. Ch. 59. V.l9) that it was the Magas who were entitled to install 

ceremonially the images of Surya in temples." That the Maga Brahmar;tas were held in 

high esteem and reverence also hy the people of ancient Bengal is evidenced by a 

fragmentary Kharos(hl inscription in a terracotta potsherd43 from Chandraketugarh (North 

24 Parganas) of c. late last or early 2nd century A. D. The Inscription44 has been read by 

B. N. Mukherjee as "ja'adha Makatreke vajtra dvr (l}je dhadh (e) ... (=Jayanto- Makatah 
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elw vastrah dvijah) ". It has been suggested about a victorious Btiihm~q~a from Maka 

called Vastra (Vajtra) and the victory is relating to the theological discourses.45 That the 

Sun worshippers were not used to accept discomfiture at the hand of the proponents of 

/ . 
other sects is evident from the fact that Sailkariicharya had to face the Sun-worshippers m 

the Deccan. In view of the discovery of udicyave.§l Siirya images in early Bengal as well 

as of the relevant reference in contemporary inscription, it may be said that the victorious 

Briihrn~q~a was no other a than a Maga priest who must have come to Bengal and install 

ceremonially the images of the Sun god. Interestingly, the inscription in question was 

written in the Kharo~(hT language only while the others found in ancient Vanga are 

mostly written m the Brahm! and BrahmT-Kharo~ti,lscript. This also points to the 

introduction of the northerner type of solar icons in Bengal by its new settlers who had 

hrought the Maga priests along with them or invited them in the succeeding ages to 

otliciate in Sun worship. 

In the innovatory process of solar iconography. the Sun-image iliLtstrates the next 

significant stage not only in early Bengal hut also in other places of the country. The 

switchover began with denuding the torso of the god of the udlcvave.'u without 

sacrificing the artistic beauty. The lower part of the ll<ficvuvda as well as the hooted feet 

lost its significance before the high-pitched tempo of a total lndianised version of the 

icon. This very style constitutes the tinal stage in the evolutionary process of the iconic 

representation of Surya in ancient Vai1ga. The composite tigure showing the Siirya image 

of the 5th century A.D. from Indian Museum and the Kashipur (North 24 Parganas) 

Siirya image of the 7th century A.D.- all exhibit slow but steady shedding off of the 

northerner's dress, though the avyanga (waist-girdle) and the booted feet are retained in 
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all the cases. The next stage in the evolution of solar icons was greater amplification and 

embellishment of the Sun-figure and the depiction of more number of his attendants. As 

an example. we can cite the bluish basalt stone-image of Siirya (C. 6'h century A.D.) 

found at Deora in the district of Bogra. 46 

No punch-marked nor cast-coins have yet been discovered in Bengal similar to 

those of the Uddehika and Piiii.cala Mitra chiefs like Siiryamitra and Bhanumitra, which 

shows on their reverse the Sun-disc on a pedestal, though the pre-Gupta Sun-images in 

terracotta are not unknown. Under this perplexing circumstance, it is not possible to say 

definitely whether the anthropomorphic illustration of the Sun in ancient Bengal was 

followed by its adoration in emblematic form as was current in many other places of the 

country where a wheel, a round golden plate, a lotus !lower. etc. were generally 

employed in the performance of the Vedic rituals. Anyway. the Sun god seems to haw 

enjoyed. like lndra and Agni, wide popularity in ancient Vailga. possibly among the 

various strata of the society during the Post-Mauryan and Prc-Gupta period. This 

becomes evident from the wide availability of contemporary terracotta icons of the god in 

lower West Bengal. In an agriculture-based society, the importance of the Sun worship 

could not have been of lesser degree indeed. It is said in the Bhari.yva Pzm/(111 (54.5) that 

the oblation offered to Agni is received by the Sun who in tum gives birth to rain. Rain 

produces t(JOd and the food (so begotten) sustains the people. 

Archaeological materials also demonstrate that the image worship of the god 

developed in early Bengal in accordance with an idea of divinity as found in 

Chandraketugarh in the forrn of a winged deity. The indigenousness is discernahle in 

such attributes as the mangal ghafa with sprouting leaves, plantain tree, etc., as seen 

96 



above. The extension of the Ku~iiJ)a Empire towards east and the associated business 

activities perhaps led to the founding of urbanized settlements by the immigrants from 

the Kharosfhi-using region of the northwest India. It is interesting to note that the 

tradition introduced by the Maga BrahmaQas in fashioning Sun images in early V aitga 

continued to guide in its later representations. Ancient V aitga played a great role not only 

in the evolutionary process of the solar iconography in Bengal, but also in establishing 

the cult finally in its land in the Gupta and post-Gupta periods. Early Vaitga could also 

successfully introduce Sun worship amongst its heterogeneous groups of people. 

II 

UNDER THE GUPT AS 

Sun worship. which was very much popular in ancient Vm1ga during the post

Maurya and pre-Gupta period. did not die out with the passage of time. On archaeological 

evidences. we can dclinitcly say that the popularit0 of Sun worship in ancient Vanga 

extended further into the other parts of Bengal in the early days of the Ciupta age." 

The Guptas were prominent followers of Br<1hmal)ism and at the time of their 

reign. Pural)ic Brahmal)ism was emerging and starting to spread all over India. In this 

very period, principal Pural)aS like the Vllyu. Vi~·!Ju and Matsya were composed and 

Pural)ic gods and goddesses were being worshipped. The age witnessed the granting of 

land to Brahmal)as, various BrJhmm,Jical sacrifices. the vogue of worship of Pural)ic 

deities and the founding of new settlement of Brahmal)as. Bengal remained under the 

Gupta rule up to the middle or the end of the sixth century, the centre of this region of 

their realm being the Pw;u!ravardhana-bhukti. Commercial prosperity in this land 

reached its pinnacle in this very age. As a part of the political and economic unity of the 
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Gupta Empire, Bengal was affected by the strong-flowing stream of religion and culture 

from all over India. The epigraphic records of the Gupta period found in north Bengal at 

places like Dhanaidaha, 48 Baigram,49 Kalaikuri,50 Damodarpur,51 and Pahiirpur 52 contain 

names of a large number of Brahmru;ms settled in Bengal. Of them, some belonged to the 

l}gvedic School and others to Yajurvedic or Samavedic schools. Most of these Gupta 

epigraphs record grants of lands to the Brahmru,ms; the purpose of a grant used to be the 

performance of the Agnihotra rites or the Pancha-mahayajna sacrifices or construction 

and renovation of a temple for the regular daily service and worship of the deity. In the 

sixth century, the current of Vedic religion and culture had reached the easternmost 

borders of Bengal. We learn from the Nidhanpur Copper Plate inscription (648 A.D.) of 

l3haskaravarma that during the reign of Bhutivarma. more than two hundred Brahmar;m 

families belonging to various gotras and Vedic .\akhiis were settled in Pancakha!J~a 

village in Snna!\a district. The Lokanatha edict of the seventh cent. A.D. reveals that in 

Samata(a, the jungle had been cleared t(n a new settlement and all who resided there were 

BrahmaJ;Js versed in the four Vedas. 

With the spread of the Vedic Brahmm,1ism everywhere in Bengal. the cult of 

Vedic Sun god Savita was brought in h) the Hrahma~as along with their dail; 

programme of rituals and prayers. Every twice-born householder is enjoined to perfom1 

the Sandhyopiisanii, a form of Sun worship by muttering the Giiyalrl 1'vfantra with facing 

towards the east in the morning and the north-cast in the evening.'' It is also prescribed to 

offer an arghya to the Sun 5
4 

As the Sandhya was to he performed in accordance with the 

method laid down in the Grhyasutras and Dharmasutras every day by every BrahmaQa. it 
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may be presumed that the worship of the Sun in its spiritualized form was a very 

significant aspect of societal life in the Gupta era too. 

References are found in the Gupta inscriptions to the worship of the Sun god. 55 

The earliest inscriptional evidence for the worship of the Sun in early Bengal comes from 

Pul}~ravardhana. In the Jagadishpur (Rajshahi) copper plate of 123 Gupta era ( 44 7 A.D.) 

issued from Pllfl}akausikii, the headquarters of Srngaveravlthi, it is mentioned that three 

residents - K~emarka, Bhoyila and Mahidasa - had permanently donated lands for the 

construction of a temple for the thousand-rayed god (Sahasrara.{mi) Surya and also for 

the expenses for supply of the offerings and oblations consisting of rice, milk and sugar 

(boiled together ), and other charitable deeds. and lastly for the counter-reformation of 

khmyja-phuf!a as well as for the supply of perfume. incense and oil etc. 56 

The temple of the ·sahasrarm'mi (till' Sun 1 v1as established in the village named 

Gulmagandhika adjacent to the Jaina Yihara57 in Pw:ujravardhana-hhukti. The 

inscription also mentions the name of Samhapura where the temple was situated. Samba. 

the son of Kr~11a by Jambavati, is connected with the worship of the Sun in many late 

PuraQas-' 8 Siimhapura is another name of Mti!a.11hana (present Mullan in Sind) where 

Samba constructed a Sun temple at Candrbhaga (modem Chenub in the Punjab). brought 

eighteen families of the Magas from SakadviTpa for the oflicc of the priest of the temple 

and worshipped the Sun god to get cured of leprosy. The import of the Maga Brahma(las 

into India by Samba from SakadvTpa is also referred to in the Govindapur ( Uaya District) 

stone inscription of poet Gailgadhara dated the Saka year 1059 (=1137-38 A.D.)59 It 

seems from the name of the place mentioned in the Jagdishpur inscription that Samba 

myth was well established in the tradition of Bengal at least from the Gupta period. 
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The Jagadishpur copper plate is an important religious document. Here the temple 

construction and the solar worship by means of the oblations of rice, milk and sugar, 

perfume, incense, lamp etc. before a Sun-image is done by the indigenous peoples of 

India - probably the Vaisyas. Besides Iranian Magas, the Indians of even orthodox 

tradition were not far behind in following the practices of worship of the Sun in image 

and in temple. The name of the Sun god for whom the temple was constructed is purely 

indigenous i.e. Sahasrarasmi and not Iranian Mithra. Thus by the middle of the fifth 

century A.D. a full-fledged solar sect with all the paraphernalia of a temple, image, 

priesthood, rites and procedures had come into vogue and Sun worship was widely 

practiced in this part of Bengal. Thus. the literary evidence of the Mahiibhiirata for the 

existence of a sect of Sauras is corroborated by the epigraphy. The inscription under 

discussion supplies us the earliest evidenc..: I(Jr the existence of a Sun-temple in Bengal 

by the middle of the fifth century A.D. This monument of the Sun-cult was a result of the 

collective effort of three residents a li1ct that shows that there had been a group of 

follow..:rs of the Sun-sect in Pundramrdhana-hhukti as earl v as the first half of the li lih . . . 

century A.D. Since the indigenous name of Sahasrara>mi is used in it. it appears that 

there has been indigenous tradition of Sun-temples - a liH:t that has also heen brought to 

light by the lndor Copper Plate Jnscription60 of Skandagupta (465-466 A.D.). which is 

next in point of importance to the Jagadishpur Copper Plate as mentioned above. 

It appears that from the Gupta period onwards. the Surya worship of a purely 

northern culture brought into India by Iranian and Scythian invaders became \W) 

widespread in Bengal. This deity was not related to the Vedic concept of Surya, but 

rather to the idea and ritual of a Surya of popular belief. In this connection it may be 
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pointed out here that the Govindapur inscription61 (Gayii, Bihar) dated Saka era I 059 

(=1137 A. D.) mentions two brothers Manaratha and DI!Saratha belonging to the family 

of Bharadviija of the Maga Briihma1,1a origin. Manaratha's son Gangiidhara had married a 

daughter of Jayapfu.li, an official of the king Gau!,ia. 

There is sculptural evidence to testifY to the wide prevalence and the nature of the 

Sun worship in the Gupta period onward. The earliest Sun images in India belonging to 

the Gupta period have been discovered from Kumarpur62 and Niyamatpur,63 both in the 

Rajshahi district, north Bengal, which is roughly the Pu1,19ravardhana of ancient times. In 

both the sculptures, the god is accompanied by his two anendants, Da!J1I and Pirigala. 

The Kumarpur relief shows the god wearing long tunic, f1at and low head dress, while in 

the Niyamatpur relief, the god is dressed in a flat cap and a long tunic fastened to the 

waist by a belt. In the Kumarpur relief. there are seven horses of the Sun's chariot. which 

marks a departure in the subcontinent from the custom of K~a artists to provide the 

Siirya-ratha with only two or four horses. The Matsya Pura!Ja 64 speaks of seven horses 

and one calera for the chariot of the Sun god. In all the iconographic texts of India, the 

number of horses in the Sun's chariot is given as seven. In the Niyamatpur relieC the 

horses are conspicuous by their absence. The wheel of the chariot, the two female 

attendants of the god and his consorts are absent in both the above images. Most 

probably, the sculptors of these icons followed a text like the Brhat-sainhita. which even 

in the middle of the 6th century A. D. described the Sun god alone without any reference 

to his chariot, horses or attendants.65 A remarkable innovation is the scarf or belt 

introduced for the first time in these two images. Both the Slirya images umnistakably 

reveal the glittering traces of the iconographic features of the K~a period in dress and 
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general characteristics. It may be reasonably held that the Sauras or the devotees of Siirya 

meant these images from north Bengal for worship of the god. However, in the light of 

the above, it appears that even in the midst of dominant alien influences in the solar 

iconography, gradually there began a conscious endeavour for idealization and 

Indianization of the Sun images in the early Gupta age. 

An early 5th century terracotta seal of a ruler with the epithet "La<,lhapeya, the 

sustaining Elephant'.66 from Chandraketugarh contains, along with the figure of Agni, the 

figure of a deity identified as that of Siirya, which also significantly associates him with 

agriculture. Siirya instills life in us and that is why it is known as Savitr 67 

Widespread prevalence of the Sun cult all over Bengal from the late Gupta period 

is substantiated by a number of inscriptions as well as by the discovery of numerous 

stone sculptures. Indigenous elements in solar iconography are found to have proceeded 

further in the late Gupta times. The Sun image from Deorii (Bogra)68 definitely shows 

some development in the iconic type of Surya. However. not much removed in point of 

date from the Bhumfuii 69 (Nagod, Madhya Pradesh) solar relief. it introduces many new 

specialties not present in the latter. The Bhumara Siirya was an accessory figure inside 

one of the 'caitya' windows in a Siva temple, while the Deora Siirya seems to have been 

the most important object of worship in a shrine for the god. The Deora Siirya image is 

clothed in a 'dhotl tied round the waist by a girdle with a sword hanging by his left side. 

The boots on his legs are only partially perceptible. The Ku~aQa dress has disappeared 

and the image is given a complete indigenous character. 

The way of treating the horses and the two demons in the Kashipur Siirya 70 image 

remind us of the technique of the Chandraketugarh terracotta plaques. Further, the display 
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of three full-blown lotuses in each of the two hands of the same sculpture is found to 

have followed the tradition set by the above-mentioned first century terracotta seal from 

Hadipur (North 24 Parganas). Representation of more number of lotuses was perhaps 

aimed at highlighting the preponderance of the indigenous element in the concept of the 

solar image. However, it is to admitted that the Deorii or Kashipur Sun-images seem to be 

the products of the continuing art-tradition introduced in ancient Vailga in the fashioning 

of Sun-icons by the Maga BriihmaQasn 

In the Ku~iil)a period, the Sun images were of two types - seated and bhadrasana. 

Gupta age witnessed a new more variety of the standing type. Seated images of the Sun 

god are indeed very rare. However. the early Bengalis were not very averse to represent 

the Sun god in this rare posture. A miniature bronze Sun image of seated type belonging 

to the 7th or 8th century A.D .. 72 was t(Jund along with an inscribed image of the goddess 

SarviiQI set up by Prahhavatl. the queen of the Buddhist Devakha~ga. from some ruins in 

the village of Deulbii~l. Comilla. The image t(J!iol1.s the lkora composition in many of 

its details. We may deduce some important inf(Jrmation of Sun worship from the 

Deulbii<F icon. No doubt. the Sun god received worship trom the Buddhists and that too 

sometimes simultaneously with BrahmaQieal deitit:s like Sar-il.QI ( Uma or Durga). the 

devoted wife of Siva. The latter fact definitely points to some sort of syncretism in the 

society. Most probably, the rogaharllii aspect of Surva was responsible for his wide 

acceptance among the people of ditTercnt creeds. Secondly. it is also beyond doubt that in 

addition to worship in temple, the images of the god was also adored by individuals in 

their houses. 
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As regards the sociological aspect, the Sun cult had a wide following. The 

Brahm~as of orthodox Vedic tradition, the V aisyas etc. were associated with the solar 

cult. The connection of the foreigners like the Iranian Magas with the cult of the Sun god 

needs no further mention. The solar cult was spreading in all the directions of early 

Bengal as is evident by the finds of the images as well as the inscriptions. 

Between post-Gupta and pre-Pala Period: 

Sun worship was not confined only to Pu1;1dravardhana or Vanga but equally in 

vogue in Vardhamana-bhukti i.e. Uttara-Ri"ujha and Dw;ujabhukti-mw;qalas. The 

Mallasarul Copper Plate inscription71 (of Yijayasena) of the time of Gopacandra (Regnal 

Y car 3 i.e. 543 A.D.) from Yardhamana-bhukti refers to Lokanatha-Jharma. which is 

idcntil!ed with the Sun god. The inscription begins with an invocation to Sri Loka

natha71 The epigraph is attached with a seal that bears in relief a standing two-armed 

figure with a cakra in the background. Scholars arc not unanimous regarding the 

identification of the deity represented on the seal. D. C. Sircar75 holds that Yijayascna 

was. in all probability. a Huddhist and the cakra or the wheel. therefore. represents the 

Dharma-cakra or the wheeJ of Law and the deity appearing in front of the cakra is Sri 

Lokanatha i.e. the Buddha. However, Sukumar Sen is of opinion that the seal of 

Yijayasena actually depicts an e1ligy of Dharma Surya with the wheel of time (Kala 

Cakra) in the background and emblems of horse in front. Dr. Sen 76 has also suggested 

that Lokanatha in Bengal appeared in the role of a god around whom the bhakti 

movement got an impetus. However, the identification of the god in question ought to be 
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considered in the religious background of the sixth century BengaL The Gupta rule in 

Bengal from the middle of the fourth to the middle of the 6th century A.D., no doubt, 

patronized the Vedic as well as Pural)ic religion. The Buddhist trend in the religious life 

of Bengal was ushered in under the patronage of the Palas sometime about the middle of 

the gth Century A.D. Therefore. it would be rather hazardous to conclude that a seal of the 

6th century A.D. from ancient Riirjhii should represent a Buddhist symbol or deity. Of 

course, we have to bear in mind that the et1igy of the god in front of the wheel bears 

resemblance neither \vith any Buddhist deity nor with any Brahmal)ical god. In spite of 

that. it is no less significant to study the seal along with the first two lines of the 

inscriptions where· .\"rl Lokanmh has been equated with Dharma. There is least doubt that 

lJharrna was rccogniNd l(tr long as the Sun god hy the Ni~adas or the Austric-speaking 

,, 
original inhahitCJnts of lknt!al lksicks. the /)harmumwigu!u A"iirrw. \\hich were 

composed at a later date in RJ~hJ. record the <:arlicst tradition of worshipping the Sun 

god with the nam,· of /)/wrmi!.- 8 \"ip)asc·na. to whom the Mallas<!rul seal belongs. 

started his career as a kudaton under ~lakiraja Vainyagupta who \\as a devotee of Siva 

and later shifted his alkgiancc to (iopacandra. It may. therefore. he held that he \\as a 

r<:sident of Bengal lln 4uitc a long time and had an opportunity tu he conversant with the 

religious tradition of this countr'. It is no \\Onder that he should h<ne upheld the worship 

of rokaniitha-dhurma associated with the 13rahrmtl)ical belief. Incidentally. it may he 

mentioned that the Mahay:ma god .l,·u!okite.i,·um \\as named Lokaniitlw in Bengal and 

was associated with the primitiv<: god Dharma in course of time. The synthesis thus 

forged, it is believed. contributed ultimately to the growth of the concept of hhakti 

centering round Siirya. 
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We have already noted the familiarity of Bengal with the Samba legend in respect 

of Sun worship. The tradition of Samba's disease and cure after wooing the solar deity is 

again found to have played an important role in the first half of the seventh century A.D. 

when the key person in Bengal was Sasanka, the first historical ruler of Gauda. The 

Chinese Buddhist monk Hiuen Tsang portrayed Sasallka as a persecutor of the Buddhists. 

While traveling in Magadha in 637-38 A.D .. he noted79 that in recent times, Sasatlka had 

cut down the Bodhi tree at Gaya and ordered the taking away of the Buddha image in a 

nearby shrine. He also added that on hearing the execution of his order. Sasanka was 

seized with fear, his body produced sores and his flesh peeled oft causing his death. An 

echo is heard in the .4.ryamanjuirlmulakalpa. a later text of a Buddhist writer. of the story 

of Sasanka's destruction of the Bodhi tree and his consequent death. The same story of 

Sasanka's disease is presencd in mcdic,al genealogical (J:.:uluJi! \vorks of Bengal 

Brahmm;ms80 According to the tradition preserved among the Yadia Vwiga Grahavipra 

Samiija as well as the f'arendra .\:akad,·ipl Bnlhnzw.w.'. t\\ eh c Brahmar)as living on th~ 

banks of the Sarayu river were brought by king Sasarika to Gauda in order to cure himself 

of an incurable disease by offering sacrifices to the planets (gralw-vafiia). According to 

this tradition, Sasanka was healed and rewarded the Brahmm;as who then settled in 

Gauda at his request. These Brahma\1as. kno\\n as c iralzmipru and settled in Radha and 

Vaflga. came to be divided into several sections according to the places of their residence. 

Given the authenticity of the J:.:ulaji te-:ts. it may safelv be said that the Cirahaya;1la. a 

component part of the solar religion, was immensely popular in Bengal in the seventh 

century A.D. as a means of cure from disease so much. so that a great king and a devotee 

of Siva like Sa5allka found it advisable to resort to it. The legend also points to the 
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occasional immigration of the Siikadvipi BriihmaQ.as to Bengal from Upper India, who 

preswnably popularized the worship of the Sun-images and the nine planets by taking 

advantage of the people's belief in the Sun as the remover of all diseases ('samasta-ro

giil;ziim harttii ). 

In addition to the worship of the nine planets, the Sun god continued to receive 

adoration in the form of Dharma as well. The god finds a very reverent mention as the 

Dharma in the Mallasiirul Copper Plate and the Nidhanpur inscription81 of Bhiiskara

varman, issued from Kafl)asuvarna82 sometime after the death of Har:-avardhana in 64 7 

A.D. Herein Bhiiskaravarman has been compared with Bhllskara (Bhiiskaramiva tejasllm 

nilayam) and his rise has bee equaled v.ith that of the 'Bhuvanapati' i.e. the SunHJ The 

king. like SO.rya who takes away darkness from the world. spread the eternal light of the 

Aryadharma by removing the accumulated darkness of the Kuliyuxu. 

III 

Pala Period: Epigraphic evidences 

The stream of the Vedic religion became gradually stronger during the rule of the 

Pala-Candra-Kambojas, though they were ardent followers of Buddhism. In fact all the 

Pala kings were prominent patrons of Brahmar;as. Brahmar;ical images and temples and 

therefore. made grants of lands f(Jr them to enhance their ov.n virtue and renown. 

Prabhava!T, the queen of the Buddhist Devakhw;Jga. set up an image of the goddess 

Sarviil)I (Durga) with which was found a seated bronze image of SO.rya. A number of 

inscriptions from the Pala and Candra age inform that from different parts of India such 

as Lata (South Gujarat),
84 

Madhyadesa, Kro4aiija (Kolaiicha), Muktiivastu and especially 

central India, Briihm3Q.as of various Gotra-pravara and various Vedic branches as well as 
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Briihmlll)as observing the Vedic sacraments came to settle in Bengal. We are also told 

that many of the Briihmlll)s who were granted land were most erudite in the Vedas and 

their six branches and proficient in the execution of the Vedic sacrifices and similar 

rituals. Reference may be made to the Munger inscription of Devapiila, the Badal Pillar 

inscription85 as well as the Bhagalpur Copper Plate inscription86 of the time of 

Niiriiylll)apala and the Bavga~ inscription of Mahlpiila. Mention is made in many 

inscriptions of the Vedic sacrifices and the homa oblation. In this period. PuriiJ)iC 

grandeur outshone that of this Vedic religion and tradition. The climate of the Vedic 

religious ritual pervaded the Candra period as well. There are a number of distinct 

references to the Briihmlll)as of the different branches of the Vedas and to the Vedic 

oblations and sacrifices. It would seem that the royal officer of the Buddhist Candra and 

Kamboja regimes called ritviku or tillniiJ priest was. in fact. a celebrant of the Vedic 

oblations and sacrifices. 

That the Sun god was regularly and devotedly worshipped by a large number of 

orthodox Briihma(las by means of Sandhvopclsaml is beyond any doubt. Sun god and his 

worship find frequent mention in the contemporary inscriptions too. In some cases. it is 

mentioned directly while in many more cases his greatness is suggested by way of his 

comparision with some contemporary dignitaries. This comparative reference is 

immensely indicative of his respectful position in the mind of the people as well. In verse 

8 of the Biil)ga?h (Dinajpur) Copper Plate Inscription of Mahlpiila I (988-1023 A.D.). 

Gopiiladeva. son of Rajyapiila and Bhagyadcvl. has been equated with the Sun. the 

repository of luminosity, produced by the eastern mountains (' tasmiit 

Purvalqitighriinnidhiriva '). 
87 It is worth mentioning that the B.gvedic description (1.50.4-
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8) of the Sun as the source of the light has been repeated here. The Gaya (Kj'~r;tadvarika 

Temple) stone Inscription of the time of Nayapaladeva (1038-1055 A.D.) refers to 

Visvaditya, son of Sudraka, as prosperous and endowed with blazing personality as the 

Sun high up in the sky and sending terrific heat.88 In another place, the splendour of 

Bhiislwra has been attributed to Visvaditya possessed of unending qualities (' tejasvitii 

bhiisvati '). Atmospheric aspect of the Sun becomes prominent here again. In the 

contemporary Biir;tgadh Prasasti of Murti-Siva. 'Bhanu' (the Sun) shining above the lofty 

shrine of the Miirti Siva has been described as a golden pitcher.84 The form of the Sun as 

a red round orb combined with his role as the rain-giver has certainly contributed to such 

depiction. 

In Verse I of the Sian (Birbhum) Stone Inscription (approx. 1043 A.D.) Surya has 

been described as the right eye of Yi~1,1u ('pravodhanidre )aKalam ymyonmllan

mllane')90 Analogous descriptions are also found in Verse 2 of the Kamauli copper Plate 

ofVaidyadeva. In the Vedic literature.41 Surya ha-; been described as the eye of Mitra and 

Yaru1,1a as well as the soul of all · moYable and stationary. •l2 HO\vever. here the 

inscription refers to the Sun as the eye of such a deity who, in the f!.gveda. appears as an 

insignificant a<;pcct of the former. This small epigraphic data is extremely important in 

understanding the relative position of both Surya and Vi~1,1u in the contemporary society. 

It is evident that in the eleventh century itself began the process of eclipse of Surya by 

Yi~r;tu, whose cult seems to have become most popular in Bengal, at least during the last 

two or three centuries of the Hindu rule. if we are to judge by the number of cult images 

which mostly belong to this period. Presumably, the Sun cult was growing inwardly weak 

because of various factors
93 

and consequently being subjected to aggression of 
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V ai~Q.avism that perhaps did not like the separate existence of the parent cult, especially 

in view of the latter's championing by the priests of the foreign origin. 

However, the inscription in question gives us some tremendously important hints 

about the popularity of Sun worship in the Riicjhii-janapada. It appears from Verse 17 

that the king had made a gift of a chariot for a certain shrine of the solar deity. Here is a 

reference to something similar to a moving victory-pillar given by the king 

("Visriimiirthamivaifja jangama-:Jayastambho vabhau yo 'rpitah '). The term 'vi.vriimii

rtham ·probably implies that when tired, the horses of the Sun's chariot will take rest for 

a while at the peak of the temple94 Anyway, the 'ratha' might have been presented for 

the annual solar car-festival (' Rathayiitrii') an account of which is found in the Samba /'. 

(34.14 fl). We learn from the Slwnda !'. (Ch. 43 Verse 33) that at Ujjayinf, the 

Ratha_V<Itril was performed twice in a year. one known as :f.1a~tr held in the month . .f,wl~lhu 

and the other called Kcirtikl held in the month of Kcirttilw. On these two occasions, a great 

fair was held at the temple and people from different parts of the country took part in it. 

Something similar might have been in vogue in this ca~e as well. In another verse 

(No.46). we get an indirect reference to a gigantic temple of the Sun god because this 

religious structure ha~ been conceived as the palace of Surya where he would sta; 

abandoning the abode of the hcaven 9
' In addition. there arc also references to the 

offering of golden lotus for the Navagrahas and silver lotus for the Sun (i.e. ( 'at~<;lclm.(u )'11' 

The giti of lotus made of a precious metal like silver and the use of gold in making the 

images of Sl!rya as well as the Navagrahas presuppose the fact that the god and the nine 

planets were worshipped by a section of wealthy people. Gold and silver find mention in 

the Samba P
97 

as the materials for the Sun images, other five being copper, earth, stone, 
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wood and paint. YiijFzavalkya has also prescribed the use of silver as one of the materials 

for making the images of the Navagrabas. Therefore, the Sian inscription gives a good 

deal of information concerning Sun worship in the Riicjhii region. 

Towards the end of the Pala period, Sun worship gained immense popularity 

among the BriihmaQa rulers of Gaya. The Gaya Gadadhar Temple lnscription98 of the 

time of Nayapala begins with "Om namo Miir/taiJrjiiya" and the first verse is devoted to 

the Sun as well. The founder of the temple apparently was a Parama-saura. Similarly, 

when the issuer was a follower of Siva, he assumed the title Pararna-Mahesvara as we 

come across the case of Vijayasena of the Deopara Prasasti, which begins with the 

salutation to Siva, i.e. 'Om om nama? -~iviiya'. The Madhainagar Copperplate of Paramo-

Vai~~;~ava Lak~m<wasena commences with ·om oin namo Niiriiyw;aya'. It is known from 

the Gaya Ak~ayavata Temple Inscription of Visvarupa Visvaditya (a feudatory of the 

Palas) incised in the regal year 5 of Vigrahapala fll ( 1043-70 A.D.). which begins with 

adoration to Siva, informs that the image of -~uklahhiinu (Surya) was installed in the 

temple of the Prapitiimahe§vara (BrahmWat Gayii together with the icons of C1a~;~da. 

Kanakdvara, Ambujahhava, Visvarupeivara. Gw1gda. Gadiidhara. Grdhrqa . 

. ')uianardana and Va(da."" It is evident that the Sun god was looked upon absolutely as 

equal to the gods of the major cults and worshipped by other sects as well. 

' 
The GayaSitala Temple lnscription 1110 of Yak~apala 101 of the time of Govindapala 

(1161 A.D.-1165 A.D.) also begins with "Om namaf! Suryaya". and here also the first 

verse is dedicated to the Sun god - "ViJaya-madhutlwra-pilriJa prii!Jinikiiyiilirn visva-

satapattram/ a;;fiifii-dala-ramyiim prakiisayannavatu vo Bhanulf' (V .I). On the ground 

cited above, it can safely be concluded that Yak~apala was also a Parama-saura. 

II I 



• 

Suryavandanii in the Mafzgaliicaral}a and Surya-pral}iima as we come across in the 

present inscription seems to have been popular since the days of the fl.gveda. The 

inscription in question also refers to the construction of a temple where the images of 

Mauniiditya, Sahasra/ifzga, Kamaliirdhiifzgfna-NiiriiyaiJa, SomeS\Iara (twice), 

Phalguniitha, Vijayiiditya and Kediire5vara were installed. 102 Of the names of the gods 

just mentioned, Mauniiditya and Vijayiiditya appear to be other names of Siirya. 

In the Mainamati Plate ofGovindacandra (1020 -1055 A.D.) of the contemporary 

Candra dynasty, the king has been described as shining as the Pracw:u!arasmi Silrya. 103 

In the Ramganj Copperplate of Isvaraghosa (I 040 - 1080 A.D.). a contemporary of 

Vigrahapala Ill, Balagho~a, Dhavalagho¥ and MahiimaJJ1alika Isvaragho~a -- all three 

have been described as (well-known/veritable as) the Sun. 10
" It appears that this royal 

family endeavoured to depict them as hclonging to the solar race. In the Bhuvanesvar 

Inscription of Bhatta-Bhavadeva ( 1073 -1127 A. D). minister of Harivarmandeva of the 

Varman dynasty, Bhavadeva. the founder of the family. has been described as a giver of 

fruit like the Sun (kala.\'ya diitclpi tiipanapratima!1- Verse 5). 10
' In the Kamauli Plate of 

Vaidyadeva. 106 Siirya has not only been described as the right eye of Hari. but also used 

at several places as the object of comparison under different names such as · Bhanu· 

(Verse 1 0). 'Arkadeva ·. 'Miirttanda '( "siil0iit diva1pativikramah." verse 14) or 

· dinapati'(''iijirtairdinapati~. verse 19). The inscription further infom1s that the Pala king 

Vigrahapala was born in the family of the Sun. the right eye of Hari (e/asya daf0·i1Jadri.(o 

\'Wh.1~e Mihira5ya jcltaviin purvam). We have already noticed in the Sian inscription 

(Supra, p. 1 09) the similar epithet about the Sun. 
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The Kamauli Plate leads us to presume that the Pala kings had belonged to the 

solar dynasty. 107 ln the Riimacarita (I. 4) of Sandhyakara Nandi, Dharmapiila is described 

as 'the light of Samudra's race' (samudra-kula-dfpa) i.e., descended from the ocean. 
108 

However, both the records belong to the very end of the Pala age; naturally, very little 

weight may be given to the theories put forward by them about the origin of the Pala 

Royal family. Besides, the membership of the solar or lunar dynasty was usually claimed 

for most of the contemporary dynasties and there is nothing distinctive about it. 

Nevertheless, the Samudra theory of origin is certainly a novel one, a distant echo of 

which may also be heard in an old Bengali text called Dharma-Mmigala of 

Ghanarama. 109 It tells about the exile of Dharmapala's queen Vallabhadevi to forest 

because of sonlessness. where her relationship with the ocean gave birth to a son. 

According to Taranatha. Gopala wa., succeeded by a son who wa~ begotten by 

Nagaraja Sagarapala, the sovereign of the ocean. on his younger queen. 110 This is 

evidently another version of the Pal a origin fi·om samudra or ocean. R.D. Banerji in his 

endeavour to interpret 'Samudm-ku/a' rationally says that the Palas came from the sea. 111 

However, reconciliation has been attempted between the two different traditions of 

Samudra and Sfirya origin by holding that Samudm-kula means S1irm-kula or solar race 

to which Samudra. the son of the mythical king Sagara. belonged. 112 

In the II th - 12th centuries A.D .. the V cdic religion made a great headway under 

the patronage of the Varman and Sena rulers. The beginnings of the transformation had 

become quite evident towards the end of the Pala and Kamboja era. From the second half 

of the eleventh century, the descendants of the Buddhist Pala kings gradually took to 

n 
Brahmal)ism. More and more Brahmaas emigrated from the Central regions. In the 
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inscriptions and the literature of the times. the Briihm~ical ideals along with several 

sacrifices are very clear, as is the effort to diffuse them throughout the social and 

religious spheres. 

t 

The Bhuvandwar Inscription of Bha(a-Bhavadeva, minister of the Varman King 

Harivarman (1073-1127 A.D.), 113 refers to hundred villages inhabited by the Briihma1,1as 

versed in the Vedic lore. The Belava (Bhagalpur) Copper Plate (1142 A.D) of 

Bhojavarman (1137-1145 A.D.) 114 refers to the grant of land in Pw;t~ravardhana to the 

Briihm~as who hailed from Uaara RcHjhii and were attached to the study of the Vedas. 

The Varman rulers are known to have been great patrons of three Vedas. 

In the inscriptions belonging to the Sena rulers. we find references to the 

BrahmaQas belonging to the Vedic S'akhiis like Kauthuml . .4svaliiyana. Kiinva and 

Paippaliida. The Barrack pore 124-Parganas) Copper Plate grant ( 1159 A.D.) of 

Yijayasena
115 

records the donation of lands in the Kha~i Vi~aya of Pzn;~lravardhana-

hhukti to the priests who performed Kanakatulii Puru)a Mahiidiina on behalf of the chief 

queen BilasadevT on the day of lunar eclipse. The Naihati Copper grant of Vallalasena 116 

(1159 -1179 A.D.) records the donation of land to .4-ciirya Viisudevaiarrnan for 

supervision of Hemii.1ya Mahadiina on the bank of the riva Ganga during a solar eclipse. 

The Tarpandighi (Balurghat, South Dinajpur) Copper Plate grant 117 
( 1181 A.D.) of 

Lak~maQasena records the donation of a Yi II age in Varendr! to Acarya Isvara Deva5arman 

as fee lor his service in the HirwJyasva Mahiidiina. Again. the Madhainagar (Pabna 

district) Copper plate grant (1204 A.D.) of Lak~ma\1asena 118 records donation of land 

made by the king for use of the priest who seems to have acted as the supervisor or the 

proprietary for Aindri Santi. Therefore. it is evident that most of the Sena records were 
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land grants made to the Briihmru;tas on some specific occasions of rites and rituals. 

Anyway, there is no room for doubt that the Sun god received adoration from those 

orthodox BriilunaQas by traditional way of Sandhyopiisana along with the muttering of 

Gayatrf. In Brahma~;~a Sarvasva 119 of Halayudhamisra, it is found that the Brahm~as in 

Bengal were very much unwilling to study the Vedic mantras with much curiosity and 

solemnity. Nevertheless. the special command over the Vedas attributed to the family of 

Guravamisra speaks quite differently. The Sun god began to be worshipped according to 

the Vedic injunctions in the natural solar fonn. as the repository of light. heat and all 

energies that sustain the living world. With the gradual expansion of the Brahm~ical 

settlements in Bengal. there remains little scope of doubt that the cult of the Sun god in 

its Vedic fonn made its appearance. In addition to the BrahmaJ}as, the upper-caste 

!!indus. at least to some extent. had Vedic sacrifices perfom1ed and the Vedas recited. 

mainly due to the inspiration and assistance of ritualistic Briihma!}s who had come from 

l ){) 
the west. -

Abundantly available are the references - both direct and indirect- to Sun worship 

1n inscriptions during the Sena period. In verse 8 of the Barrackpore (District 24-

Parganas) Copper Plate of Vijayasena. dated in the year 62 (=1158 A.D.). Vijayasena has 

been described as the dazzling Sun on the top of the Golden mountain -

"k.anak.agiri.\irovarti-martw;uj.atejii~." 1n verse 5. Hcmantasena has also been described as 

having become like the Sun an object of veneration for the (three) worlds - "Raviril'U 

jagatam miinanlyo bahhiiva". 121 The Naihati Copper grant ofVallalasena122 (1159-1179 

A.D.) refers to the performance of the Hemii;ya Mahadana Yajfia by Vilasadevi, mother 

of Vallalasena on the bank of the Ganges on the occasion of a solar eclipse. We learn 
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from the Sanokhar Inscription of the regal year 9 of Vallalasena, incised on a copper case 

that the case was gifted by the chief priest of the temple for the setting up of a Sun-

• 123 tmage. 

Visvariipasena (son of Lak~mal)asena) and his son Siiryasena were staunch 

devotees of Siirya and it was in this period that Siirya worship was further enhanced. The 

affiliation of these two kings to the solar cult in addition to the religious faith of their 

predecessors is quite significant. Visvariipa~ena is said to have been seriously sick or 

made captive, resulting in his abdicating the throne in 1210 A.D. in favour of Siiryasena 

and again ascending the same five years later. 124 The possibility of prolonged and severe 

ailm.:nt of Visvariipasena seems to be most probable. which impelled him to profess the 

cult of Siirya who has been described in the Bairhana image inscription as the remover of 

all diseases (""samasw-rogc/m/111 lwmc/ ·1.'-'' The 'Vladanapada (Faridpurl Copperplate 

(1220 A.D.) 120 and the Calcutta Sahitya Pari sat Copper-plate of Visvariipasena 127 as well 

as the Edilpur (Faridpur district) Copperplate of Survasena 12s hegins with an invocation 

of the God Narayat;ta. the Sun and the Moon_ In these inscriptions. the Sun god is 

described as the ··tricnd of lows-beds. the source of deli' crance of the three worlds 

withheld in the prison of darkneso- and the wonderful bird of the tree of the Vedas. 

soaring high up on his two alternately exranding white and black wings. of which one is 

white and the other black (i.e. the two fonnights(. Suchlike description of the Sun 

represents the Satapatha Brabmal)a line of Sun \\orship that was going on parallel \\ith 

his worship in image. The kings' preference for this mode of Sun worship may be seen as 

indicative of a strong undercurrent against the rre\ailing practice of worshipping the god 

anthropomorphically. !tis worth mentioning that Visvariipasena has described himself as 

116 



a devout worshipper of the Sun god (Parama-saura) in his two inscriptions. Even the 

Parama-Vai$1Java Lak~m~asena has been described as Parama-Saura in the Madanp~a 

inscription. Evidently, it is nothing but a traditional attempt to associate one's 

predecessor with his own religious faith. Siiryasena, like his father, has also identified 

himself as the Parama-saura. Both of them have been described as "Senakula

lwmalavikiisa-bhiislwra". 

Varman-Sena Age: Literary evidences 

Sun worship finds ample references in the contcmpNarY religious and secular 

literary texts. There are many euological verses around the Sun m the 

Suhhii~itaratnako~·a. an anthology compiled by the Buddhist abbot Vidyakara who 

appears to have flourished in Bengal towards the first quarter of the 12th century A.D. 

The position that the anthologist accorded to the section (no. 7) on Sun immediately after 

those on Siva (Sections 4 & 5) and Vi~QU (Section 7) shows that he considered the Sun to 

be one of the chief divinities of Hinduism. There is also abundant evidence in inscriptions 

and literary texts that by his time the Vedic worship of the Sun had grown into an 

important cult, strengthened by influences from the Sun worship of Persia. The four 

verses, which Vidyakara quotes, all refer to the Sun at sunrise. which is the time when all 

Hindus. regardless of sect, address their prayers to the heavenly body. More verses on the 

Sun are found in the non-religious sections such as in Section 9 on 'Summer' and Section 

27 on 'Sunset'. With a view to illustrating the concept of Siirya as held by a few poets. 

though belonging to different ages, all the four verses mentioned in the 

Subhii$itaratnako$a are as follows. 129 
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a) "The sharp-rayed Sun, driving with horses 

over and below the endless world, 

whose disc thereby moves swiftly as a whirling brand, 

I pray may aid you by his casting out all darkness 

with his shafts of light as warlike 

as burning spears of gold". Rajsekhara, verse no.l48 

b) I praise the disc of the rising Sun. 

red as a parrot's beak sharp-rayed, 

friend of the lotus grove 

an earring for the goddess of the east. Vidyii, verse no. 149 

c) Praise to the Sun. 

a gem in the serpent's hood that is the Eastern Hill. 

a golden flower in the sapphire-tree of hea\'en: 

a farewell bowl for the captain-saint 

who sets out to cross the sea of transmigration. Variihamihira, verse no. ISO 

d) The Sun grows steadily from its watered root 

by reason of the ambrosia poured from her moon-bowl by Night 

as by a gardener girl desiring a new garden, 

in fact. the world. 

As it grows from its trench, 

The Eastern Mountain's ring of peaks. 

red as fresh coral, may it bring you joy, 

this first sprout of the tree of day. Mayiira verse no. lSI 
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A number of verses of different poets on the Sun occur in the Devapraviiha 

(Section on gods) of the Sadukti-karnamrta (1206 A.D.), 130 an anthology compiled by 

Sridharadasa under the patronage of Lak~m~asea. This, no doubt, points to an important 

position of the Sun god in the prevailing religious horizon. In a verse (V.I6.1) of 

Umapatidhara, a fellow poet of Jayadeva in the court of Lak~maQasena, quoted in the 

Sadukti-karniimrta (1206 A.D.), salutation has been made to the east filled with 

fragrance, which constitutes a clear reference to SiiryaprmJtima. a popular mode of Sun 

worship since the ~gvedic age. Another verse (IV.6.5) of the same poet says eulogizing 

the Sun that Bhagaviina Siirya who beautifies all his lotuses simultaneously along with 

waking all up, is to be worshipped, even though he is heated. 131 Dhoyl, a court-poet of 

Lak~ma(lasena. refers in his l'a\Wia-cilltu to th,· Sun t.:mpk at ( Tri>cr)l). while directing 

the messenger wind to salute the Sun god (' RaKhukulaKuru') and offer water to him on 

the bank of the river Ganges before departing from there. 132 Halayudha. a well-known 

writer in the history of the Smrti digests of Bengal and a contemporary of Lak~m~asena, 

has showered a eulogy of the Sun god in the Maiu~ahlcarana of his Bnihmana-sarvasva 
.__ ' ' . 

thus: "I eulogize the bharga (leja~) of Savita that gives light, like a lamp. to the three 

worlds - bhii, bhavah and svah. May the Sun god do good to us. who is the ornament of . ~ "" .._ ..._ 

the sky, the cause of the three kiilas. full of Vedas and the way to obtain the trivargas 133 

(three objects of worldly existence) - dharma. arlha and kama. ! adore the Gayatr! Devl 

who is venerable in the three worlds and who is saluted three times even by Trilocana 

(Siva) himself'. 134 
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Describing the advent of Sfuya along with the causes of his worship in his work, 

HaliiyUdha says, "Savitii is coming. What is the form of the Savitii? Possessing qualities 

of suti etc. How is he coming? By a chariot. What sort of chariot? Made of gold. While 

coming, what is he doing? Observing the people in the world. Witnessing all the actions 

of men who do lots of virtues and vices - visible and invisible - in the workplace of the 

world. Engaging the deities and the mortals in their affairs. Being engaged in their work 

at Sunrise, people gratify the gods and in return, the latter give rain. Coming everyday to 

this land, the god Savitii repeatedly helps in this cooperation between man and deity. 

Coming with whom? Along with the night. What sort of night? With black or gloomy 

. I ··I l' mg 1t. · · As virtuous acts are not perfonncd at night. hence the nighttime has been 

called black or full of gloom. This means: the god Savitii who is the impeller of the 

actions of gods and men and who ncryday appears \\itnessing the 'i11uous and sinful 

acts of mortals located in the workplace of the world, l worship him. 

According to the Brahmavaivarta Purii!Ja. m the Sun worshippers gain recovery 

from different kinds of illness. In this regard, it has been said in this text: "Brahmii said: 

after taking a bath at the three periods of the day (i.e. dawn. noon and Sunset). if you 

adore the Sun devotedly along with mantra, you will be cured from ailments. If you 

devotedly worship the Sun god for one year with all the sixteen items of the ritual 137 by 

muttering the hymn- 'Om hring namobhagavale Suryiiya paramiitmane svahii'. you are 

sure to get rid of disease. I am giving you this wonderful annour138 of the Sun. Out of 

fear, ailment never comes close to the possessor of this armour as the snakes fearfully run 

away at the sight of Garwja. Disclose this kavaca only to your own disciple who is of a 

pure heart and of an intense devotion to his preceptor. In the event of offering this kavaca 
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to other's disciple of a wicked nature, the giver will have to court a sure death. The seer 

of this kavaca named Jagadvilalcymar,ta is Prajapati, its metre is Gayatri and the Sun 

himself is the god. It is made use of for removal of all types of ailments and for 

attainment of beauty. As soon as one is endowed with this kavaca, he attains holiness. It 

is the embodiment of every essence and the destroyer of all kinds of sin ... He who suffers 

a severe leprosy, whose flesh peels off, who is an eyeless mahiibranl, who is attacked 

with tuberculosis, acute pain and many a disease, will undoubtedly be cured from his 

ailment and enjoy the virtue of bath-taking at all the places of pilgrimage, in case he 

listens to this hymn for one month, eating havi:}iinna (boiled sunned rice and ghee). 139
• 

In this connection. the Brhaddharma Pura1Ja 140 says, "He who worships the Sun 

would be healthy, wealthy and prosperous and repair to the holy immortal feet. He who 

\\Orships the Sun repeatedly with utmost deHJtion and eat only at night. will go to the 

heaven." The same Puriil}a provides us with some important information about the priests 

who played an important role in the spread of Sun cult in India. It is mentioned here that 

the Devala BriihmaQas who immigrated to India from Siikadvfpa has been known as the 

Sakadvipl BrahmaQas and the descendants of some Sakadvlpl BrahmaQa father and 

Vaisya mother are called the Grahavipra.s or Ga1Jakas. 141 These Cirahavipra.s· ofticiated 

in the religious ceremonies. A reference to these Brahma(las is also found in a verse in 

the A-ryasapta.satl where the graha.santi (propitiation of planets by sacrifices etc.) has 

been beautifully described in connection with a deep attachment of a lady-love for her 

lover.
142 

Besides, the gar,taka (astrologer) class was very skilled in astrology and used to 

tell one's fortune by drawing lines on the ground with a piece of chalk. However. they 

were very much ill famed in the society for their hypocritical nature - so much so that 
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they have even found a mention in a verse in the Aryasaptasatl while describing the 

deceitfulness of the lover towards his lady-love. 143 Naturally, these astrologers who are 

even called knitavavii 44 (master fraud) were not at all an object of honour everywhere in 

the society and usually looked upon as pat ita (fallen, degraded or outcast) because they 

had given up the Vedic religion and got excessively attached to astrology. A branch of 

this class who were known as Agradiinl Briihmm;za were also regarded as patita because 

they used to receive first gift of the funeral ceremony from the Sildras. 

Worship through Images: 

In addition to the epigraphic evidences. a large number of the images of the Sun 

god have been found in Bengal during the 8th to the 12th century A. D., indicating the 

great popularity of Sun-cult and consequently the grmnh and development of Sun

Images. 

8th Century A.D. 

Three images of the solar divinity are known to belong to the 8th century A.D., 

aU-datable in its second half. Based on their lind spots. we can safely say that the worship 

of the god in image form was prevalent in Varendrl and some parts of Uttar Riirj.hii. 

Continuation of earlier fashion and appropriation of newer trends are clearly noticeable in 

their iconography. The terracotta Siirya145 from PaM.rpur represents the god with a halo. 

seated as cross-legged and holding full-blown lotuses into uplifted hands, which reminds 

us of the god on the Bodh-Gayii railings. The relief from Bhadrakall (Hooghly) 146 with a 

clear sign of emphasis on flatness not only echoes the two-dimensional art of Bhiirhut but 
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also depicts the deity (Pl. I Oa) in full anthropomorphic form ignoring the prescribed rule 

of the Matsya Pura~;~a. Another feature in this sculpture not very uncommon in Pala 

sculptures is the representation of the deity inside a shrine with minor niches within itself 

shaped as caitya. The appearance of the caitya windows in solar iconography is quite 

natural in view of the fact that the Pala kings were ardent patrons of Buddhism. The 

temple design in the sun-icon indicates the popularity of temple-concept in the worship of 

the Sun god. Siirya and his two attendants Daq~ and Pingala are represented as wearing 

a pair of pointed boots, as it would be seen in the sun-icons belonging to the Pala Bengal. 

The chariot and horses along with the charioteer vanish from the scene. The god holds a 

lotus in each hand, the petals of which tacing the viewer are open while those of the 

upraised Hower are closed. This style of Silrya image does not tally with that of the 

earlier images of tht· Gupta period when sometimes the di\init) held three Jlowers 

instead of two in each hand. The third 8th century A.D. image 1
"' in grey sandstone comes 

from Naogaon, Rajshahi. Occurrence of only three Sun images in the three districts of 

early Bengal along with the possibility of two being used as icon for worship leads us to 

presume that the anthropomorphic worship of the god had yet not developed on an 

organized and wide-spread scale t.ecausc of the strong 13rahmaryical concept of the Sun 

worship as visualized in the Satapatha BriihmaQ-a discussed earlier and comparative 

weakness of the champions of the solar iccms. The absence of the female attendants in the 

Sun images also speaks of its distance from Tantrik philosophy. 

91
h Century A.D. 

The ninth century witnessed greater popularity of the icon-worship of the Sun probably 
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because of a wider belief in his curative aspect as well as a stable government and liberal 

religious policy under the Piilas. However, out of the 26 ninth century AD. images 

noticed hitherto, all the 25 of known provenance hail from P~~ravardhana - four 148 

· · 
149 hre fro o· · 1150 d 16 fro M Id 151 from RaJshahi, one from Bogra, t e m maJpur an m a a. 

Therefore, it is quite reasonable to think that image-worship of the solar deity became 

more popular not only in the district of Rajshahi but also extended to new areas like the 

districts of Dinajpur and Maida. the last showing comparatively a tremendous vogue of 

images in the Sun-cult. Wonderful growth of Sun images in comparision to the previous 

century and greater extension of their find spots might have been due to the spread of the 

icon-worshippers in dit!erent areas and increased belief in the rogaharllii concept of the 

Sun god. The tradition of Sun worship as noticed among the Pul)~ras in the .4r>·e.va 

Upani>·ad of the 4'" century B.C. probably played a prominent role in the ever-increasing 

popularity of the anthropomorphic worship of the god in the Pul)~ravardhana. Anyway. 

it is interesting to note that out of 16 Sun images from Maida, ll came from Gazole and 

the rest from Bamangola and Habihpur and all these areas are very close to the district of 

Dinajpur. With these facts in our hand. we are inclined to presume that a large area in 

Pul)~ravardhana comprising Rajshahi. Dinajpur and Maida was emerging as a dominating 

zone of Sun-cult, its centre being located in the first-named district. It may also be 

mentioned in this connection that in three of the Gazole images 1
'
2 previously mentioned. 

neither the Sun god nor his attendants wear any boots - a feature which is extremely rare 

not only in Bengal but also in the whole of India excepting the South. Generally. Sun 

images in north and east India are found with booted legs as an essential component of 

the udlcyavda or the deity's feet are left uncarved in accordance with the injunction of 
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the Matsya Puriir,~a, which prescribes deterrent punishment for such violation. Even the 

attendant gods and goddesses are similarly represented. Perceptibly, the artists must have 

followed some iconographic text of South India for those three bootless images. May be, 

some time in the ninth century A.D. there developed a settlement of the Sun-worshipping 

people in the Giizole area where some followers of the Southern tradition of the solar cult 

preferred to inhabit because of like-mindedness in cult-affiliation. Non-availability of 

Sun-idols from Ra~ha, VaiJ.ga or Samata(a may be attributed to the pre-dominance of 

orthodox Hinduism in those regions. 

During the Buddhist Pala rule in Bengal, the people at large remained within the 

fold of BriihmaJ,lical religions. It appears that Pilla art and culture flourished not only on 

the patronage of the court but also of the active interest of the rich individuals and 

exigencies of religious cults. 113 Regardin!,' th,· l':\t"cution of a piece of sculpture. the 

person or persons under whose patronage it was being executed, had nothing to suggest. 

It was the artists who trom time to time within the principles of image making became 

successful, as suggested by Bhattacharyya"4 in converting an image into a perfect piece 

of art. This is equally true in cases of some of the excellent pieces of sun-icons. It is. 

however, difficult to say whether the sun-priests simply enjoined to adhere to the texts 

strictly or allowed the sculptors to have the liberty while making the images. There is. 

however, little doubt that for the artistic exuberances including the execution of the sun 

images during the Pala-Sena periods. there was any place for the people at large. "That 

was basically the art of the higher cla~ses of the influential groups of the contemporary 

socio-economic order." We have little evidences of the art of the common people during 
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these centuries in respect of Silrya icons until in later centuries when the Sun worship 

was relegated to the status of folk-religion. 

High boots prevail in most of the images of the Sun god as well as his attendants 

though they are mostly clothed in dhoti. A transparent uttarfya with fluttering ends 

sometimes adorns the central deity by passing over his arms. Silrya is endowed with a 

kirf{a (diadem) which is flat at the top and frequently armed with a sword by his left side 

-a warrior feature that first made its appearance in the Kashipur sculpture. 155 The god is 

frequently attended by Pingala and D~~~ only. Pot-bellied Pingala usually carries a pen 

in his right hand and an inkpot in the left while the ayudhas and the posture of D~~l's 

hand often vary. The left hand of D~1~T is sometimes represented as endowed with .~ula 

or resting on a staff or placed on the hip while the right hand is raised to exhibit the 

ahhaya-mudra. However. in almost all cases. both these attendants of the Sun god are 

adorned with Karm;uja-muku(as. 156 Mahasvcta (Prthivf) makes a frequent appearance in 

front of Siirya, exhibiting abhaya with her right hand and holding alqamala (rosary) and 

kamw;~da/u (water-pot) in the left or holding a~ama/a in the right hand and lwmanda/u . , . 

in the left one. Two consorts of the Sun god, Samjf\a (Sarenu or Rajf\1) and Chaya . . 

(Nik~ubha) enter the iconographic scene. though in a verY fe1\ images. They are 

represented as carrying lilies and flywhisks or showing ubhaya-mudrti with their right 

hands and placing the kft on the hip. l1 ~:1 and Pratyii~a in archer pose are also seldom 

represented. Arw;a usually seated at the base or in the middle is shown with reins of the 

horses in his left hand and whip in the right. Silrya·s ornaments consist of necklace. 

bangles, earrings and a jeweled girdle. He is foUl1d in a pearl upavila in the images from 

Tanor, Rajshai1i and Shanail, Bogra (Pl. 7a). The Bogra image of the god also depicts him 
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with a circular tilaka on the forehead. Twisted rolls of hair fall on shoulders and over 

forehead in the images of Tanor, Rajshahi and Shanail. In a few images, horses are 

depicted as galloping to right and left in groups of three with the seventh horse in the 

middle against a wheel whose spokes are shaped like lotus. Pingala and D~c;IT are 

nimbate in the images of Tanor and of an unknown place, both in the district of Rajshahi. 

In an image from Rajshahi, there is an oval prabhiiva/1 behind the head with a beaded 

border. In another image from Rajshahi (Pl. 17a). two kneeling worshippers are depicted 

with seven horses between them while in the image from Thakurgaon (Dinajpur) there is 

a kneeling figure of a worshipper at the base. In an image from Ramchandrapur (BiraL 

Dinajpur) Kirttimukha appears at the apex leading us to the conclusion that the image 

seems to have been made tO\\ards the end of the 9'h century. The back slab is invariably 

rounded at the top and plain except for occasional depiction of a foliated border and a 

lotus at the apex with flying vidyadhara on either side. Anyway. increased presence of 

female attendance shows some sort of readiness of the icon-worshippers to accept the 

Tantric philosophy to some extent. CJnm1h of their sectarian devotion or hhakti to Surya 

might have contributed to comparative development of the Sun's personality in many a 

respect. Anthropomorphic concept of the god was heading for greater indianisation 

despite some ongoing alien traits, as is evidenced trom the depiction of dress. ornaments 

tilaka and prahhava/T and treatment of horses. The element of bhakti for the god is 

traceable in the desire of the donors to have their sculptures carved at the pedestal. 

10th Century A.D. 

Out of fhe I 6 images of the Sun god identified as belonging to the I Oth century 
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A.D., all but two have again come from PuQ.~ravardhana and their distribution against 

d. "d I d" . . " II R . hah" 157 3 B 158 l R 159 I o·n . ur160 
in 1v1 ua 1stnct IS as tO ows: aJS 1 - , ogra - , angpur - , 1 aJp 

- 2, Maida 161 - 4, Faridpur162 -I, Bankura 163 - 1, Hooghly164 - 1, and 2 in VRM
165 

most 

probably from Rajshahi or some adjoining area. PUQ.?ravardhana in this century also 

maintained its position as the centre of Sun worship. Though image making for the Sun 

god appears to have come down, its worship witnessed further extension in new areas 

such as Rangpur in north Bengal, Faridpur in Vanga and Bankura in Ri'il}.hi'i. It seems that 

some of the Sun worshipping people inhabiting probably in Rajshahi district were 

shifting to other places because of professional or commercial necessity or/and the 

curative aspect of the Sun god wa' gaining ground in the psyche of the people of new 

areas impelling them to worship the Sun-deity in image form. In iconographic horizon. a 

few new trends became very popular in the subsequent times. The back slab. though still 

largely rounded at the top. turned into a pointed one in a few cases and this trend seems 

to have begun from the Rajshahi or neighbouring areas. Depiction of garland-bearing 

Vidyadharas on either side belo\1 the lotus at the apex is still not very common. 

Prabhiiva/1 has also started finding a place behind the head of the god, though on a very 

small scale. Pedestal of saprararlw type seems to be much more popular than the other 

forms. Surya's standing in samapiJdasthiinalw on a padmapltha is not very uncommon 

now. The only Surya image in Bengal standing in rrihhai1ga is a product of this century. 

Pingala, Dai)<;!I, ATUQ.a and Mahi'isvcta are seen accompanying the Sun god in most of his 

representations. The arrow-shooting 0$3 and Pratyii$ii also appear in company of the god 

in a number of icons while the god's consorts Samjiiii and Chiiyi'i are very seldom 

represented. High boots, sometimes ornamented, and dhoti in the body of Surya as well 
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as his attendants go on being employed as before. Upav!ta and uttar/ya very often adorn 

the god. There might be sometime a jeweled ka{ibandha encircling the waist of the god, 

from which dangles a sword at his left. Necklace, circular earrings or patrakwJqalas in 

his elongated ears and a high kirfJa with a flat top continue to beautify the divinity in 

addition to twisted locks of hair falling over the forehead and on shoulders. The 

representation of the seven horses on the pedestal with the fourth one from the left placed 

within a wheel and others galloping away to right and left in groups of three is an 

established practice now. The fashion of the throne back comes into the scene via an 

image from Godagari, Rajshahi. 166 

11th Century A.D 

That Sun worship gained much more popularity in the 11th century A.D. than in 

the previous one is evidently clear from the discovery of more number of images. Out of 

forty-one
167 

images with known date {lith century A.D.) and prmenance. 15 hail from 

Rajshahi 
168 

or neighbouring areas, 2 from Bogra, I from Pabna, 6 from Dinajpur, 6 from 

Maida (Habibpur- 2). I from Jalpaiguri. I from Coochbehar. 4 from Dacca (Vikrampur-

3) and I from Comilla. However. from literary texts and other sources. we have come to 

know about several Siirya images of unidentified dates and meager details from districts 

and regions such as Rajshahi (8). Dinajpur (37). Maida (4), Bogra (5), Jalpaiguri (I), 

Coochbehar (I), Dacca ( 17). Faridpur (2). C\1milla (6). Noakhali {I). Murshidabad ( 1 ). 

Birbhum (8), Burdwan (3), Bankura (2), Purulia (I), Hooghly (5), 24 Parganas (4), 

Midnapore (2). Barisal ( 1 ), East Bengal (II ). north Bengal 12 and Bengal ( 14 ). They 

might have belonged to last two or three centuries of the early Bengal and are a clear 

indication of increasing popularity or extent of Sun worship in ancient times in this part 
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of India Anyway, it may be safely presumed that in II th Century A.D., Rajshahi 

maintained its position as the principal centre of Sun worship followed by Dinajpur and 

Maida and at least some new areas came under the sphere of the solar cult. Presumably, 

Vikrampur was an important centre of Sun worship in the Vailga region. 

We may now look into the solar iconography of this century (Pl. 18a). During the 

II th and 12th centuries A.D. the decorative impulse and other details in respect of costume 

and attitude almost recall the Vi~Q.u icons of the same age all over northern India in spite 

of some regional traits. 169 In this later Pala age, we come into acquaintance with various 

anthropomorphic and theriomorphic impressions as accessory to the main divinity. The 

back slab is invariably pointed at the top except for infrequent cases. At the apex is 

mostly the KTrtlimukha. spewing out floral scrolls through the comers of its lion-mouth. 

The top may seldom he decorated v.ith a lotus. a floral sign or an umbrella as well. Below 

it on either side is seen a flying gandharva. sometimes along with consort. each carrying 

a garland with folded hands. Very frequently is found the makara-headcd throne back 

supported by two pilasters with kinnara musicians to right and left. The decorations of 

hack slab may also consist of gaja-simha motif on either side. Sometimes we notice the 

ligures of kneeling devotees at the extreme right and left or some portion of the base. The 

pedestal is mostly of Saptaratha or Navaratha type. Silrya is frequently represented as 

standing in the usual pose on a lotus. which in the KotalTpara 170 or Bhitargarh image 171 

issue trom the agni-kw;uja (sacrificial fire-pit). The representation of agni-ku~~a in a 

Sun-icon may be an indication of growing importance of sacrificial ceremony in the 

religious sphere. Subsidiary figures except ArUQ.a and Mahasveta may also have 

individual footrest. 
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The figure of Siirya is usually carved partly in the round. The god goes on as 

represented in samabhangasthiinaka on a padmiisana, holding in each hand, a full-blown 

lotus by the stalk. He is accompanied by D~~T, Pir\.gala, Aru~Ja, Mahasvetli, Samji\ii, 

Chayii, O~a and Prat~. This indicates the full development of the god's iconographic 

traits as well as the journey of standardization. AruQ.a is frequently seated on the head of 

a ma~ra with legs hanging down on two sides of the animal whose snout is held in his 

left hand and carrying in his right hand a whip raised high. A swan or a peacock may 

unusually replace the makara. Sometimes O~a and Pratyil~a may not be represented at all 

or if depicted, may not be in the archer pose. Pir\.gala who invariably stands to the right of 

the god is found to his left in an exceptional casc. 172 On the left stands Dal)1T, exhibiting 

the ahhaya or holding a broken sword in his right hand and the left hand placed on the 

hip or on a staff or holding a staff or .iu/a or a sword. Silrya is in udfcyavda, his torso 

very frequently being clad in short tunic and sometimes bare except tor scarf and upal'/la. 

The god and his attendants are all clad in dhoti and wear high boots. 

Behind the head of the god. there is an O\ al or semi-oval and sometimes 

ornamental prabhiivall with two borders, one plain and the other decorated with flower 

petals. In this period, we make our real acquaintance with idealized can ings of the 

prahhiivall or nimbus behind the main deity. The celestial tire behind the main deity is 

arranged in the rare t1amboyancc of foliated patterns. The waist is generally encircled b: 

a jeweled ka{ihandha. All wear a profusion of ornaments on the neck. ears, arms and 

v.Tists. In two sculptures, 
173 

the Sun god is seen as wearing ••anami'i/i'i, which is 

characteristic of Vi~Q.u. This marks the beginning of Silrya's assimilation with Vi~Q.U. In a 

few Sun-icons, eight planets are also engraved, which, no doubt, emphasizes the 
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planetary aspect of the god and thus unconsciously starts the process of reducing the great 

Sun god to the status of a mere graha to be worshipped during grahayajna. The 

yajnopavfta, which is usually worn by the god, is replaced by a cord tied in the middle of 

the chest into knots like a channavfra, which is characteristic of ~Q.a Siirya wears an 

uttarfya as usual. The head of the god is adorned by a tall kirf{a-muku{a topped by an 

lima/aka (Pl. 17b). Headgears of Dandi and Pingala consist of karm)da-muku{as in the . . . 
Deopara (Rajshahi) Solar relief. 174 However rare. a row of ringlets is still visible on the 

forehead below the crown and a pair of twisted rolls of hair falls on both the shoulders. 

The representation of seven horses with one placed in the centre within the ekacakra of 

the Sun's chariot and the rest placed in the group of three galloping away to right and left 

came to be an established pattern by this time. In the Sun-icon from Joypurhat (Bogra). 115 

the god stands within a temple suggested by a three-lobed arch resting on a pair of pillars 

but the arch is not crowned by iimala/w (Pl. 15b ). 

Silrya is armed, as before, with a sword that hangs by his left side from a baldric. 

which passes over the thighs right to lef\. In addition to the sword. the god also 

sometimes keeps a dagger in his waistband. A bejeweled dagger on each side may also be 

seen. The tiequent endowing of sword or dagger to the Sun god jointly or in greater 

number is quite compatible with the prevailing political situation of early Bengal, which 

may be briefed threre. In 1019 A.D .. Kalachuri Gangeya occupied Tlrabhukti. which was 

recaptured by Mahlpala I in 1024 A.D. The same year, South Bengal had to face an 

invasion by the Colas. The incursion that wa~ inflicted upon Bengal by Kalachuri Karva 

was paid back with a strong resistance in I 041 A.D. and ultimately there brought about a 

treaty between the two at the intermediacy of Dlpailkara Sri'jii.ana Atlsa. Again, in 1043, 
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a Pala king, this time Vigrahapala, is seen having entered into a conflict with Kalachuri 

Karqa. In 1055, Jatavarrnan put an end to the rule of the Candra dynasty to introduce their 

royal line in Vikramapur. Five years later, started the feudatory rule of Samantasena in 

Ra1ha-janapada. In 1071, the Pala king Mahfpala II lost his life in the people's revolt, 

which ultimately led to the founding of Kaivarla-riijya in V arendra under Divyok. The 

year II 00 A.D. witnessed the defeat and killing of Kaivarta king Bhfma and restoration 

of Varendra by the Pala king Ramapala. In the light of the above facts, it may safely be 

said that for almost the whole of the 11th century A.D. there prevailed a warlike situation 

in Bengal leading to a good deal of political ups and down and under the prevailing 

condition, the necessity of more and more weapons must have left a tremendous impact 

in the psychology of the people. This might have largely impelled the people to conceive 

the Sun god already in udlcyave.{a more as the representation of a militarily well

equipped ruler and probably to raise him to the status of an Emperor. he was provided 

with makara-headed throne supported by ornamented pillars and kinnara musicians for 

his royal entertainment. 

It is deserving of note that a good number of Sun images from Var\ga show eleven 

Adityas engraved on them. This is. no doubt. a conscious attempt tD depict and worship 

of Surya a~ one of the Adityas. however important he may be, and not forgetting his other 

eleven counterparts. This indicates the unquestionable acceptabilit' of one god Surya 

being put into question and distantly foreshadows his decline when emphasis would be 

laid upon the 'ekiintika' worship of the 'f)·!wleva ·due to the advent of monotheistic ideas 

from the South. 
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12th Century A.D. 

Thirty-five images176 are found to have definitely been the products of the 12th 

century A.D. and their distribution 177 against the find-spots is as follows: Rajshahi: 12178
; 

Rajshahi or adjoining area 8; Bogra: I; Din~pur: I; Maida: 5179
; Jalpaiguri: I, 

Coochbehar: 2 and Dacca: 5. However. many of the images referred to in different 

sources without any date must have also belonged to this era of early Bengal. Rajshahi 

again emerged as an important centre of Sun-cult in Bengal and region wise, the cult is 

found to have been more popular in Ptn;J~ravardhana than in its other three counterparts 

namely Ra~ha, Vait.ga and Samatata. Sun worship in Vari.ga mainly revolved round Dacca 

and its adjoining area. The solar cult was. of course, not that unpopular in the Riidhii

junapada but here the Sun god was quickly being assimilated into the concept of 

Dharmathiikur who was one of the most popular folk-deities in this region, originally 

possessing some of the solar attributes. 

The iconographic elements of the Sun-deity arc not that different from those of 

the previous century (Pl. 17b). The back slab. which is im ariahly pointed at the top. is 

largely richly decorated. There is the Kfrttimukha sign at the top except for very 

exceptional depiction of lotus etc. Below on each side is a garland carrying t1ying 

Vidyadhara, sometimes accompanied by his consort. Very often. we come across the 

throne back with makaru device having two pilasters on "hich kinnara musicians or 

geese seldom appear on either side. The centaur-upon-elephant design (gaja-simha) is 

frequently exhibited on the two perpendicular sides of the piece. The rampant lion has 

between his jaws what appears to be the stalk of a lotus. Sometimes the god and some of 

his attendants may be found as standing within the alcove of a temple suggested by a 

trefolio arch, supported by a pair of richly carved pillars and topped by iimalaka (Pl. 
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18b ). The pedestal is of mostly Saptaratha type, though the Navaratha form is not that 

uncommon. Male and female worshipper or donor couple (Pl. 17b) may also occur on 

either side of the pedestal. Even the name of donor or the artisan may be found as 

engraved. 

The deity stands in samabha~iga pose as usual on a padmiisana. He is always 

accompanied by his attendants: D~~~ and Piilgala, Charioteer AruJ;J.a and miniature 

Mahasvetii, two consorts Samjiia and Chiiya and arrow-shooting O~a and Pratyil~a. The 

prabhiivall behind Silrya's head is usually semi-oval or oval and has double borders, one 

plain and the other decorated with flower petals. A mass of flames (Pl. 19b) behind the 

back of Silrya frequently rises as high as the top of his crown. Aru\1a is usually sitting on 

the head of a makara, clutching the proboscis of the animal with his left hand. 

The god keeps wearing a kirl{amuku(a topped by an lima/aka. However. the god 

is once seen adorned with karw;uja-muku(a 180 that is indicative of subordination in status. 

The deviation from kir/{an111ku{a. which is textuallv exclusive for "'arayal)a. to KaraiJtja

muku(a, however singular a case it may he, is probably an indication of a question about 

the relative status of the Sun god in a society predominantly under the impact of 

Vai~Qavism, which really eclipsed the Sun-cult some decades after. Pirigala is sometimes 

seen as wearingJa{iimuku{a, 181 which is prescribed for Brahma and Rudra. This could be 

viewed as an endeavor to take Pirigala who is idcntifiahle with Agni, out of the secondary 

rank in a Sun-icon by raising him to the status of Hrahma and Rudra. It may also be seen 

as an effort on part of one of the principal attendants of Silrya to curve a separate position 

for himself. In some cases, Dar:~r is also endowed with Kara~Jqa-muku{a in place of 

Kirl/a. The change towards inferior type of headgear for the Sun god or his attendant or 
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allotment of Ja(iimuku(a for Pingala, in all probability, points to the downward course of 

the solar cult. 

In the Sun-relief from Badhair (Tanor, Rajshahi), 182 there appears on the forehead 

of the god a lozenge-shaped tilaka, which is characteristic of Buddha signifying 

'nobility'. The employment in a solar image of some symbol marked down for the deities 

of other sects undoubtedly aims at establishing the borrower as having the same position 

as that of the other dominant cult-gods. The rrivalr mark, which is characteristic of Vi~ou, 

is found incised on the throat of the god in the icons from Rajshahi, 183 which again 

strengthens our supposition about the ongoing process of pem1anent ·solar eclipse· b) 

Viwu. Ringlets of hair, though seldom, continue to appear on the forehead under the rim 

of the crown and on either shoulder. 

The god and all his companions are invariably in ud!C]m·c(a. though dhoti or (ari 

covers their lower body. Unlike some past time when there was a strong tendency to keep 

the upper body of the deity bare along the indigenous line. the torso of the god is now 

mostly covered b) a tunic or annour. the outlines of which inkrtwine to fonn a knot on 

the breast. Some weapon in possession of the divinity has come to be almost an 

established feature by this time. As before. he is generally girt with a S\\Ord. which hangs 

along his left side and it is not infrequently that a dagger is also thrust into the waistband 

on the right. Warlike situation and resultant defensive mentality perhaps \m·gel) 

contributed to the greater use of tunic or armour in the torso instead of keeping it bare as 

well as the usual possession of o!Tensiw weapons. 

In the Surya figures of the Pala and Sena periods, the religious outlook of the 

northem and Iranian regions is retained. but in the meditation and interpretation of the 
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solar divinity, it would seem that the Vedic and Briihmavical religious concepts had 

merged. 184 Concerning the iconographic features of the Sun god in the early and late Pa.Ja 

period, the opinion of J. N. Banerjea may be mentioned here. The treatment of the broad 

sword hanging on the left side of the central deity, the parabolic 'prabhavalf ',the 'kulah' 

caps on the heads of Da!J.~I and Pingala, absence of any elaborate decoration, the separate 

'prabhii' (halo) and the absence of the two queens - all these features may indicate a Sun

icon as belonging to the early or middle Pala period. 185 The profuse ornamentation of the 

relief, the pointed stela with the 'Kfrttimukha' design on the top centre (absent in the 

earlier group). the arrangement in several parallel layers of the companions (shown in 

different sizes) of the main deity, the lndianiscd crowns ( 'karwyja-muku{as') of Dar9I 

and Pitigala. definitely date a Sun-relief in the late or early Sena period186 These are 

characteristic of the fully developed type of solar icons in Bengal. The practice of 

occasionally recording the name of the donor. sometimes along with those of his father 

and grandfather. or the name of the sculptor along with even that of his preceptor. 

somewhere on the pedestaL starts ti·om the ninth century A.D. and continues throughout 

the succeeding ages of early Bengal. 

Syncretic outlook in Saura Cult: 

With the fuller development of hhakti element in religious thought, there came up 

different independent sects around different deities. As time passed. there was a fusion of 

different, often rival cults resulting in a composite image. Either this was because of a 

craving for the ideological compromise among the rival philosophy of ditTerent sects. 

promotion of good will and religious tolerance or different cults simply merged with one 
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another, as different members of the same family worshipped different deities. Besides, 

approved Smrti works like some of the Dharmasiistras and the Manu- and Yiijnavalkya

smrtis did not advocate the cause of any cult in particular. Therefore, among many a 

follower of the authoritative Smrti works, was developed a liberal attitude towards 

matters of religious faith. Many of the persons of higher order. usually BriihmaJ;~as 

known as Smiirtas, evolved a kind of worship described as Panciiyatana-piijii, in which 

the principal deities of the five approved Brahmal}ical Hindu cults were the objects of 

veneration. Paiiciiyatana-piijii stands for the worship of Vi~QU, Siva. Durga (Parvatl), 

Siirya and GaQeSa. They arc worshipped in their lithomorphic fonl1S. which are: for 

Vi~ou the .~iilagriimu-stone, for Siva the lirw,a- (hiiJ;~alinga), for Durga (Parvatl) 

sl'Ur(zarekha-. for Siirya the slln ak<lnta- and for Ga\leSa the S\'W'(Whhadra-stone. Before 

those. sacred mantras are murmered and incense. rice-grains and nmvers are o!Tered to 

them. During the Sena-Vannan rule in Bengal \\·hen Brahma(lical religion was greatly 

governed by the Smrti. !'ancopiisana became ver) popular. Lak~maQasena. 

Visvariipasena and Siiryasena were all staunch Vai~\lmas but they were equal!) 

respectful to Sadasiva. Indeed. Visvariipascna and Suryasena were also devotees of 

Surya. In all his endeavors. Jayadcva was publiclv known as a devout Vai~\lava. but in 

fact. he was a Smrti-versed Brahmaoa votary of the Pailcadevatii. He not only created 

panegyric 1(1r R<ldhiimiidham. hut also composed hymns of praise t(,r ivlahadev a as well 

as verses on the yogic means of salvation. 187 Most probably. the poet Dhoyl was also a 

votary of Paiicopiisanii like Jayadeva. 188 Most of the Sena kings were also followers of 

Pancopasana, as is evidenced by simultaneous show of reverence to NarayaQa, Mahesa 

and Siirya in a few of their inscriptions as well as reference in the !'awma-dzlta (verse 28) 
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to installation of both the La/cymfnarayw;w and Mahadeva images in temples in 

Suhmade5a. 189 The poet Vidyapati was not at all the great Vai~Q.ava, nor a votary of 

Sahajiya, but that he was a Smrti-versed BriihmaQ.a devotee of the Paficadevatii as well as 

a worshipper of Siva, Ganga and Umii. 190 It is clear from the above that during the last 

centuries of the Hindu rule in early Bengal. Surya received worship as a constituent cult

deity of Paficopiisanii from a large number of followers of this religious system. 

The trend of rapprochement between di!Terent sects is best illustrated by the 

syncretic images. Features of the Sun god are traceable in the images of various cult 

deities. The resplendent body of the Sun had to be trimmed by his father-in-law 

Visvakarma to enable his daughter Samjna. the principal consort of Surya. to bear her 

husband's company, and this. perhaps. resulted in the dc'\dopment of many weapons. 

attributes, etc. of other Briihmm;tical Hindu deities. The (i{Lyatrl mantra itself is 

conceived by orthodox BrahmaJ;tas as Brahma. Vi~r.Ju and Siva. in the morning. midday 

and evening respectively. each of which deity shines resplendent within the !laming solar 

orb. In the J'v!arkw;tjeya PurZi!;w. Surya is invoked thus: ··srahma·s. Si'a·s and Vi~Qu·s 

bodies arc the same as the body of the resplendent Sun whose real nature is threefold 

indeed. may he be gracious•·· Another irnocation runs thus: ""Adoration to Surya. who is 

the base of meditation, and who is one with Brahmii. Vi~Qu and Siva." 1
'il It must be 

hymns such as the above. which were the basis of the development of composite figures 

in later periods. 

The close connection of Surya with Vi~QU. or Vi~Qu as "larayaQa is well known. 

A black chlorite specimen
192 

depicts the Sun god in padmasana endowed with four 

hands. In front of the bare-footed god are seated Mahasveta and AruQa driving a seven-
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horsed chariot. While in his upper hands, the god carries a pair of lotuses, the lower right 

and left hands hold the sankha and cakra respectively. The example appears to be a 

syncretic icon combining the elements of Siirya with those of Vi~l)U. The composite icons 

with the features ofSiirya and Siva are comparatively few. One such can be recognized in 

a 12'h century A.D. image found at Manda (Rajshahi). in which Siirya and Siva are the 

constituents and which has been tentatively identified as 'Miirttm;uja-Bhairava' by K. C. 

Sarkar. 193 The compromising spirit between the sects of Siirya and Brahma194 is revealed 

by the Ms. Puykara-Miihatmya of the Padma Purii!Ja. An II th century A.D. sculpture 195 

from Mahendra (Kushmandi, West Dinajpur) depicting the composite figure of Siirya 

with Brahma is available in the Varendra Research Museum. The deity in this case has 

six arms. In two of its hands. two lotuses arc held. while the others display mradamudnl. 

ak.1amiilii. ahhayamudrii and kamaiJ~Ia/u. The increased number of hands. its solar 

features. the rosary and water-\'essel -the well-known emblems of Brahma in t\\O of its 

hands. make it a composite icon. 

A pan from Brahma. Vi~\lU and Si\ a. reconciliation and rapprochement between 

rival gods and their creeds is also trac..:able from the direct association of Bodhisa11w1 

Loke.,t'(lru with I !indu cult divinities including the Sun god. i\ fragmentary relief1
"" of 

medieval Bengal depicts a I 0-armed Surya-Lokcsvara now preserved in the Ashutosh 

'vluseum. Calcutta l!niversitv. Of the extant t(ntr hands. a pair of right and left hands 

holds two full-blown lotuses. The other pair holds the ak.1amiilii and an indistinct object. 

The god wears iatiimuku(a in one head. A seated miniature of the two-anned 

" Dhyiilhuddha Amitahha appears on the crest of the image. The image has tentatively been 

identified as a combined representation of Siirya and Lokdvara. 197 
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Sometimes, separate images of gods belonging to rival sects were grouped 

together with a view to promote the religious tolerance among different sectaries. The 

worship of such images in-group was also prevalent in Bengal. An inscribed slab of the 

26th year of Dharrnapala is carved with figures of Siirya, Vi~QU and Siva (or Bhairava), 

each sitting side by side. 198 Siirya at the extreme right is shown holding two lotus-

flowers, one in each of his hands and wearing boots on his feet. Vi~Qu, in the extreme 

left. has four hands holding §wikha. ca/a·a, gadii and padma. Siva (or Bhairava)199 is 

shown in the middle. It seems that the main god of the worshipper was Siva to whom the 

inscription is dedicated. 

There are instances of borrowing and incorporating some deities by the Buddhists 

!rom the solar cult. which may be taken as the sign of the gnming popularity. if not of 

assertion and encroachment. of the Sun cult upon Buddhism. One of the four most 

important t(m11S of Buddhist Avalokites\'ara-Lokanatha seen in Bengal is Sililh<IIILidu-

l.oke.'ivaru. the healer of Leprosv.''"' who took the f(lfm and features of Sun·a. Three-. . 

faced. borne by seven boars and a truncated demon as the charioteer. kneeling in an 

archer's pose in the chariot. the important Vajrayana goddess 'v1arlcl is the Buddhist 

counterpart of the Brahma~1ical Sttr\a. 2111 It is interesting to note that \\hik thL' Buddhists 

in their desire to prove the superiority of their own gods humbled Brahmaoical gods such 

as Brahma. Vi~Qu. Siva. Gaur!. Ga~1esa. lndra etc .. the Sun god newr became tlw tarl!<.?t 
~ ~ 

of their attack. The borrowing of solar concept in creating and fashioning of Lokesvara 

and Marfcf as well as the lack of sectarian animosity reflected through icons shows 

harmony and amity between the two creeds. The frequent hostile attitude of the 

Brahmaoical champions towards the Buddhists and the unre\'erential indifference of the 
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former towards the solar priests of foreign origin and non-Vedic practices might have 

brought these two cults very close to each other. That is why the followers of Buddhism, 

probably, made the Buddha the brother of Siirya (Aditya-Bandhu), and had no objection 

to worshipping him also. This might have been the policy also of the adherents of 

Jainism. Moreover, the Sun-worshippers too might have liked such an alliance, for 

Buddhism was then the dominant religion of a great part of the country202 Appearences 

of small figures of gods such as Trinity. Vi~J}U. Gal}esa. Karttikeya etc. on the top of a 

n 
few solar images remind us of the presence of parental Dhyiil Buddhas in the Buddhist 

!COilS. 

There were enthusiasts in every religion to champion and fight for their own. 

There was no dearth of mutual hostilit: between the various sects of Hrahmw1ism. There 

were rivalry and jealousy between diverse Indian sects. The sectarian animosities found 

vent through the milder channel of L1hrication of mythological stories and construction of 

interesting images in illustration thereof. 

IV 

Navagraha Worship 

Navagrahas (nine planets) came to he worshipped as a component part of the solar 

religion. They also formed a non-sectarian object of worship. However. they arc not 

mentioned in any inscription of the Gupta period. Presumably. their worship became 

prevalent in the post-Gupta period and occupied a place of great popularity and 

importance in medieval time not only among the Hindus hut also to a certain extent 

among the Buddhists. This particular ceremony is known as Grahayiiga or Svaslyiiyana. 
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Neither in the Vedic nor in the Epic literature do we find reference to this 

Grahayiiga. However, in the Mat:,ya, Agni and some other Puriil}as as well as in the 

Yiijnavalkya-Smrti there are elaborate rules for the performance of Grahayiiga to appease 

the Navagrahas. In Chapters 231 and 232 of the Vi~l}udharmattora (Kha'!<fa I) there are 

references to various kinds of actions which bring people under the influence of the 

grahas and encourage them to exert their influence as well as symptoms of persons 

influenced by different kinds of grahas along with treatment of such persons by means of 

herbs, mantras etc203 Yiijiiavalkya204 says that a man. desirous of peace, prosperity, 

ample rains (for his crops), long life and nourishment. should perform 'Grahayajnas'. 

which should also be performed by a man who likes to harm his enemies. Graha.iiinti 205 

or Grahayajiia206 was performed bdore launching lln a military campaign. It was also 

occasioned to pacify evil influence of planets likely to inflict mist(Jrtune and danger as 

we 11 as to avoid inauspicious happenings in religious perf(mnances. The planets were 

worshipped on some other occasions also. Along 1\ith the constellations. they were drawn 

in a circle on the ground and propitiated on the ceremonial ablution called pu,\Hisn[ma. zu

ln order to make predictions about rainfall and crops. an astrologer \\ent to a place north 

or cast of the city or village and drc\\ on ground planets and constellation and 

worshipped them 20
R 

Navagrahas images were made of ditTerent materials. Their ligures were also to 

be drawn on canvas in their respective colour or in maiJ\ialas made of scented paste 

(sandal-wood-paste). The Navagrahas also tound lithic representation. ln most cases. the 

Navagrahas, usually standing and rarely seated, were carved in a row, either on a single 

slab of stone serving as an architectural piece in the medieval temples (e.g. in a panel on 
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a doorframe) or on lintels over the entrance doorway and sometimes on the tor ana of a 

Surya temple. According to Manomohan Ganguly, 209 the introduction of these images in 

the temples was invariably meant to ensure prosperity to their founders and to prevent 

any evil happening to the temples themselves. They were also carved on sculptures of 

other deities as subsidiary deities. Perhaps slabs carved with the Navagrahas were also 

used for regular worship. 

Besides accompanying the Sun god. the Navagrahas are also depicted on 

the prabhiivall of the Kalyiinasundara or .<"iva-vivahi 10 and the so-called 'Mother and 

Child' images. One image of .'~e~·a{ayana- J "i.p;w from Bengal also contains this panel of 

deities. Separate representations of any particular one of the nine planets are extremely 

rare. 

The earliest reference to the (irahayajrw in early Rengal is found in connection 

with Sasiinka"s disease as mentioned late genealogical \\orks of Bengal 

B -h . liXIA d" h d" . d . j' I (' h . ra mar;tas. · ccor mg to t e tra 1t1on preserve among a sect1on o t 1e 1ra avtpra 

(also called Sakadvlpl) Brahmaoas. t\\chc Rrahma\Jas living on the banks of the Sarayu 

river were brought by king Sasanka in order to cure himself of a fatal ailment by offering 

sacritices to the planets (wahayaflla). Sasa1ib \\as cured and re\\arded the Briihmai)as 

who then settled in Bengal. Planets like R<l\·i. ( 'undra. Budha etc. are indirectly referred 

to in many inscriptions from Bengal. flo\\ c\ cr. specific mention of Na\ agraha worship is 

found in the Sian (Birbhum) Stone Inscription (approx.l 043 A.U.).w In verse 55. 

mention is made of the offering of golden lotus by a king for the icons of the Navagrahas 

("cakre yo haimam Navagriimbhojam··- Verses 54, 55). The gift of golden lotus for the 

image of the Navagrahas takes it for granted that the worship of the nine planets gained 
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immense popularity in the Uttara Raqhii in the first half of the II th century A.D. 

especially among a section of affluent people. It may also be presumed that the donor, 

like Sasfulka, must have been cured of some fatal disease, which inspired him to incur a 

great expenditure for the worship of the Navagrahas out of deep gratitude. It is difficult to 

identify the king who made the gift of the golden lotus. However. he might have been 

Nayapala (1027-43 A.D.) or his son Vigrahapiila III (1043-70). During the Sena-Varman 

age, one of the major mental focuses was the meditation and concepts entrenched in 

astrology. There were bathing and eating in respect of lunar days following the 

injunctions of planets and stars as well as pilgrimages to suit such occasions. oblations. 

sacrifice and penance. The moon was believed to preside over an eclipse 213 

The introduction of the Cimhuptiia ewrywherc: in India is attributed to the 

Siikadvlpl Brahma~;1as. \Vith their appearance in this countrv. the worship of the Sun 

became widespread and simultaneously the worship ,,f the 1\avagrahas centering round 

the lord of the planets Siirya came into vogue. The Sakadvipl Brahmaoas are knovvn as 

·Grahavipra· in the Bchaddlwmw !'uni!Ja. It is surprising that these Brahma~1s many of 

whom were skilled in astrology came to he reproached as Briihmw;ws of a very low grade 

under the names elf Bhoiuku. llaimi1lu and A~rwl<ini. On the other hand. thev have . ' ( ~ 

respectfully been mentioned as l'wnklipavano in the Swhmlsarosulru (2!13) of the 

Bchul-swithil<l. Probably the ehauv in ism of the indigenous Brahmaoas largely contributed 

to such reprehensible position of the Maga llrahma\1as in the society. 

!he Navagraha-panels. discovered so far in Bengal. are dated between the eighth 

and the 12th century A.D., which goes to confirm the literary evidence that suggests the 

late appearance of the ritual knO'>'~ll as f(rahayiiga in the religious life of the people. The 
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find-spots of the panels are distributed over a wide stretch of territory extending from 

Dinajpur, Rajshahi and Maida in north Bengal to the Sundarbans in 24 Parganas district 

in the southern part of Bengal. Thus, it is evident that all the graha images in panels and 

separate representations are from north and West Bengal and none from the East. 

Therefore, we can safely say that worship of Navagraha images was more popular in 

north and West Bengal. 

Method of Sun Worship in Bengal 

Because of scarcity of infonnation in both literary and epigraphic materials. it is 

very difficult to give an account of the methodology of Sun worship in early Bengal. 

However. there is no room for doubt that it used to follow largely the Vedic. Epic and 

PuraQic line. Very prohahly. the Vedic way of Sun worship through the recitation of the 

hymns and the offerings was pre1 alent among the orthodox section of the BrahmaQaS and 

other higher classes. SanJhyopc1.\ami as a f(Jrm of Sun worship must have been practiced 

hy the conservative Brahnla\las. a large section of whom had come !rom nor1hem and 

western part of India. That Silrva-namaskaro was also in vogue is testified hy the Gaya 

Sita!a Temple Inscription."' .-\11 the I()Lir verses on the Sun incorporated in the .'l'u/Jiu!)ilu

ratnako.)a refer to the Sun at sunrise. which shows that it was at the dawn that many 

Hindus. irrcspcctiw of sect .. addressed their prayers to the Sun. 

The employment of flowers. incense, garlands. lamps etc. in the worship of the 

Sun that began from the Epic period was also followed in early Bengal as is e\ idenced by 

the Jagadishpur copper plate (447 AD.) which refers to donation of lands for a temple of 

the Sun god and for the expenses to be incurred in connection ,,·ith the supply of 
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offerings, oblations consisting of rice, milk and sugar (boiled together), as well as for the 

supply of perfume, incense and oil etc, Image worship of the Sun god at home and in 

temple was undoubtedly popular. The Vedic homa forms an important part of the 

worship; the mantras to be used are either Vedic or Pur3J;!ic or both. 215 

As mentioned earlier, Sun cult was also influenced by the Tantric cult, which was 

becoming quite popular since the 71
h_gth centuries onwards. The method of initiation 

under Tantric influence involved the choice and preparation of the ground, selection of 

spiritual preceptors and disciples. offer of arghya to the Sun with the mahamantra. 

drawing of a mm:zda!a with the figure nf a twelve-petalled lotus in it. performance of 

homa and of lal!vanyasa and manlranyasa. worship of the quarter-guardians to whom 

tish. meat etc. are offered 216 The nzwztrus with Tantric symbolism are employed at every 

step. The drawing of mm:zdala. the performance of various kinds of mudrc/.1 and nycisas 

are in accordance with the Tantric philosophy. The methnds of performing ahhiciinz rites 

and h/ja.1 in mantras and practice of yoga have also been given and six acts \JZ.. 

. ) )7 
t'a.(/karm:za. 1ikar)·m,w. mara(W. /{("L"i/{ww. I'Idl'esana and slamhluma etc- · are also 

mentioned. The Sun-cult appears to have adopted Tiintric rractices in the later stage of 

the later Puri11,1as. However. as noticed earlier. Sun worshir remained tree from the 

concept of a female principle as the cause of the universe so characteristically developed 

in the Tantric rhilosophy. 

The Sun was worshipped at dawn. noon and Sunset. Annual worship and annual 

car-festival were performed with the use of the Vedic and Pura\1ic mantras. Seven 

different saptamltithis as well as twelve {ukla-saptamJ\" were also observed. 
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Sun-sect: 

The existence of a Sun-sect in Bengal may be traced since the 4th century B.C. In 

the Aryeya Upani~ad, 218 the non-Aryan PUI).gras and the Sumhas who are described as 

regarding the Sun as the highest reality, were, no doubt, the earliest class of the staunch 

Sauras. 

The deep-rooted element of hhakti. which is the basis of a sect and which was 

prevailing vigorously in the country in the pre-Gupta period. is pronouncedly 

demonstrated in the terracotta Surya from <Bandraketugarh. As parts of the Gupta Empire, 

Pu1;1gravardhana. Raqha and Vmiga certainly came within the main current of the bhakti

movement in north India. The Jagadishpur inscriptionm shows that the construction of 

the Sun-temple and worship by means uf the oblations of rice. milk. sugar. perfume. 

incense. lamp etc. is done hy the indigenous people of India · the \" ais> as. It was the cult 

of hhakti that contributed to the adoption of the temple tradition. 220 The solar shrine in 

question was the result of a collective effort of three residents - K~emarka, Bhoyil and 

Mahidas. Thus. by the middle of the titih century A.D. a full-tledged Sun-sect \\ith all 

the paraphernalia of a temple, image. priesthood, rites and procedures had come into 

vogue in Bengal. 

The development of the Sun's personality in many respects was because of the 

growth of the sectarian devotion or hhukti to Surya. The dement of bhakti for the god is 

traceable in the desire of the donors to have their images carved on the pedestal. 

Elaborate rules and regulations for making the Sun-images and temples and for other 

constituents of the solar ritual were actually products of a sectarian Sun-cult. The 
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sectarian character of the solar cult is evidenced by the emergence of a special class of 

priests known as the Magas and the Bhojkas or the Yajakas. The Brahml!Qas who were 

k - - . B I h . . f h S 221 nown as Acaryas m enga, were t e mam sechon o t e auras. 

Historical evidence regarding the existence of a separate Sun-sect m medieval 

Bengal comes from the inscriptions of Visvariipasena and Suryasena who call themselves 

Paramasaura.222 From the beginning of the Gaya Gadadhar Temple Inscription223 and the 

Gaya Sitala Temple Inscription of Yak~apala224 with ··om namab Siiryiiya'' and the 

dedication of the first verse to the Sun god, it appears that the issuers of these two 

inscriptions were Paramasaura. Some epigraphic records on the pedestal of the Sun-

images suggest that the images of the god were sometimes set up tor his worship under 

the patronage of some leading persons ,,fa lncality. ()bv iously. the images m~re set up by 

the .'\'auras and for the Sauras. The existence of the .')aura sect may thus be derived 

indirectly from the available records. \1ost of the innumerable images of the Sun god 

found in Hengal were definitely meant f()r worship by the Sauras. 

The concentration of the lind-spots of the solar icons in the district of north and 

east Bengal seems to suggest that the .\'auras or the devotees of the Sun god most!) 

settled in those parts of Bengal. Further. the dating of most of the Sun-images trom the 

seventh to the 13th century A.D. clearly suggests the increasing number and importance 

of the Sauras during this long span of time. Hmvever. the sect of the Sun was not ver~ 

popular. which emerged under the impact of the indigenous tradition of bhakti and the 

Magian tradition or Sun worship. It seems that at a later period. the Sauras assumed a 

syncretic approach, as is best illustrated by the syncretic images. 
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ARKAKSETRAS IN BENGAL: . 
The existence of a few Arkalcyetras may also be traced in ancient Bengal. The 

'stotra' of a Sun god called Citraditya225 includes the names of all the important images 

of Silrya in India. A few of them, which may have been prevalent in Bengal, are 

Mundfrasvam'i Mandara and Samba in V arddhamiina. l•,fundfra at the confluence of . . ' ' . 

Ganga and Sagara is said to have been one of the three centres of Sun worship ofMagian 

type, other two being situated in Jndravana in the east226 i.e. Multan and Kalpriya 

respectively. The Gangasagara-samgama referred to in the Slwnda Purava 227 as the 

place where the morning Sun remained as Muvcjirasviimin may apparently suggest that 

the confluence of the river Bhiigirathi and the Sagar a (Bay of Bengal) was some times 

recognized as one of the places of Sun worship. Uatsva Purii(w 228 also refers to the 

greatness of the Gwigiisilgara -samgama. However, from the Padma Puriiva229 we come 

to know of the Gwiga.w1gara-swi1gwna ncar Puru,mllomakjt:/ra (modern Puri). :\fandilra 

in Puqyavardhana (PU\1~ravardhana. north Bengal J can not be precisely identified. 

Hc1wever. th.:re is a hill called Mandara-liiri in the Banka sub-di,ision of the district of 

Bhagalpur, at the foot of which there is a beautiful tank called !'clpahan!JI, where people 

cc1n1e to bathe from a long distance c1n the last day of the month of Pau.)a ' 30 The fact of 

taking bath in a tank on Pau.~a-swnkriinti reminds us of the Sun worship and Surya-

kuu~la. May be after the name of this :\1andara in Bihar. there might have developed a 

centre of Sun worship in Pu(l~ravardhana. Whatever may be the case. there is no room 

t(Jr any doubt that Pul)~ravardhana was the most important region of Sun worship in 

Bengal throughout the ancient period, as is evidenced by the reference to the PUQ?ras as 

the Sun-worshipping tribe in the A'r~·era Upani~ad as well as the discovery of large 

number of Sun images from different parts of this region since the early Gupta age down 
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to the end of the period under review. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to think about the 

existence of arkalcyetras in early north Bengal. V arddhamiina is identified as the present 

Bardhanko(i in Dinajpur.231 Large number of Sun images of different types and periods 

have been discovered from this district. Most probably, the legend of Samba's cure by 

Sun-worship contributed to the popularity of the Sun god by the name of Siimba in this 

area. It is from this district that the Bairhana Siirya image inscription has been found, 

which has described the god as the remover of all diseases. We have already seen from 

the Jagadishpur inscription that the temple of the 'Sahasrarm'm1 (the Sun) was situated in 

Siimbapura in PwJqravardhana-bhukti. It appears that based on the healing aspect of 

Siirya, the god named Samba became highly popular in Vardhamana, which in course of 

time developed into an Arkak~1·etru. 
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CHAPTER- V 

SUN IMAGES: STUDIES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF 

ICONOGRAPHY 

The study of religion cannot advance to any extent without an analysis of 

iconography, particularly in India where image-worship forms the very pivot of the 

popular religion. The artistic pieces provide us with encouraging facts for the proper 

assessment of the particular ideas. concepts and practices of each cult. The study of Sun

cult in early Bengal would remain incomplete in the absence of descriptions of 

iconography of the Sun god. 

The growth and development of the cult of Surya necessitated the making of 

his images in various materials. However. it is presumable that long before the 

inception of any cult. the Sun god and his rnanii(Jid aspects were being represented by 

means of various symbols from the Vedic times onwards. These symbols were 

necessary lor the proper pcrtonnances ,,r the ancient Vedic ritc·s. In the religious 

ccremomcs or the time, Sun was rcrrcsented by a wheel. \\hich very effectively 

symbolized the apparent movement of the Sun. Sometimes. the imagery ''as less 

clear; thus. a round golden plate or a lirchrand stood for the Sun. 1 Among the extant 

antiquarian remains of the Vedic and early post-Vedic reriod one can recognize the 

symbolical forms of the deity. A spoked wheel and its different forms are common!) 

found on the punch-marked coins. the origin of which has been traced by Cunningham 
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prior to 1000 B.C.2 Some of the spoked wheel symbols can well be taken to symbolize 

the Sun god. Sun also finds representation as a 'rayed disc' on ancient Indian coins. 

On a number of very early types of punch-marked coins, small-elongated 

hexagonal bars of silver appear with several marks, which look like unsophisticated 

representations of a lotus. Also on other ancient coins, occur a few symbols that seem 

to be the variant forms of a lotus3 Lotus is closely connected with the Sun from the 

earliest period. The association of lotus with the Sun was because of the fact that the 

opening and closing of the flower timed with the rising and setting of the Sun. The 

Puraqas emphasize the connection, and enjoin the execution in art of a twelve-petalled 

lotus, on different petals of which figures of the diverse aspects of the solar deity are 

to he placed with the divinity Bhiiskara on the central pericarp (kan.1ikii\. Thus. in 

Indian art the Sun god was represented by various symbols. When he came to be 

represented anthropomorphically, the wheel and lotus were not left out: the wheel 

became one of the major symbols of Vi~qu. an ,4ditya and lotus was positioned in both 

the hands of the Sun-icons. Moreover. the wheel and the lotus appl'ilr as solar 

emblems separately on several coins, seals, day tablets and copperplate inscriptions of 

the Gupta period afterv>ards• 

Passing on to Bengal we cannot say with certainty whether the iconic 

representation of Surya in ancient Vanga preceded its worship in symbolic i(>rm as was in 

\Ogue in different parts of India where a wheel. a round golden plate. a lotus. 11ower. etc. 

were commonly used by the Vedic ritualists in the performance of sacrifices. Neither 

have we come across at the present state of our knowledge any punch-marked nor cast

coins containing the representations of these objects like the ones ('200 B.C. to the end of 
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the !''century B.C.' according to Allan) of the Uddehika and Paiidila Mitra chiefs like 

Siiryamitra and Bhanumitra, which bears on their reverse sides the solar disc, placed on a 

pedestal. The representation of Sun through the symbol of wheel continued several 

centuries before Christ down to the 4th century A.D., as it is known from the Susunia 

Rock inscription5 (4th century A. D.) discovered at Bankura. West Bengal, where 

Chakrasvamin (Vi~Qu) is represented by a wheel. The epigraphic records discovered so 

far in Bengal hardly contain any indication as to when the image-worship of the PuriiQic 

Sun god had its beginning. However, before we analytically describe the representative 

types of Sun images from Bengal in terms of an evolutionary process of iconic 

representations, a few observations need to be made about some of their specialties for a 

better comprehension of the subject. 

I 

Vast majorit) of the Sun-imagL'S li-,llll Bcngctl are l'l"l'duets of the dc1c\opcd phase 

of the Bengal art and even an informal appraisal of them 1\ould bring out the more or less 

stereotyped elements of their iconograph1. The largest number of Sttrya images is found 

in standing posture. ln r.his position. the divinit) is always in sama;)(/dasthiina/w pose. 

except in one (Pl. 6b) where he is in trihhmiga ." Seated images of the god are indeed 

very rare. only three representing the god in Fairaparyiinka.\ww. 

The god usually holds two fu!l-blm1n lotuses h1 their stalks. 11hich rise to the 

level of the shoulders. Another feature (mostly noticeable in the East Bengal images} is a 

pair of daggers tucked on either side of the bejeweled waist belt. A fewer images in East 

Bengal and almost all from west and north Bengal would show the god with a long sword 

in a scabbard dangling on the left and held by a diagonal sword-trap. In one image only. 
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the sword is placed on the right side. 7 An extra small dagger is found tucked on the right 

in a few of the north-west Bengal images. A chatra is depicted at the top of the 

prabhavalf in many images from East Bengal. 

The god is adorned with kirl{amukufa, 8 the ornamented ka(ibandha (avyanga) 

and various other jewelry. The breastplate (kaficuka) is prominent, the interlacing 

outlines of which while passing round the shoulders, either make the form of a reef knot 

on the chest or a designed arn10ur giving an impression of a diaphanous garment for the 

upper body. The former is a characteristic cognizance for most of the solar icons from 

East Bengal and in such cases. the yajfiopavlla is not visible on the body. In the north 

Bengal specimens, the upavl!a is always present, which is. however. a long one like in 

the majority of Vi~ou sculptures from the same region. In the northem and eastem India. 

the lower body of the divinity or at least his feet are lett uncarved or covered up with high 

boots. Even the attendant gods and goddesses are similarly represented. Nevertheless. 

there are a few images in Bengal that demonstrate the hare feet of Surya.'' 

The principal attendants of the Sun god are the pot-bellied bearded Pingala, the 

recorder of good and bad deeds of creatures and the youthful Dal)~! or Daoqanayaka. 

standing on either side. However. the\ arc cunspicuous b~ their absence in a number of 

S . 10 A d. h ,.. J! un tmagcs. · ccor mg to t e v t~nu wrmollara l'uriina. !Jha1·i.)ya Puriina and Samba 

l'urana. PiiJgala and Dao~a arc to be rcprcsent<:d on the right and lefi of Surya 

respectively. The vast majority of the Bengal images tiJ!km this direction. However. the 

Agni Purana places Pingala on the left side and Da,J<;f! on the right. the compliance of 

which is found in a few images only. Piilgala. 11 is always represented with a pen and 

inkpot in his hands, while in the two hands of Dao~l the attributes are either khQ(jga. 
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khe{aka, §akti and alcyamiilii in one hand and the gesture of abhaya or ka{ihasta in the 

other. According to the Vi$1JUdharmottara PuriiiJa, they are also to be dressed in 

udicyave§a. Generally, both of them wear the karm;ufamuku{a but occasionally 

kirl{amuku{a as well. Sometimes Pingala is adorned with the ja{iimuku{a. 

An uncertain number of the wives of Siirya are met in the texts. They are Dyaus, 

Prthivl, Mahiisvetii, Sara!Jyii, Surqzu, Riijifi, Nik.yubhii, Ni:,prabhii, Chiiyii, Savar!Jii, 

Samjnii, Suvarcasii. Prabhii, Sandhyii. (J~a. Pratyii~·a etc. It is difficult to say definitely 

whether these are synonyms or individual personalities as are variously made out in some 

of the PuraQas. According to the Bhm·i)Ta f'urcl(w. the goddess in front of the Sun god is 

Mahii.~vetii. 12 The two ciimaradhclriiJf'· on his sides, according to the Agni Purii!Ja, are 

Raj iii and Nisprabh:1 (or Nik~ubh:i ). l'he two an·ow-shooting attendants have been 

identified as O~a and Pratyu~a. 13 Interestingly, some sculptures 14 show four arrow-

shooting females. two of them occasionally on horseback. However. quite a number of 

sculptures do not represent such femaks a! all. 

Many Sun sculptures from Bengal show AruQa driving the Sun god's chariot with 

a whip in his right hand and holdin,_ the trunk of a makara with the left. An image 1
' 

shows the god accompanied only h) ,\ruJ)a dri' ing the seven-horsed car (Pl. 9a). The 

trunk of the makara has been inlerprdc'd h' many scholars in difterent ways. According 

to N. B. Sanyal, ' AruQa, the charioteer. has his seat on the head of a makara'. 16 'J. K. 
,, 

Bhattashali described it as 'a curious gaping hiped' and equated it with 'the Saga' or the 

bhujanga-rajju of the Mat.1ya Purii!Ja. which serves to rein the seven horses IX In this 

connection, we may refer to the description of the Sun's chariot as found in the 

Visvakarmii-,~ilpa 19 : 'evamuktarathastil.\ya makaradhvaja i~yate' ('His chariot thus 
• 
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described should have an ensign of makara '). Therefore, the makara in question IS 

nothing else but the ornamental Makara-head of the chariot mentioned in the 

iconographic text. The idea is clearly discemable from the profile of the war chariots with 

similar makara-heads illustrated on at least two terracotta plaques from Paharpur 

temple.20 However, in three images from East Bengal,21 Arw;~a is seated behind a 

peacock. In two of them, the bird is shown in profile while Arw;~a holds its neck by his 

left hand. This is simply a replacement of the makara-dhvaia by the mayi!ra-dhvaja, 

which is very common with the front-heads of the palanquins and boats of the same 

region even in the present day. 

In the developed Sun-icons. the chariot of the deity is drawn by seven horses with 

Arul)a seated or half-embedded into the ratha. One Surya image from Bengal shows only 

one horse. 22 another with four lwrscs.:' the third (Pl. 4a) ''ith eight" and the rest with 

seven. However. no horse is seen in a number of Sun images. It is difficult to suggest that 

the absence of the horses or the charint in solar sculptures is signs of earl: specimen. 

The largest number of Surya images is two-armed, though his images or those of 

his different aspects with four hands and ( v·ery rarely six) an: alsLl nol unknown. Two 

four-armed images of Surya (VRM nos. 734 & 654) arc known trom Bengal and both 

show the god seated. The introduction of more than two hands came to be an important 

aspect of the development of the Sun-image in the early and late period. 25 The ,'vfat.\yu 

Purii~za (Vangavasi edition)26 r 'i~·!Judharmol/ura'' and ,\llr)'upani~·ad,P (a very late 

work) prescribe that the Sun god should have four arms ( Caturhiihu). The Vi.<ivakarmii 

.~astra describes many of the ldityas having four arms with their respective emblems two 

of which must be lotus flowers, held in the front right and left hands. MacDonnei!29 is of 
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the opinion that these two additional hands were carved to hold the emblems and the 

natural ones were employed for any action or pose, i.e. abhaya- and varadamudrii. 

However, S. V. Venkatesvara30 disagrees with him. In fact, the additional hands were 

needed for action. Later on, due to the int1uence of Tantricism and other sects of 

Hinduism Siirya was also shown, though very rarely, with six, eight, ten or twelve hands. 

The combined images of the Sun god with other Hindu gods come under this category. 

The fact that Siirya is one of the 12 A-dityas was very much in the mind of the 

Bengal sculptors of the mediaeval period. Naturally. we have over a dozen of images 

where the god is depicted along with eleven other X'dityas, the latter placed on the upper 

part of the prabham/T They are. in fact. miniature versions of Siirya himself. all two

armed and carrying two full-blown lotuses in their hands. They may either be standing or 

sitting irrespective of the posture of the Sun god. Some times. GaQesa is added to them. 

That Siirya is also one of the nine Grahas was also very much knO\\TI. Quite a number of 

images shcm Surya surrounded hy miniature (;rulws that is specifically directed by the 

Vi.)!Judharmollara l'urii(w
31 Two images shcm on the prahhii1·all the miniature 

representations of the Hindu Triad. the cight Dikpcllus and the AJ[amlgas. About the 

depiction of various deities with the Sun god. the Jfat.1ya Purii!Ja mentions the fact rather 

brietly (iulmidel•aganairyukta). The i\gni /'un/(1 (51 ) after describing the tlgure of SOrya 

continues with the details of the other X'dityas and their .~aktis. the Grahas. the Dikpii/as. 

the A~!whlgas etc. It is deserving of note that images with representations of additional 

deities are more numerous in cast BengaL An important iconographic feature found in 

various texts is the great e!Tulgence (mahateja) of Siirya. which occur in several images 

by two or three layers oft1ames issuing out from the body of the divinity. 
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Having noticed the general as well as some specific iconographic characteristics, 

we now proceed to discuss about the Sun images in Bengal as far chronologically as 

possible. It may be noted that in most cases motifs such as Vidyadharas, klrttimukha, 

gaja-siirdula and other general decorative elements have been ignored. 

II 

Silrya is not depicted in human form in early Bengal art until a comparatively late 

period. Before the evolution of real cult-icons of the Sun god. there are a few human 

representations of the Sun on the terracotta of the Maurya-Smiga period. The earliest 

representation of the Sun god in human fom1 is found in a beautiful terracotta mould 

datable to c. 2nd century B.C. 

2"d Cent. B.C. Terracotta Winged SOrya from Tamluk: 

The beautiful terracotta from Tamluk (Midnapore), which displays a winged male 

ligure32 standing in frontal pose datable to c. 2nd century B.C.. deserves mention at first 

(Pl. I a). Each of the two hands placed on the waistband (ka{iszltra) holds long stalks of 

li.ill-blossomed lotus lvika.l'ita padma). The ligure wears round-shaped earrings as v,e\J as 

a beautifully fashioned km;z{hl decorated with floral medallions. It is also shown with a 

stylistic .{irastraka slightly tapering to an ornamented top and am1lcts and headed round

shaped bracelets arranged in four strands. The figure wears a thick waistband the middle 

of which is characterized by the presence of knotted katisutras in small cylindrical forms 

acting as the ka{isutragranthi. The waistband is further furnished with small tinkling 

bells. The waist-girdle worn by the tigure is slightly different from the ones worn by 
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other figures of divinity. The most interesting feature is the delineation of the wings 

beside the upper parts of the arms. Two conical-shaped objects depicted in the form of 

cluster of plantains representing the row of bananas are displayed on either side of the 

lower part of the stela. A pitcher-like auspicious object with ear of com sprouting forth 

from it is placed on the peri carp of the petalled lotus. 

The association of wings with the image of Surya seems to find its origin in the 

B.gvedic concept of the Sun. He is described as the beautiful winged celestial bird 

Garutmiin in some of the ~gvedic hymns33 Supan;za (well winged) is no other than the 

Sun itself. Therefore, we may conclude that the figure stands for Surya (the Sun god) in 

one of its earliest representations in iconic form in terracotta. Two full-blown lotuses held 

by the figure is again a pointer to his identity as the Sun. The round-shaped kanJa

hhuJa!Ja.Y seem to resemble Surya-mukhl (helianthus annus) flower. which has been 

traditionally been associated with Sun worship in Bengal. The plantain tree is also 

traditionally connected with Sun worship. It is. thus. clear that the winged figure 

represents the Vedic Sun god Siirya at its nascent stage of iconic development. 

The representation of Siirya in the form of a winged human figure. 34
, was not 

however. a new one in the context of greater Indian art as such. In the sculptural panels of 

Bharhue' (Sanchi) datable to 2nd century B.C., there are beautiful representations of 

winged human figures carwd out in Chunar red sand stone. It is true that the basic idea of 

identifying the Sun god with the beautiful winged celestial bird Garulmiin (Jil•yai:z sa 

Supar!Ja Garutmiin) came from the B.gvedic hymn ( /.164.46). 
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Chandraketugarh terracotta sculpture of 1st century B.C. I A.D.: 

Another beautiful terracotta sculpture of I st century B.C. I A.D., from 

Chandraketugarh/6 24-Parganas (Pl. I b) is very significant. The object represents a 

regally posed male figure seated on a chariot in European style. The chariot is drawn by 

four galloping horses, which is unique in Bengal. Two of the horses are centrally placed 

and the rest of the two shown in profile. He has behind his head a circular nimbus and 

also wears a turbaned crown typical of the period and a garland with a pendant. The 

figure is flanked by two females, who passionately cling to the main figure by the neck. 

The chariot stands on a raised circular platfonn on the left comer of which is found a 

funny torso of a monstrous demon (the symbol of darkness?) being pierced through by 

the sharp-edged rolling wheel of the chariot. 

The figure wears a pair of circular ornate earrings that reach its shoulders. The 

oval-shaped face. the strongly accentuated ridged eye-brow. the very protruding round 

eyes, the straight nose (though not very prominc:nt), the relaxed lips and divine smile- all 

indicate the characteristic features of the Ku~at;a p<.'riod. The round-shaped turban-like 

headdress and the elaborately ornate nimbus also reveal the characteristic features of the 

Ku~iit;ta period. All the iconographic features along with the sacred thread thrown across 

the right shoulder of the bare-bodied figure indicate its immediate association with 

divinity. 

In the ~gvedic hymns, the Sun god is often described as moving on a car drawn 

by one, seven or several ruddy horses. 
17 

There are a number of Surya images belonging 

to the early centuries of the Christian era, which show the god seated on a chariot. That 

the terracotta figure under discussion, represents the Sun god Siirya becomes evident if 
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we take into account the iconographic motifs of some Siirya images of the period found 

in different parts of India. One Siirya image comes from the Saptasarnudri well (D 46) 

which is now in the Mathura Museum38 Here the Sun god is seated on his haunches 

• inside a one-wheeled car drawn by four horses. He holds a lotus bud in his right hand and 

a scimitar in the left. He is clad in heavy tunic and top boots are tracable in his partially 

visible legs. He has a Sun disc behind his head and a pair of wings attached to his 

shoulder. Another such image of Siirya is depicted in the relief from Bhaja Vihiira 39 near 

Pune. Western Ghats. It shows the god as riding a four-horsed chariot along with two 

women. The wheels of the chariot pass over grossly proportioned nude demons. The 

illustration of the Chandraketugarh Surya image under discussion is remarkably similar 

to the Bhaja Surya image in stone. ;\ part of the tcrracotta chariot with remnants of four 
• 

horses discovered from Bhl(a of the same period is a close parallel of the present 

specimen. Again. in a relief on the stone railing at Bodh-Gaya. the Sun god is found 

riding a one-wheeled chariot drawn h} t(>ur horses with tvvo atTO\\·shooting female 

figures on either side. It appears that somehow the style of depicting the Sun god spread 

!rom western to eastern India and e'en inspired the Bengal artists to produce the 

terracotta plaques referred to above. 

The sacred thread worn by the hare bodied tigure is 'erv much thick in shape and 

consists of three strands. The style of its representation is distinctly found in the sculpture 

of Agni hailing from the same Chandraketugarh area. In the !Jgreda (I 0.88.6). Surya is 

identified with Agni, another important god of the Vedas. 

One of the significant findings in this terracotta Sun tmage is that Arut;~a. the 

charioteer of the Sun god appears, only in its upper bust between his dangling legs. He 
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wears a small cap-like headdress. It serves as an example for the continuance of the art 

tradition through the ages with the Kashipur (24 Parganas) Surya image discussed below. 

The two female deities flanking the Sun god may stand for O~a and Pratyli~a. They are 

adorned with circular earrings and have their respective coiffure arranged in the shape of 

cap-like headdress. 

We may now examme the factors behind the Sun-images mentioned above. 

According to Cunningham,40 the four horses and the general execution in the early Sun 

images largely bear a resemblance to the representation of Helios - the Greek Sun god. J. 

N. Banerjea, however, suggested that the B.gvedic description of Sfuya as drawn by one, 

three. four or seven horses might have kd to this sort of representation. In the IJ.gved.~ 1 

the number of horses of the Sun's chariot is seven and no particular importance is given 

to number four. Iconographic literatures of India specitically mention seven horses for 

chariot of the Sun god. On the other hand, the Iranian Sun god Mithra traverses42 the 

wide tirrnament in his four-horsed chariot and the Greek Sun god Helios has been famous 

for his quadrigo. It is well known that Mithra was represented in human form for the first 

time in the Hellenistic courts in association with Greek Sun god- I klios. Therefore. it is 

suggested that the Sun images of the early period came to he evolved under the 

Hellenistic impact. In this tradition. the Mithraic tradition was already mixed up. 

However. the influence of the Hellenistic tradition was confined to the four horse-motifs 

only. The features of the Sun god along with attendants like O~a and Pratyu~a and the 

chariot are very much Indian in character. The absence of the Central Asian features like 

high boots, Iranian coat, etc in these sculptures clearly shows that these images derived 

the alien impact through the Hellenistic stream4
' and not directly. In the succeeding 
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period, the images were modeled under the influence of the Central Asian tradition, 

which probably entered India in the wake of the Ku~fu;la invasion. 

1"1 Cent. A.D. Terracotta Udicyavesi Surya from Hadipur (24 Parganas): 

A I st century A.D. terracotta seal with a male figure on one side (Pl. 2a) has been 

found from Hadipur (North 24 Parganas )44 The figure stands facing to front in rigid 

samapiidasthanaka pose on a slightly raised platfonn. There are lotus plants on its right 

side and a banana tree on its left side. Behind the plantain tree standsa:horse in an east

west direction. The figure wears a headdress of kausia cap type as well as earrings. A 

square-shaped small symbol is also noticed on the right shoulder of the figure. The right 

hand holds the stalk of a larger lotus fully petalled with the pericarp in the centre. A 

small. full-blown lotus is depicted beneath the right hand on the right side of the larger 

lotus. On the left side of the larger lotus is found a lotus with its bud only: the left hand is 

placed akimbo. The figure wears a close titling pc~d t(,rming part of the longer that is 

gathered at the anklets. It also wears sot\-padded hoots. 

Since the figure in samapiidasthiinaka and in flat kausia cap-like headdress holds 

the stalk of the lotus by one of his hands and \\ears no11hemer" s dress (udTnw·c.va!. it 

stands I(Jr the Sun god in one of its most formative stages. The alien inlluencc in solar 

iconography was now slowly hut steadiJ, intiltrating into the mainland from 

northwestern India. The display of the horse, which is connected with all the Sun gods 

and the plantain tree. which is also associated with the Sun worship. also contlnns the 

identification of the deity with the Sun god. 

As already noted, the figure under review is clad in the tunic and the soft-padded 

boots, which are the well-known iconographic traits of the Siirya images of the north. 
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This is one of the archaic representations of it ever met with in Bengal. In the Brhat

swnhitii (57.46-47), we find one of the earliest descriptions of Siirya images in the 

udlcyavda. The Vi$1)Udharmottara Puriil)a (Ch, 67.2.16) lays down that he (the Sun god) 

should be covered with a coat mail and he should wear a northerner's dress. According to 

J. N. Banerjea, the writers of such texts thus emphasize the foreign origin of this type of 

Sun cult, which was introduced into India in the beginning of the Christian era or even 

earlier. 

The display of three lotuses is also very interesting. It does not appear to be an 

isolated art motif of this particular divine figure. On the contrary. it appears to have 

served as a significant art-motif even for the icon-makers of the successive periods. The 

Kashipur (North 24 Parganas) Sun image of late Gupta period also shows the deity with 

three full-blown lotuses in each of its two hands. 

2"d Cent. A.D. Terracotta Seal with a round object representing the Sun: 

Symbolic representation of the Sun god even in the 2"d century A.D. Bengal is 

evidenced by a terracotta seal"' from Berachampa (North 24 Parganas). It displays a boat 

with a mast carrying a banner. Above it. there is a round object representing the Sun in 

the sky. The accompanying legend in Kharo~thl and Kharo~thi-Brahm! has been read as 

Bhajotha dijre (or jri) .1sudhrdho ( !Jhajatha drijeshu udadhau). which means: "You 

take resort into the Brahmaoas (while) at sea··. The most important point is the display of 

the Sun on the seal along with an advice i(Jr the seafarers to take resort unto the 

Brahmaoas while at st:a. It shows to what extent Sun worship had intiltrated into the 

various strata of the society in early V ail.ga. 
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3rd Cent. A.D. Seal staff: aniconic representation of Surya 

Aniconic representation of the Sun probably continued in the next century as 

well, which is tracable in a hemispherical terracotta seal 46 from Chandraketugarh and 

now in the collection of the AMC (AMC.T 8521). The seal datable to c. 3rd century A.D. 

displays a female figure. She wears an elaborate headdress and stands to front with her 

right hand akimbo and the left hand stretched out to her left. The left hand points to a 

staff rising from a water reservoir (with two lotuses) and fitted to a pole, which is topped 

by a canopy over her head. The depiction of the staff rising from the water and flanked by 

two lotuses is quite significant. In the f!.gveda ( 4.13 .5 ). Surya has been called the pillar of 

the sky. We may also refer to the Sfrrya pillar from Nagarjunako!l~ar of the 2nd century 

A.D. Thus, the staff for the pillar of the sky may he taken as personifying the Sun. 

Horse and lotus on a terracotta seal 

Theriomorphic representation of the Sun was not also probably unknown in 

Bengal. On one side of a terracotta seal"x is represented a hig fully petalled lotus rising 

ti'om a pond. Also depicted arc the two galloping horses. which turn their heads to a 

person riding on one of them. The presence nf the equestrian hcside the full-blown lotus 

may indicate the need of protecting the pond from desecration. which could have 

excluded its usc for religious purpose. The legend Dhnido rdcsi!uhl in Kharo~!hT in left 

field is very important. The rider might ha\c hccn instructed (desilah) to guard the pond 

as it was perhaps kept aside exclusively for the grow1h of lotus flowers. f!.fJl·eda 

(I 0.142.8) also emphasizes the need of digging ponds or tanks for having full-blown 
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lotuses besides for the supply of pure drinking water (9.11 0.5). The second horse without 

any rider may be taken to have symbolically represented the presence of the Sun god. 

Early Gupta Phase 

The extant Siirya figures of the early Gupta period are not very many in number. 

However, they seldom fail to show most of the foreign elements. 

Open-bodied booted Siirya from Harinarayanpur (24 Parganas): 

A stone plaque from Harinarayanpur (South 24 Parganas) and datable to early 

4th-51
h century A.D. shows a male ftgure (Pl. :'b) in samapiidasthiinaka. 44 The two hands 

hold two full-blossomed lotuses by their stalks. A flat-cap like headdress crov.ns the 

head. The figure is adorned with long earrings. necklace and torque. He is also found as 

clad in a coat, trousers and boots. Undoubtedly. the figure represents the Sun god in his 

ud/cmrn'a. The two pillar-like objects remind us of the Sftrya pillar of the second cent. 

A.D. from Nagarjunakonda. The image under discussion can definitely be taken as the 

next significant stage in the evolution of the solar iconography. The beginning in this 

direction was made b) denuding the upper part of the body uf the deity of its peculiar 

udl<yavda of the time. In addition. this was done v.ithout sacrificing the artistic beauty 

of the iconic representation. The lower part ,,f the udicmrc.<u along with the booted feet 

pales into insignificance under a high-pitched lndianised version. The Sun image of the 

5th century A.D. from Indian Museum and the Kashipur ("North 24 Parganas) Siirya 

image of the 7th century A.D. all show gradual but steady shedding off the northerner's 

dress, though avymiga (waist-girdle) and boots are retained in almost all the cases. It 
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seems that in the pre-Gupta age in Vanga, Surya in the udlcyave5a was looked upon as 

having foreign association 

It is suggested that the peculiar type of the Surya image worshipped all over India 

from the Gupta period onwards and earlier was derived from an Iranian type. 50 The 

extant Surya images of the early Gupta period, though not many in number, seldom fail 

to show most of the alien features as well. However, the gradual idealization of these 

traits and preponderance of Indian elements had already begun from the late Gupta 

period. If we describe a few early and late Gupta as well as early and late mediaeval 

images of the god hailing from Bengal. it will show that the earlier the sculptures the 

more prominent and less and less idealized are the foreign traits and the Indian elements 

are comparatively few. 

41
h Cent. A.D. Surya image from Kumarpur (Rajshahi) 

The Kumarpur Surya' 1 is an c''\lrc·mc\v coagulated specimen (Pl. 3a). The slab of 

the image is rounded at the lop with a high pedestal. On the dado of the pedestal arc 

carved the figures of scvcn horses standing erect with their l(Jrelegs raised high. Above. 

the charioteer Aru~Ja sits in the centre. Behind him is Surya in samapadasthanaka 

betw<:en G~a and Pratyli~ii. rhe l<mcr p01iion of each from below the knees are 

submerged in the pedestal. The two hands of the god are bent at the elbow and raised to 

the shoulders. clasping stalks of full-blown lotuses (.1W1illa-padma). All are dressed alike 

in knee-length tunics with a corded belt in the middle. Surya's ornaments consist of 

necklace, earrings, bangles and a cap-like. low kirita. Though carrying bows and arrows 

as usual, O~a and Pratyu~a are not represented in the archer pose; the former stands 
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facing front and the latter in slight tribhafzga. All the figures are executed in low, flat 

relief and their sharp and rigid angles and lines confine the main effect to the surface. 

The features of Siirya are broad and heavy, his shoulders wide and straight. All these 

features together with the long tunic, open round eyes, flat and low head-dress indicate 

its affinity with the Ku~aQ.a sculptures of Mathura, datable to the 3rd century A. D. Yet, 

the peculiarity of the features, the kind and quality of the material used, as well as the 

crude, coagulated and unsophisticated appearance of the example suggest that it is 

probably the work of a local artist who was remotely touched by the art idiom of 

Mathura. 

The seven horses found in the Kumarpur relief show the departure from the custom 

of the Ku~i"i\]a artists to provide the Sun· s chariot with only two or four horses. Siirya in 

standing pose may be regarded as a Gupta innovation in solar iconographic tradition. 

5TH Cent .A.D. Siirya image from Niyamatpur (Rajshahi) 

The Niyamatpur (Naogaon. Rajshahi)'2 Siirya image (Pl. 3b) is executed in 

coarse-grained sandstone-. The deity stands erect on a low pedestal between two dwarfish 

attendants, Pingala and Da\]?T. He wears a long tunic fastened at the waist by a bclt53 His 

crown is low and tlat with an engrm ed lotus between triangular plaques above the rim. In 

his two hands, which are sharply bent at the elbow and raised, he holds a pair of lotuses 

by the stalks. He stands with his feet close to each other. but from the ankles. the legs 

appear to move away from each other. 

Pingala and Dan<,ll stand swaying away from the main deity and unlike him they 

wear dhotis and hold indistinct objects in their hands. Arrow-shooting females, consorts, 

and AruQ.a along with the wheel and the horses of the chariot are conspicuously absenct 
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in this specimen. The only innovation is the scarf or belt introduced for the first time in 

these two images. The scarf round the waist is not found in the pre-Gupta reliefs. In its 

Ku~~a type dress and headgear, position of the two hands and strict frontal standing 

attitude, the figure of Siirya is similar to the Kurnarpur relief, and also in style not unlike 

the image of the god from Bodh-Gaya dated in the 26th year of the reign of Dharmapala. 

The back slab is plain and asymmetrical. 

The Kumarpur and Niyamatpur images bear remarkable affinity to the Ku~aoa 

Siirya figures of Mathura as regards their dress and general characteristics; unlike the 

Mathura images they are, however, all standing and the chariot is absent. A pre-Gupta54 

date was suggested for them by S. K. Saraswati and Nihar Ranjan Roy. However, an 

early Gupta period date has been assigned hy .I. N. Banerjea. ' 5 About the absence of so 

many iconographic features in this image, S. K. Saraswati ascribes it to a period 'when 

the iconography of the god had not yet been stereotyped.'' However. it may not be taken 

for granted. Over a dozen of Sun images accompanied by Dao~f and Pir\gala only have 

been discovered. whose dates range from c. 4th to 9th century A. D. Long hefore the end 

of this period, the iconographic elements of the developed Sun-icons, had been spelled 

out in the the r 'igllldlwrmollara and some other Pura\1as It is quite likely that the 

sculptors, in these cases. followed a text like the Brhat-.1ainhilii. which even in the middle 

of the 6th century A. D. described the god as alone and did not elahorate about the 

accessory figures at all 5 7 
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Image on seal: 

On a seal attached with the Mallasarul Copper Plate grant58 of the time of 

MaharajadhTraja Gopacandra (6th century A.D.). is represented Sri Lokaniitha. The seal 

bears in a relief a standing figure of a two-armed deity with a halo-like cakra in the 

background (Pl. 8b ). The cakra that stands for the wheel of time is traditionally regarded 

as the solar symbol. The anthropomorphic figure may be identified as that of Sun god as 

there are traces of the foreparts of some horses below, in front of the figure. On the 

'9 
pedestal, there seems to be carved some devotees.' 

Late Gupta & Early Mediaeval Phase 

The late Gupta and early mediaeval Silrya images differ from the above in this 

respect that they are tar more elaborate in their presentation than the above. In the icons 

of the mediaeval times. a definite tendency to the grouping and arrangement of the 

attendants of the god is discernible-"" It \\ill he necessary 11011 t<' study a fe\\ 

representative types to notice the process of development. 

SOrya image from Kashtpur (24 Parganas): 

A Silrya-image61 in black basalt from Kashipur (24 Parganas) is an excellent 

specimen (Pl. 5a) of the late Gupta period. The god is standing erect \\ith a halo behind 

his head, holding lotus-stalks in his two upraised hands and having his legs partial!; 

inserted in the lriratha-chariot pedestal. He wears a belt tied by a knot- a tradition that 

even lingers through the mid-stream images of India belonging to the Pala period. Over 

the pedestal in front of the god sits Arul)a with his body partially hidden. His left hand is 
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gathering up the reins of the horses and the right holding a lash. AruJ;Ja and probably the 

arrow-shooting female figures, now broken away, are the only companions of the god. 

The god possesses a sword, the hilt and part of which is dangling by his left side and tied 

by a loose sling from his right shoulder. This may be reminiscent of the north Indian 

militarism mainly aroused by the HiiJ;Ja invasion led by Mihirgula in sixth century A.D.; 

the contemporary artist could not help adapting that northern outfit and armoury for the 

divine image. Besides. in Hindu pantheon Siirya or the Sun god often appears as a 

warrior or k:jatra who rides on the back of his chariot driven by seven horses obviously 

indicating seven colours of the Sunray from east to west. and defeats the menace of 

darkness. Forming a single row from left to right, the horses put their front legs upwards 

in a galloping manner. Seven bridles or trappings are attached to them held by the 

charioteer Arw;m, whereas the composition renders the effect of a celestial car. The one-

wheeled chariot is clearly outlined and 'the way in \vhich the horses are treated and the 

two demons of darkness en arc shown beneath the chariot reminds us not only of the 

earlier technique of Bodh-Gaya and Bhilja "' hut also of the terracotta plaques discovered 

at Chandraketugarh. The image seems to have belonged to the period earlier than that of 

• 
the SO!) a-image of Deora (Bogra district. Bangladesh) discussed below. 

The Kashipur image shows the deity as holding three full-blown lotuses in each of 

its two hands. We have already found three lcltuscs in the imaue of Siirva in a first cent. - . 

A.D. terracotta seal from Hadipur (24 Parganas, North). It appears to have served as a 

significant art-motif handed down to the icon-makers of the succeeding periods. 
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SOrya image from Deora (Bogra): 

The emotionalism of the eastern version is fully evident on the late Gupta image 

of Siirya 63 in bluish basalt from Deora as noted earlier and now preserved in the 

Varendra Research Museum, Rajshahi (Pl. Sb). The figure of Siirya is somewhat flat but 

three dimensional from the ankles up to the shoulders. He is standing with a circular halo 

with dotted borders round the head. The halo diverges to right and left to form similar but 

smaller prabhlimaiJqalas behind the heads of Pingala and DaJ;Jdl. The deity holds a lotus 

stalk in each of his two hands, which sprouts upward parallel to his ears in a bunch of one 

big and two tiny blossoms. The right hand is broken and above the bridge of the 

mutilated nose is a round tilaka. The broad, powerful torso of Siirya is bare save for a 

short necklace of apparently beads. He also wears small circular earrings. bracelets and a 

flat cap-like crown (kirl{amuku(a}. which is decorated by a lotus device. carved between 

a pair of beaded bands. The ears are covered with twisted rolls of hair falling from 

beneath the crown. The god is clad in a dhoti tied round the waist by a girdle with an 

ornamental clasp in front. Along his !eli side is seen a short sword kept in position by 

means of a chain, which is intersected by a scarf passing round the waist and is knotted to 

the right with the ends gracefully arranged on the hip. The boots (or leggings) on his legs 

are only partially visible. Much of the latter is inserted into the pedestal as we find in the 

later Surya relief from Ellora64 or in the 1\.ashipur (24 Parganas) Surya of approximate!~ 

the same or a little earlier date. 

In front of the god, AruJ;Ja is seated cross-legged behind a half-lotus device. holding 

the whip and reins. DaJ;J1I and Pingala stand respectively to right and left on side of 

AruJ;Ja, wearing similar dresses and ornaments including the flat-topped headgear. The 
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former is not bearded as in latter images, and carries the pen and inkpot while the latter 

holds a §ula in his right hand and the left hand is on the hip. Two arrow-shooting 

goddesses O~a and Pratyii~a are represented behind half-lotus devices to the right and left 

•· of the deity. The legs of the attendant figures are also encased in boots, which like those 

of Siirya, are partially hidden. On the triratha pedestal are the seven horses of Siirya's 

chariot carved in profile with the single wheei65 (cf ekacakram of the dhyana). 

• 

-

The image under discussion is similar in outline to that of Kashipur. Both the 

images more or less 'exhibit the sublime spiritualism of the Sarnath school combined 

with the emotionalism of its eastem version· 66 However. the Deora image undoubtedly 

shows some development in the treatment of the iconic type of the Sun god not present in 

the Niyamatpur and Kumarpur reliefs already described. The latter two had only two 

attendants, namely, Da\1~1 and Pingala. The horses of the chariot had been given in only 

one image. However, here the number of attendants has increased. In addition to Dai;~gl 

and Pingala on either side of AruJJa. we also lind the arrow-shooting female figures - O~a 

and Pratyu~a- on two sides. 

The Deora Siirya is not much removed in point of date from the Bhumara Siirya 

sculpture. carved inside a caityu-1\indow panel of the Siva temple at Bhumara but it 

introduces many new specialties ahsent in the lattcr-'7 It must be noted. however. that the 

Bhumara Surya was an accessory figure. appearing inside one of the · cairya· in a temple 

dedicated to Siva. while the Deora Surya seems to have been the principal object of 

worship in a solar shrinc68 

Here the Ku~iir,Ja dress has disappeared and the image is g1ven a complete 

indigenous character. However. some other features characterizing the Sun-images of the 
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subsequent centuries (the Pala period), e.g. the sacred thread so prominent on the body of 

Siirya and his additional attendants in the persons of Maha.{veta and the two queens viz. 

Samjiia and Chaya - have not yet made their appearance. 

The way in which the long curls falling on the shoulders are treated and the 'trivali' 

marks are shown on the throat, the plain circular halo with beaded border. scarf passing 

round the waist, the long sword tied with a slanting strap on the left side, paucity of 

ornaments and strict simplicity of design - all these as well as the very refined treatment 

of the whole theme specify it as a fine specimen of Bengal sculpture of the late Gupta 

period. The circular halo with only a beaded border appears to be but a plain 

reminiscence of the exquisitely decorated halos of the Sarnath Buddha images. The deep 

shadows below the eyes and round the lips accentuate the emotionalism of the full round 

tace 6
Y In point of style and execution. this image from Deora has general resemblance 

with those of the panels in the Gupta temple at Deogarh. The Deora image. as it has been 

suggested by J.N. Banerjea, S. K. Saraswati and others, may be assigned to the Gupta 

period. 70 when the ti.Ill-fledged image of the god with all his attendants might have been 

imported in Bengal. 

J. N. Banerjea71 has even gone to the extent of describing the Deora sculpture as an 

ideal Sun-image carved in the 6th century, with full details and all the requisites for a 

Sun-relief. For the first time, the god is shown wearing all the ornaments and attended by 

all the members of his retinue, DaQdl, Pingala, O~a. Pratyii~a and AruQa with seven 

horses. The image in question seems to have been the principal object of worship in a 

solar shrine. We have, therefore, little doubt that the Sun worship was introduced in 
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Bengal in the pre-Gupta period but it was consolidated on a firm foundation during the 

Pala rule in Bengal. 

Bronze miniature SOrya image from Deulba~T (Comilla): 

A Silrya figure (Pl. 6a), a bronze or octo-alloy ('a$(adhiitu') miniature7
; closely 

corresponds to the Deora composition in many of its details. However, the main figure of 

the god is seated, which is usually very rare. He sits cross-legged in a car of one wheel 

while seven spirited horses are represented underneath the car as drawing it along. There 

is a prominent girdle round the abdomen of the god. As usual, he holds a pair of lotuses 

in his tvvo hands. On two sides. sit Pitigala. \\ith a short beard to right and Dat;J<;ll to left 

and Arut;Ja is seated behind the makara-device of the chariot-head. O~a and Pratyu~a 

stand in a/i~lha and pratyc/li~lha at the extreme ends. shooting arrows. No consort is 

depicted. The Sun god and his two principal attendants arc each provided with separate 

halos behind their heads. The axle and the t"'' "heels of the chariot are fitted quite 

realistically. The two full-blovm lotuses held by their stalks and the jewellery including 

the prominent girdle round the abdomen retains the touch of the master hand behind the 

sculpture. The miniature image of the god is undoubtedly a remarkable specimen of the 

E I ·1· 1· I 7'" o<h \ !) '' S K S ·'' . . I 7 I ast m tana art o t 1e -o century t . . . . . . aras\\att ctsstgns tt tot 1c t 1 century 

A.D. The Surya image with its composite clements of attendants, charioteer, horses etc. 

represents not a very distant approach to the full lledgcd stela composition of the Pala 

art
75 

The image was originally found along with an inscribed image of .'>arv[uJI from 

some ruins in the village of DeulbasJL in the Tippera District. some 22 miles south of 

Comilla and is now housed in the Bangladesh National Museum. 
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Unaccompanied, booted terracotta SOrya from Bogra: 

The unique terracotta Silrya 76 (21 " ht.) from Bogra district in the Mahasthan 

Museum, Bangladesh is a remarkable piece (Pl. 8a) of sculptural art of the Gupta period 

from Bengal. The image shows the god completely in round with a plain circular halo 

behind the head. He wears a flattop kirl{amuku(a, hiira, kuQdalas, valayas and a tunic that 

covers the body up to the knees and is fastened to the waist by a girdle. The characteristic 

rolled-scarf goes round the back, the plated ends of which gracefully hang on two sides 

from the elbows and reaches well below the level of the tunic. High boots cover the legs, 

the feet being broken at ankles and lost. A sword in the jeweled scabbard is dangling on 

the left held by a diagonal sword-strap. The lotuses in the hands are gone. No consort or 

attendant is depicted. As the pedestal is lost, the presence of the horses or the chariot 

cannot be ascertained. 

The sculpture represents the mediaeval type that depicts the Sun god riding on a 

horse unaccompanied by any attendants. The 'Agni Puril!J<l · (Ch. :i I) and the ' .~rl 

Vi1'vakarmavatara Siistra' (Ch. 28) describes it In similar language-

'.lthal'L/svas<lmiirudha kiirya ekastu Bhaskara. In the Sun-temple at Konarak (Orissa). 

such a Siirya figure knovm by the name of flaridL1.1'va appears in the role of a 

'!'ilr.vademtii' placed on the outside niche of one ofthe walls of the main shrine 77 

Pala Period 

The last part of the eighth century A.D betrays a change in iconic perspective of 

the Siirya divinity coming over Bengal. Actually, this marks the period of transition 

between the Gupta and the Pala times concerning style and composition. 
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Early Pala seated terracotta Surya from Paharpur: 

A stray terracotta plaque78 from Piihiirpur represents a divinity with a halo behind 

the head, seated cross-legged and holding full-blown lotuses into uplifted hands. The god 

is identified as the only representation of the Sun god at Piihiirpur. It reminds us of 

similar representation of the god on the Bodh-Gaya railings. The divinity is shown with 

the upper garment flying above the shoulders in usual Pahiirpur style. This representation 

may be reasonably assigned to the early Pala -period i.e. the second half of the 8th 

century A. D. In the middle and later Pala period, we find many stone sculptures 

representing the Sun god. but no seated figure of this type has yet been discovered. 

Early Pala Surya from BhadrakaiT (Hooghly) 

The representation of Surya in a niche on a stone slab probably belonging to the 

8'h century A.D. from BhadrakaiT in the district of HooghJ, delineates a significant 

iconography of the god inspired by dhyiinu74 Here the divinity appears in full 

anthropomorphic form ignoring the prescribed rule contained in the Matsya Purii!Ja. 

However, the peculiarity of this sculpture lies in its emphasis on flatness distantly 

echoing the two-dimensional art of Bharhut. Another feature of this sculpture not very 

uncommon in Pala sculptures is the representation of the deity within a shrine. The niche 

has two pilasters surmounted by syuare capitals on both sides. It is ultimately crowned b) 

a pyramidal lintel terminating with architectural shape in the upper end. It is minutely 

decorated with architectural designs and minor niches within itself shaped as caitya 

windows often with peering human heads or otherwise containing a lotus. Such 

appearance of the so-called caitya windows leads us further to the conclusion that this 
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sculptured piece might have taken shape in the beginning of the Pala age, as far as we 

know that the Pala kings were ardent patrons of Buddhism. The main niche containing 

the Siirya image with its pilaster motifs and the minutely decorated lintel will represent a 

celestial mansion or palace as if visualizing the concept of a vimiina. Again, there is 

considerable absence of decoration in the composition except the crowning lintel, which 

recalls the language of the Gupta art and which lingered over decades. Siirya is 

represented as wearing a pair of pointed boots, as it will be seen about the sculptures of 

the Sun god appertaining to Pala Bengal. DaQda and Pitigala also wear similar footwear 

worn by the main divinity and helmets of characteristic form. However, the helmet or 

crown of the main divinity was going to maintain its dimensional beauty of kirl(amuku{a 

as it is seen in the Siirya image belonging to circa seventh century A.D. In this eighth 

century image from Bhadrakalf. we tlnd that the chariot and horses along with the 

charioteer Arul)a vanish from the scene though the symbolic suggestion may still be 

there. The god holds a lotus in each hand: the petals of the lotus facing the viewer are 

open while those of the upraised !lower are closed. This is a rare image with its 

unrecognizable face. which marks the end of the Gupta style as well as the beginning of 

the Pal a convention. 

Early Pala Surya image in South Kensington Museum: 

The stage next to that of the Kashipur and Deora image in the development of the 

Siirya motif is very beautifully illustrated by a remarkable sculpture80 of early Pal a an in 

the collection of the South Kensington Museum, London. All the attendants are grouped 

on either side of his figure, almost in a line. The arrow-shooting figures of O~a and 

Partyii~a are shown above their head. Unlike the Deora and Kashipur sculptures, all the 
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figures are shown standing out of the chariot pedestal with their legs heavily booted. 

However, the treatment of the lotus bunch in the hands of the Sun god as well as of the 

long sword attached by a strap to his left side distinctly reminds us of the two specimens 

noticed above. 

Surya of early or middle Pala period: 

If a comparison is made between the group of sculptures (Deora, Kashipur and 

South Kensington images) with the four Siirya reliefs, one each from Bihar, west, north 

and east Bengal reproduced in plate LIX of R D. Banerjee's 'Eastern Indian School of 

Mediaeval Sculpture', we can clearly trace the process of the further development of the 

iconic type. The two sculptures from Bihar and north Bengal are undoubtedly earlier than 

the two others from east and west Bengal are and they possess some peculiarities of the 

older group of Siirya reliefs. The treatment of the broad sword hanging on the left side of 

Siirya. the parabolic' prahhiim/1. of the two compositions. the 'kulah' caps on the heads 

of DaQ~I and Pingala, absence of any elaborate decoration, the separate 'prahhii'-s 

(halos) of the Rajshahi Museum figure ( R. M .. No. Fa 51176) and the absence of the two 

queens in the Bihar one (Indian Museum. No. 3924) - all these features prove that they 

belong to the early or middle Pala period81 

Features of SOrya images of Late or early Sena period: 

The profuse ornamentation of the reliefs from Western Bengal (IMC No. Ms. 8) 

and eastern Bengal (Dacca district), their pointed stela with the 'klrttimukha' design on 

the top centre (absent in the earlier group). the arrangement in several parallel layers of 
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the companions (shown in different sizes) of the Sun god, the Indianised crowns 

('karar;u!amuku{as') of Dru;tgf and Pingala definitely date them in the late or early Sena 

period. These two Slirya figures are characteristically representative of the fully 

developed type of such icons in Bengal, and many of the Sun images in the collection of 

the different local museums and those of eastern India conform to them in a greater or a 

82 lesser degree. 

111
h cent. A.D. SOrya image from Kotalipara: 

The eleventh century tmage of Surya from Kotalipara (Faridpur)83 

characteristically represents the fully developed type of such icons in Bengal. The image 

stands in samapiidasthiinaka pose on a full-blown lotus. The lotus issues from agni

ku!Jijas on a low pedestal of the saplarallw type. which is carved on its face with the 

figures of seven horses. He is accompanied by DaQ~I and Pirigala. standing like Surya on 

lotus-flowers issuing trom agni-kl/(1~/a.' and holding their usual attributes . . \faha.in'l<i is 

standing on the lotus in front at the foot of Surya, with the right hand in the ahhayamudra 

and the left hand in the mradamudrii: below it. is the seated figure of Arw;~a. In front of 

both, DaQg! and Pingala stand on the same lotus pedestal. O~a and Pratyu~a an: 

represented in the same gestures as found with Mulul.\rclil. There are some additional 

iconographic features like the swan above the middle horse with its neck being clasped 

by AruQa. the vanamillti and a cord tied in the middle of the chest into knots like a 

channavfra in place of the sacred thread. Three kneeling devotees are also carved on the 

portion of the pedestal in the centre. The whole slab. trom the foot to the crown. 

represents the aureole; its edges emit flames. There is an umbrella at the apex; below it 
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and on either side is seen the flying gandharvas, each carrying a garland along with 

consorts with folded hands. 

Developed Surya image from Dacca: 

The image of the Sun god in the developed form appears m a black stone 

sculpture84 from Sukhabaspur, Munsiganj, Dacca (Pl. 19a). The god stands erect in his 

car against a throne background. He holds two lotuses in his two hands, which rise a 

little above his shoulders. His cloth descends down to the knee and a second piece of 

cloth is flatly hung in his front. The girdle, which holds his cloth tight round the waist 

is profusely ornamented and is further. decorated with artistic hangings. Two daggers 

are attached to the girdle on the two sides. The breast is protected by armor; the 

outlines of which intertwine to form u knot on the breast. The god \\'ears elaborate 

necklaces and earrings and an artisticall! worked coronet bedecks his head. The leg of 

the god is covered by high footwear. the upper !i·inges oh1hich are artistically carved. 

Bearded, potbellied Pingala also in top hoots stands on the right side of the 

god with pen and inkstand in his hands. Youtht'ul Da\1yL who is also shown in am1our 

and top boots, stands to the left with a sword in his right hand and with the left resting 

on a staff. The two wiyes of Stir) a. 1 iz: SurC(7U (Sainjiia) and .\'ik)·ubha. stand 

respectively on the left and the right side of the god. The goddess Mahci.{veta in 

miniature is placed in front of the Sun god. The two female archers shooting arrows are 

also shown to the right and the left of Pin gala and Dill)<.Jl. The half-bird Aruva is driving 

Sun's chariot of one wheel and seven horses. Below Aruoa is represented the upraised 

trunk of makara (a mythical anima!), which Aruoa holds in his right hand and which 
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evidently is serving him in place of the gathered reins of the seven horses. The image is 

richly ornamented with k'irttimukha sign at the top. The centaur-upon-elephant (gaja

sardula) design is exhibited on the two perpendicular sides of the piece, while above 

these are a pair ofVidyiidharas. 

Bare-footed SOrya images 

By the eighth and ninth centuries A.D .. there was fairly a tendency in north India 

to carve Sun images with the features of the god prevalent in Southern India85 and Bengal 

could not remain untouched as well. Three Sun images (Pl. I Ob) from Giizole (Malda)86 

and one from MangalbiirThiil (Naogaon. Rajshahi. Pl. II a), have the most conspicuous 

feature of the South Indian Sun-images. The Sun god has no covering or boot on his feet. 

However. Siirya images with bare feet in eastern India are extremely rare. Evidently. the 

sculptor must haw followed a South Indian text fi1r these bootless images as the north 

Indian authorities prescribe deterrent punishment for such violation. Other feature of the 

Sun god such as lotuses and the seven horses of his chariot obviously follow the north 

Indian tradition. These examples. too. show the attempts to bring the synthesis of the two 

different traditions of the carving of the Siirya- reliefs prevalent in the north and south of 

the country. The cause of the ditlerence between the characteristics of the Sun-reliefs 

prevailing in northern and southern India was mainly regional. The factor of time and 

place was mainly responsible for their distinction." The same conclusion can be drawn 

from the Samba and the BhaviJya PuraiJa, which give minute details about the carving of 

the Siirya images. The carving of the feeL even of its fingers and nails - is also prescribed 
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and their respective measurements are given in detail. It may be interesting to note that 

both these texts belong to northern India. 

As is well known, most of the images of Surya are endowed with booted legs 

according to the accepted north Indian tradition. However, as already pointed above, a 

few images without the depiction of footwear has been discovered from Bengal, where 

the influence of the southern iconography is unmistakable. 

Barefooted standing SOrya figures from Maida: 

A specimen, discovered from Giizole88 (Maida district) and dated in the II th 

century A. D., shows the god as standing in samp<idasthanalw pose on a lotus-pedestal 

and holding the stalks of lotus in his two upraised hands. The attendant couples, 

respectively to the proper right and prop~r kit sides. are placed on a halo of low relief. 

Miniature figure of Mahiivvetii and Arw;m are present. The most striking feature is that 

neither the Sun god nor his attendants (Ann;m. DaJ;J<;I1. Pingala. Sarnjf\a. Chaya. 

Mahasveta) wear any boots. In other respects. the image bears resemblance to those 

wearing boots. 

4-armed bare-footed Copper SOrya from Rajshahi: 

A unique bare-footed copper Surya89 has been discovered from Mangalbari. 

Dhamoirhiil, Naogaon (Rajshahi). The deity is four-armed and seated in sukhiisana on a 

lotus on a raised platform placed on the chariot. In his upper two hands. he holds two 

lotuses by the stalk, while the 1 ower right and 1 eft hands show the varada and 

abhayamudrii respectively. AruJ;Ja sits behind the god, holding the reins of the seven 
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horses carved below the lotus throne. Siirya is clad in a dhoti and a double-stringed 

upavlta. His ornaments consist of earrings, necklace and bangles. His legs are bare and 

not covered by boots. 

Eleven Adityas in Sun images 

The Dvada/iiidityas also came to be worshipped as component parts of the solar 

religion.90 Representation of eleven other Adityas along with the main deity became a 

feature of the Sun-image in the tenth-eleventh century A.D. The iconographical traits of 

these may be seen in brief. All Dwlda.viidityas have been given four hands 91 while the 

Vi.\:vakarma.\:iistra
92 gives only two hands to Pii~an and Vi~J,lU. However, in actual 

sculptural representation. variance may be noticed. The images of the .Idityas are shown 

either on the sides of the Siirya (usuall; set up behind the image of the Sun god). or 

ck,·en of them are carved on the pmh/ulm/iofthc Sun·a -image. thus bringing the entire 

number to twelve. The worship of the twelve A-dityas separately was not much in vogue. 

Quite a number of images.93 almost all from East Bengal. portray the god (Pl. 

II b) accompanied by eleven Adityas. Pingala. Da1,1<F . three consorts, Aru1,1a and the 

seven horses. though with minor differences among them. lhe Siirya 1mage ti·om 

Pakiliira (Comilla)94 of a later phase of the Pala art represents the eleven Adityas in 

miniature as standing in the background (Pl. 12a). In the black stone image95 collected 

from the village of Kulkudi (Gosiinihii(, Faridpur) in the BNM (no.60) (originally 

discovered in the Sandwip Island of the Noakhali district). the eleven Adityas are 

represented in miniature on either side within circles of foliage (Pl. l2b). Six of them are 

placed on the proper left and the remaining five of them are on the right. In addition to 
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eleven Adityas, some other Briihmru;lical deities are also often shown in the Siirya image. 

In an excellent image 96 found from the river Gumti in the hamlet of Piikilara near 

Mainamati post office, the central deity Siirya is flanked by GllQeSa as well (Pl. 13a). The 

Kulkudi Sun image depicts a potbellied, 2-armed and bearded standing figure holding a 

lotus-stalk in the right hand and a kamm;ujalu in the left. This figure has been identified as 

Agni.97 No consort is depicted in the stone image from east Bengal98 in the BNM 

(No.79). DllQ~! is represented without any sword in a tine image of the Sun god found at 

Riijair (Faridpurr while the Sun image from Piikiliira depicts him with a sword in hand 

instead of a club. Most of the images show two arrow-shooting females, while two 

images represent four, two being on horse back. 100 In the stone image from East 

Bengal
101 

(BNM No. 79), on either side of the god are represented four arrow-shooting 

females, two of whom are on the horseback and placed below the ;[dityas. The Kulkudi 

Sun image represents two equestrians beiO\\ the sixth circle on either side. shooting the 

rays of the Sun in the fom1 of shafts to the farthest regions of the universe. In a few of 

these specimens. the special scarf with floral designs passes by the front and looks like 

the vanamiila of Vi~l)U. In addition. in the same images the short yajnopavlta is unusually 

carved on the kancuka or coat of mail covering the upper body. In the image from Rajair 

(Faridpur), the exquisitely carved kancuka clings to the body of the god like a piece of 

tinely embroidered muslin. The images from Vikrampur (Dacca)102 as well as trom the 

river Gumti in the village of Piikiliira are depicted with the umbrella sign at the top 10J 

while the Pakiliira Siirya image represents the kzrttimukha above in the place of the 

parasol. The Kulkudi image bears a short inscription of the 12th year of the reign of King 

Govindacandra (I 032 A.D.) of the Candra dynasty of east Bengal. Here the Sun god has 
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been invoked as the 'maker of the day and the god of the persons afflicted with the 

takman (skin-diseases). 104 The figures of twelve Adityas are also reported to have been 

discovered at Tribe¢, District Hooghly. 105 

Eight grahas in Sun images 

Representation of the other eight grahas along with the main deity also became a 

feature of the Sun-image in the tenth-eleventh century A.D. The images of the grahas are 

shown either on the sides of the Surya or on the prabhiim/1 of the Surya-image, thus 

bringing the entire number to nine. 

Siirya images with eight grahas from Southwestern Bengal: 

Four images, 100 all from the southwestern Bengal, represent the deity 

accompanied by the eight Grahas. four on either side (Pl. 14b ). Pii1gala. Da\1<;11. ArUI;J.a. 

the seven horses and the two arrov.-shontinl! females arc rresent hut no consort is 

dcpicted, probably because of emphatic focus on the graha aspect of St!rya. However. in 

one image of this category from Vikrampur (Dhaka) two consorts are depicted as well 

(Pl. 15a). 

Seated Siirya with seated grahas from Bairhatta (Dinajpur): 

The Sun worshippers of ancient Bengal. no Joubt. prekrred to see their god in 

standing posture but they were not very averse to the seated posture of the deity as well. 

An inscribed black stone image 107 of the Sun god (Pl. 16a) hailing from Bairhal\a 

(Dinajpur) and belonging to the 12th century A D. is interesting hecause it contains some 

novelties not present in the other group. It is a seated variety. which is comparatively 

rare. The pedestal inscription calls the god 'Siirya' and describes him as 'remover of all 

202 



diseases' ('sarnasta-rogiiniim harttii'). The deity is seated in 'padrniisana' in a chariot 

drawn by seven horses, with flames issuing from his head and torso. He holds the lotus 

flowers in his hands (broken) as usual. Covering of the body and the legs has been 

faintly suggested. The god is accompanied by Pingala, DaJ;J1i and three consorts; all are 

seated, the upper half of Mahiisvetii being broken. He is also flanked on two sides by the 

two arrow-shooting females. Miniature figures of the eight other Grahas are also seated 

on the prabhavuli, four on either side of the central deity. There are. on each side, an 

arrow and a crescent with a ball on it supported by a shaft. The sculpture is a bit heavy 

and crude in its style and execution. 

Sun images with other BrahmaQical deities 

Surya with Vie~lU, Gal)esa & other figures from Oinajpur: 

The image from Banshihari (W. Dinajpur) 108 in the SAGC shows the miniature 

figures of Vi~ou and GaJ;Jesa on the left side of the prahhiiva/1 and two defaced figures on 

the right (Pl. l3b). The deity riding a Se\en-horsed chariot is also usually attended b) 

Pingala, DaJ;J9i, Aruoa. 2 arrow- shooting females and 2 consorts Dn either side. 

SOrya images from Vikrampur with the Triad, A§fadikapfllas & A§tanflgas: 

Two identical images 109 from Vikrampur (Dhaka) show the god in the company 

of Pingala. Dao~I. 3 consorts. ArUJ,w and the 7 horses as usual. However. on the top of the 

prabhiivalf are seated Brahma, Mahe5vara and Vi~ou (Pl. 14a). The Triad is flanked by 

the A~·tadikapalas 110 
with their respective mounts. four on each side. On the two edges of 

the lower part of the slab are the A~'{anagas 111 in afijuli, four on each side, with their half 
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human and half snake-bodies (sarpa-pucchii/q'ti). The inspiration for these two images 

might have come from the Agni Puri'iQa (51). 

Surya with Adityas, garhas, Gaoesa, Karttikeya, zodiacal signs, 6 males & 9 

females: 

The unique black stone image112 (Pl. 20a) of the Sun deity worshipped in the 

house of the Gosvamis at Sonarang (Tangibadi, Dacca) is the most elaborate image of the 

Sun god in the eastern districts of Bengal. nay. in the whole of Bengal. The god is 

accompanied as usual by Pir\gala, Dal)dl, ArU\}a, 7 horses, 3 consorts and 2 arrow

shooting females. Except the klrtlimukha at the top of the prahhiivall and the figures of 

the two flying Vidyi'idhara.1 on either side of the bead of the god. there is not a single 

other redundant detail over the whole sculpture. Hmwwr. the number of miniature 

figures that crowd the piece makes up the want of decorative details. Below the 

klrltimukha are shown the elewn .·fdityas in addition to the present central deity. 0\er the 

elaborate halo around the head of the god are six seated cross-legged two-armed male 

ligures. These figures possibly represent the Saptar>i-nw(l;iala i.e. the combination of 

seven B.~ is including the central figure who is no other than Maricl and the other IJ-,) is 

being Atri. Al)gira. Pulastya, Pulaha. Kmtu and Vasi~(ha. It may be mentioned here that 

Bhattasali (JBBS, p. 172-173) could not give satisfactory identiJication of these images. 

Later on Enamu1 Hoque also remained silent about the identitication in question (BSH/. 

p. 191 ). Then on the right side of the prabhi'ivall are the eight planets, twelve zodiacal 

signs and miniature figures of Karttikeya and Gal)da. To the left of the god. seven 

female figures are sitting cross-legged, one above the other, and two more closer to the 
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Sun god, each one of them making various gestures by her two hands. Bhattashali 

allegedly took seven of them as representing the Seven Mothers (Sapia miitrlw). Mile de 

Mallmann thinks that they are the nine Saktis namely Dfptii, Suk.yma, Jaya, Bhadra, 

Vibhuti, Vimala, Amoghii, Vidyutii and Sarvatomukhl who are mentioned in connection 

with Sun worship in the lsiinasiva-gurudevapaddhati 113 
and this seems to be more 

logicaL 

III 

Syncretic Images of the Sun god 

I. 114 II h I . 11" 'd . b On 1terary as we as arc aeo ogtca · evt ences. tt may e 

demonstrated that there has been occasional identifications of Surya with Siva. Brahma 

and Vi~QU and also with Buddha. The Paiiciiyatana pujil marks the climax of this trend. 

Ckar connection of the indi\'idual members of the triad '' ith the Sun gc1J is demonstrated 

by several interesting image types of composite character that ha' c been found in Bengal. 

These arc mostly mediaeval in point of date and emphasize the absorption of the other 

cult deities in the Sun. We can refer now a few medieval sculpture of composite 

character. 

11 Cent A.D. 6-armed SOrya- Brahma: 

A beautiful stone Surya of the 11 11
' tentur: ,-\.D 110 from Mahendra. Kushmandi 

(West Dinajpur), and now preserved in the collection of the Yarendra Research Museum, 

presents an entirely new iconographic type of the diYinity (Pl. 20b). The image agrees 

with the usual two-armed standing Surya figures of the II th century A.D., as far as the 

attending figures are concerned. However. its prominent difference from them lies in the 

nunJber of its hands. Four-armed standing and seated Siirya images, though rare, are 

205 



known from parts of central and eastern India; but this one is endowed with six hands. 

His natural hands hold the two full-blossomed lotuses as usual, while the four additional 

hands show the varadamudrii (with lotus mark on the palm) and rosary (alcyamata) on the 

right and abhayamudrii (with padmii~;~ka) and water pot (kama~;~ljalu) on the left. The 

pointed slab with the saptaratha pedestal contains at the base the figures of the seven 

horses, drawing the Sun god's chariot. The god is represented in udicyave§a, standing 

with his customary attendants. The head of the god is framed by a nimbus and the back 

slab, with a decorative pillar-like upright on each side, is sparsely ornamented. At the 

apex of the stele is a kfrttimukha, spewing rosettes and creepers between Vidyiidhara 

couples in the midst of cloud motif. 

The nearest textual approximation to this type is the description given of DhatrL 

the first in the list of the Dviida.fiidityas in the f'i-ivakarmavatara .<·astra as quoted by T. 

A. Gopinatha Rao. 117 The Dhiitrl aspect of the Sun god hcllds lotuses in its two natural 

hands, a lotus garland (or a fillet of lotus seeds) in its (back) right hand. and a water

vessel in its (back) left *(Dak$i(I<' pau}karT malt/ kare nlme kamw;~laluh Padmiivyiim 

.fobhitakarii sii Dhatrf pratjam[i srnrtil!. However. the increased number of its hands, its 

solar features and rosary and water-vcssel(two of the ''ell-known emblems of Brahma) 

in two of its hands bring it in line with the groups of syncretistic icons being noticed here. 

This image may be regarded as a composite representation of Brahma and Surya. 11
R 

Iconographically, it may be compared with the three-headed and eight-armed 

Chidambaram figure, probably combining in Surya the members of the orthodox 

BriihmaQical triad, according to H. Krishna Sastri 119 or with the so-called Trimurtis found 

in Bundelkhand region.
120 

S. K. Saraswati tentatively identified the 6-armed image with 
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the 4-anned Dhiitri, which is not quite satisfactory. 121 Dhiitri is, no doubt, one of the 

Adityas, but Dhiitii or Vidhiitii is also one of the synonyms of Brahmii Prajiipati, and both 

these characters appear to be symbolized in this interesting sculpture. 

12th Cent. A.D. 3-headed 10-anned Martta~;~da -Bhairava from Manda : 

A unique three-headed and ten-armed sculpture (Pl. 21 b) datable in the 12th 

century A.D. has been discovered from the neighborhood of Manda (Rajshahi). 122 It is 

preserved in Rajshahi Museum in Bangladesh. Carved partly in the round, the deity 

stands samapiidasthiinaka. Of the three faces, the central one has a serene expression, but 

the right face is distinguished by its horrible appearance (ghora) with beard. three eyes. 

open mouth and protruding teeth. The face on the left side is also three-eyed. All the three 

heads have the jatamuku{a. The two-eyed placid face resembles that of Siirya. but the 

side faces, three-eyed, bearded and mustached, are like those of Bhairam. 

hom the broken otT stumps. the image appears to have been originally twd\c

armcd. Only six hands, three on each side at the back. have survived intact. Its front two 

pairs of hands are broken. but two full-blown lotuses \\ith stalks are visible in the 

uppermost pair of hands. The three hands, which are intact on the right side. carr\ 

rcspecti vcly ti·01n the top sakti. (spear) tri.izlla (trident) and khafvcuiga ( statT with a skull). 

The corresponding attributes in the three left hands are nllotpala (blue lotus), ~amaru 

(drum) and sarpa (snake). These are all characteristic attributes of Siva. and thus the 

Saivite character of the image is quite evident. On the screen behind the main image is 

depicted a mass of high flames issuing from heads and shoulders. which suggests its 

association with the Bhairava aspect of this god. 
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The back slab is pointed at the top and the base of the saptaratha pedestal is 

carved with the figures of seven horses. Above the horse in the middle, inserted within a 

wheel, is AruQ.a seated on the head of a makara between O~a and Pratyii$ii, standing 

respectively in pratyiilldha and iil!dha and holding bows land arrows. In front of the deity . . 
and on his padmapltha, stands Mahasvetii between his legs, with the customary attributes 

in her two hands. To the right and left respectively are RajfH and the pen and inkpot 

bearer Pingala endowed with ja(iimuku(a, and Ni!Q·ubhii and Dai;ldi carrying a sword. The 

legs of each, excepting those of AruJ;la, arc encased in high boots. All the figures in the 

group are profusely adorned, and clad in dhotis. Over the chariot drawn by seven horses. 

the god in dhoti with raised folds and scarf wears sacred thread, top boots and jewellery. 

On the top are a klrlfimukha and two flying Vidyadharas. 

The image does not correspond to any known iconographic text. However. 

iconographically it conforms. largely. to the dhyiina-mantra o/ Jfarlla(uja \·ariety of 

Surya as quoted in the ,)'iiradiitilaka Tantra 122
". This variety of the Sun god IS 

significantly referred to there as Val/ahhiirdluJ'l-' that means. "Half of Siva (Bhairam)." 

thus pointing to the composite nature of the iconic concept. 

K. C. Sarkar"4 tentatively identitied the god with the 4-faced 8-armed Mc1rl/a(u,fa 

-Bhairava given in the Siiradiitilaka Tuntra 125 and ever since it has been referred to as 

such. The present image actually may be taken as a four-faced one. the face at the back 

remaining uncarved. The text prescribes the khafviinga, padma. cakra .. iakti, pii.ia . . l'fiJl. 

a!Q·amiilii and kapa/a as attributes in hands and requires all the four faces to he three 

eyed. Mile de Mallmann drew our attention to two descriptions of a syncretic image of 

Siirya and Siva, one from the Agni PuriiiJa and the other from the A1atsya Purii!Ja, both 
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with four faces and eight arms but differing from the Siiradiitilaka Tantra descriptions of 

attributes in hands. 126
· The Bengal image does not follow any of these texts. Nor does it 

agree with the details of the few similar images discovered from elsewhere in lndia. 127 

In the Purlii;las, many 'stotras' are mentioned identifying Siva with Siirya. 128 In 

one entire chapter (73rd) of the Agni Puriif;za, elaborate description has been given about 

the rituals of Sun worship. It is stated there that the worship of the Sun god should be 

performed by the recital of a mantra. named Samhiirh;zl, in which Siva has been identified 

with Sun. 129 

In fact, this kind of worship of the Sun started because of the growing 

Tantricism, which was spreading fast everywhere in the country, especially in eastern 

India in the early medieval period. ln the Brhar-ranlrasara of the celebrated Kr~1;1ananda 

Agamavagisa. there is a section on ' Suryamantra' where we come across the 

identifications of Brahma. Vi~I)U and Siva with Sun god. 130 There is hardly any doubt. 

however_ that Sun worship in its Tantric form laid particular emphasis on the identity of 

the Sun with Siva. The concept of the identity of the Sun with Si\·a \Vas not confined 

merely to the early medieval period, but it continued in the subsequent centuries. The 

Silrl'LIIIImigal Ptlnciill composed in the late medic\al period refers to God Surya alias 

Siva adorned with dhutura Dowersas taking stamonium and his companions are sixteen 

hundred gop/. Thus. both the deities Surya and Siva stood for krtilit) symbol and 

agriculture and identical. It has been sought to explain in the backdrop of Surya image 

inscription "Om ,'\'l·asri sri-S'iva-deviidirya~ ". uoa Most probably. this attitude kd to the 

development of the concept of the composite deity, Miirttw;rj.a-Bhairava whose 

description, as is well-known. finds a prominent place in the Siirada-lilakatantra. 131 In 
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the Kiilikii PuriiJJa also, Siirya has been referred, at least once, as MiirttaJJqa-Bhairava. 132 

Therefore, the identification of Siva and Siirya in the Samhiirinl mantra of the Agni 

Puriil}a and the figure of MiirtfaJJqa-Bhairava clearly indicate the Tantric influence on 

Sun worship. 

Four-armed bare-footed Surya- Vi~r;~u: 

A black chlorite sculpture 133 (26. 7 x 19 em) of unrecorded provenance depicts the 

Sun god as four-armed, nimbate and seated cross-legged in padmiisana (Pl. 21 b). AruJ;la 

is similarly seated in front on a chariot, which is being drawn to left by seven horses 

carved in profile and placed upon a low platf(mn. In his upper hands. the god carries a 

pair of lotuses. The lower right and left hands hold the s:wikha and cakra respectively. 

The god has the bare feet in front of which is seated Malul.vl·eta. The ornaments worn by 

the god are plain and not engraved and his headgear is a low kirl{a. The example appears 

to be a syncretic icon. combining the elements of Surya with those of Vi~QU It may be 

added that the combination of Surya with Vi~Qu most probably led to the depiction of 

Silrya without shoes. possibly keeping in \ ie\\ of easy acceptability of the devotees of 

both the cult-gods. 

10-armed Surya-LokeSvara: 

Apart from Brahmii, Vi~QU and Siva. reconciliation and rapprochement between 

rival gods and their creeds is also traceable from the direct association of Bodhisattva 

Lokdvara with other Hindu cult divinities including the Sun god. 

A fragmentary (only the head and upper part of the torso with multiple arms. 

some intact and others broken, are preserved) relief34 of medieval Bengal is said to be a 
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striking combination of Siirya and Lokesvara (Pl. 22a). Of the ten arms, six are gone. Of 

the remaining four hands, a pair of right and left hands holds two full-blown lotuses. The 

other pair holds the alqamiilii and an indistinct object. The god has one head with the 

ja{iimuku{a. There is a seated figure of the two-armed Dhyiini-Buddha Amitaiibha in 

miniature on the crest of the image. J. N. Banerjea tentatively identified the image as a 

combined representation of Siirya and Lokesvara. 135 However, the ja(iimuku{a as the 

headgear and alqamiilii in one of the hands of the deity deserve a much deeper dig for a 

more satisfactory identification. Both these iconographic elements are connected with the 

god Brahma. a fact that may tempt us to trace in this image the combination of Surya 

with the former. However, it is very difficult to arrive at any definite conclusion in view 

of the loss of the attributes in other six hands. Anyway. if the identification of the 

sculpture as S'iirya-Loke.ivara has to be accepted, it would be better to find in it the 

amalgamation of Surya and .!afamukura-Loke.>l'Ura. In this connection. it may be 

mentioned that one of the main f(Jm1s of the Buddhist Avalokitdvara-Lokaniitha in 

Bengal was Silnhaniida-Lokdrara. the healer of leprosy 136 who took the limn and 

features of S Orya. 

IV 

Navagraha Worship 

The worship of the Navagrahas was much in \ogue in early Bengal. Yajfia\alkya 

lays down certain details about the images of the Grahas. He says that the ligures of 

Siirya. Soma (Moon). the son of the Earth Mahga/a (Mars). the son of the Soma Budha. 

(Mercury), Brhaspati (Jupiter), .~ukra (Venus), .~w;zi (Saturn), Riihu and Ketu should be 

made of copper crystal, red sandal (wood). gold (in the case of Budha and Brhaspati), 
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silver, iron, lead and bell-metal respectively. Their figures were also to be drawn on 

canvas in their respective colour or in mm;ujalas made of scented paste (sandal-wood

paste). Besides Yiijilavalkya-Smrti, many other works namely the Vi§QUdharmottara 

PuriiQa, Agni-Puriil}a, Amsumadbhediigama, Si/paratna, Riipamal}tj.ana etc. give 

different descriptions about their forms. 

The iconographical representation of Navagrahas does not seem to follow 

canonical texts. If we compare a number of texts from the Vi§QUdharmottara Puriil)a, 

Agni Puriil}a, Matsya Puriil}a, ,S:ilparatna, Miinosol/iisa, Devatiimiirtiprakaral}am, 

J.~iinasivagurudevapaddhati, Riipamm;ujana. Sispai)IJU)Dgiinlti etc. with some extant 

sculptures many of which were found from Bengal, 117 it will be noticed that the latter 

not only depart from the former in most cases but also dit1er in some respects among 

themselves as well. According to these texts, the individual Grahas could be two-armed 

or four-armed and they could be with or without mounts. The attributes in hands and the 

nature of mounts could also vary. However. tht: list of the divinities in all these sources 

consisted of the stereotyped nine Grahas. name I:. Ral'i (Sun). Soma. Mwigala. Budha. 

Brhaspati, ,S:ukra, ,S:a~;~i, Riihu and Ketu (the ascending and descending nodes of the 

moon). albeit occasionally with various synom ms. F~cept the tirst two and the last two 

of the names, the remaining ones are all planets. 

Separate representations ,,r am particular one of the nine planets arc 

extremely rare. To date we know of only twr>. which are on two of the plaques of the 

plinth of the Paharpur temple: one is of the ( ·wulru and the other is of Brhaspali. Debala 

Mitra noticed
137

a that the Graha images of Bengal and Bihar considerably accorded with 
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the Agni Puri'il)a in respect of attributes but she assigned the wide disagreements with 

regard to the mounts to different sources of inspirations. 

Navagraha Panels: 

Most of the Navagraha images show the Navagrahas in panels where the 

divinities are placed in a particular order. Over a dozen of them depict GaQesa 

accompanying the planets, placed at the beginning of the row. This peculiarity is seen in 

the Bengal sculptures alone. It is quite natural that the introduction of GaQeSa, who as 

Vighni'intalw wields power of putting obstacles and removing them, into the group, was 

to strengthen the corporate cult to avert evils and obtain success. However, the 

iconographic texts seem to be silent about this alliance of the Grahas with GaQeSa, 

against the fact that the latter was specificall) directed to accompany the group of the 

Matrk as. 

An excellent specimen of the 11-centur) A.D 'Javagraha slabu~ ( 17" X 3"3") in 

black chlorite stone !rom Kankandighi under the :vlathurapur P.S. of the Diamond 

Harbour sub-division (Khari. 24-Parganas) is a very good representative specimen of the 

group-presentation (Pl. 23a). In it the images of the nine planets, as prescribed by the 

Hindu astrology. with that of GaQesa. arc elegant!\ carved in relief. They are standing in 

graceful pose in a row on lotus pedestals. with CiaQesa at the beginning. Each of the 

ligures has over the head an (l\'al halo '' ith lotus border and a snake-head-like design 

between them, and wears a sacred thread and a short skirt tied round the waist by a girdle. 

Their other peculiarities from the left are noted below. 

I. Gal)da stands in iibhanga pose, wears a ja{amuku(a, a pair of bracelets of beads, and 
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holds in his right hand a rosary and in his left a battle-axe. 

2. Ravi stands in samabhanga attitude, wears a kirl{amukufa, a necklace, a pair of 

bracelets and a vanamiilii hanging up to the knees, and holds, as usual, in his 

either hand a lotus stalk terminating in two lotuses, just above the shoulders. 

3. Soma stands in iibhanga attitude, wears a kirl{amuku{a, a necklace, a pair of 

bracelets, a pair of armlets and holds a rosary in the right hand and a kamm;ujalu in 

the left. 

4. Mangala stands in the same pose as the above image, wears a kirl{amuku{a and other 

ornaments like the image of the moon and holds a rosary in the right hand and a spear 

in the left. 

5. Budha stands in trihhmiga attitude with his left leg half bent. wears a peculiar 

headdress and other ornaments as in the abo\e two images and holds with his two 

hands an arrow. Along the left side is a big btl\\. placed on his shoulder. extending up 

to his feet. 

6. Bth<tlpati. a pot-bellied figure\\ ith long beard. stands in abhwiga pose, wears a 

ja{iimuku(a and other ornaments like Budha. and holds a rosary in the right hand and a 

kamandalu in the left . . . 
7 . . S'ukra stands in iihhm1ga attitude. wears a kirltamukufa and other ornaments as in the 

above images. and holds in his right hand a rosan and in the left a kamandalu. . . . 
8 . . ~m;zi stands in a peculiar attitude, owing to his paralytic affection caused by a curse. 

wears a kirT(amuku{a and other ornaments like Sukra. and holds a rosary in his right 

hand and a staff his left .. 

9. Riihu. the big-mouthed figure has only the upper part of a human body. He is seated on 
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a chariot, and wears a headdress like modem tiara and other ornaments as in the above 

images, has a pair of big moustaches, and holds with his two hands an unfolded book. 

He has a small eye on the forehead and a hood of snakes over the muku{a. 

I 0. Ketu is in a human figure, in iibhafzga attitude with the lower part like a serpent tail. 

He wears a muku{a-like tiara and other ornaments as in the body of Riihu, has a hood 

of snakeheads over the muku{a, and holds a sword in his right hand and a shield in his 

left. 

Below the lotus, on which the above images of the planets stand are carved in low 

relief, the stems and leaves of the lotus plant in scrolls. with the main stem in the centre 

and the viihanas (mounts) of the planets within and below them. Among the vahanas, the 

following are from the left. within the stems and leaves of the lotus plant: A lion. swan. 

boar. deer. elephant, jackal, buffalo. fish. vulture. and the following are beneath them: a 

mouse. horse. ram. peacock. dog. swan. frog. ass and chariot. Over the halos of the 

images of the planets, there is a border in relief 1-\ith three decorative designs. one in the 

centre and two on the two sides like .'vfakaru heads. placed back to back. Upon that. on 

the upper and on a portion of the side edges or the slab arc depicted flames of tire. The 

beautifully designed long rectangular slab with the main figures inset in 'er: high relief. 

seems to show that the whole composition was itself an 'object for regular worship in 

times of graha-yilga and not a 'door-piece' (Pl. 2~a)_L'" Similar Navagraha panels (but 

without the stems and lotus plant in scrolls in the pedestal) ha\e been discovered in the 

districts of West Dinajpur. 140 Rajshahi. 141 Malda, 112 and Birbhum 14
J Those from 

Rajshahi and Madnabati are dated in the I 1111 and 12'11 century respectively. 
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In one panel from north Bengal in the AMC, 144 very unusually G~e5a and the 

Grahas begin their order from the proper left. The panel 145 from Akhilya (Rajshahi) in the 

BNM (No. 67.41) shows additional miniature figures of the Hindu Triad and eight other 

divinities, probably the Dikpiilas, on the upper part of the slab (Pl. 24b). One fragmentary 

panel in the SAGC 146 shows Gage5a, Ravi and Soma, but the viihanas are not 

represented. 

A few panels 147 show the Navagrahas standing without the presence of G~esa or 

the viihanas (Pl. 24a). Two other fragments 148 may belong to this type, which does not 

show the vahanas. and the G~esa-ends are broken. One of these last two specimens (the 

sandstone panel in the BNM) appears to be of late Gupta period and nearer in date to the 

IMC fragmentary specimen from Sarniith. '"" 

In most of the Navagraha slabs hitherto discovered. all the images of the planets 

arc fi:nmd standing side by side. though thL·re arc a fn\ where they are depicted in seated 

postures. The sandstone panel in the S/\CiC 15
u broken into two pieces. seemed to be a 

door lintel from some shrine. It shows the Nm agrahas in seated position as in the case of 

the most of the Graha-panels from Orissa. (jaQcsa is absent and no l'c/hana is represented. 

Individual Grahas: 

The separate and detached ligures of the :S:avagrahas are \'ery rare throughout 

India with the exception of the Sun god. The reason mav be attributed to the fact that they 

were not independently worshipped, as even now the Hindus do not worship separately 

under the belief that this may offend the other planets. As already noted, only two 

detached images of the planets have been discovered until now from Bengal. These are 
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Nos. 60 and 61 on the basement of the Paharpur temple and belong to the seventh or gth 

Century A.D., the period of the second group of the stone reliefs at Pahiirpur. 

On the western wall of the main shrine at Paharpur is depicted a male 
151 

who is 

standing quite erect between two plantain trees and holding a water pot (kamm;ufalu) in 

the left hand, which hangs down, and a rosary (alcyamiilii) in the right that is raised up. He 

wears a 'ja{iimuku{a,' very artistically arranged, and no ornaments at all; a prominent 

crescent (ardhacandra. indukalii) mark appears over the crown of matted locks. The only 

god wearing a crescent on the head is the god Siva and on this ground only R. D. Banerji 

described the image as 'Siva conceived as Somam/tha. the lord of the moon' 151 'tmd K. N. 

Dikshit too described it as that of .~iva-Candmlekhara " 2 However, S. K. Saraswati 

pointed out the absence of two of Siva·s imariabk cogniLance such as the iirdhmliliga 

('penis ercctus') and the third eye vertical!) rlaced on his forehead. He referred to a 

dhyana in the Agni Pzmil.m
1

'
3 and correct!' identified the image as that of Candra (moon-

1 "4 god), the second planet. · 

Next to the image of Candra at l'iiharpur·. there is another sculpture 155 on the 

western wall. It represents a slightly rot-bellied. two-anned. male figure standing erect 

on a plain triratha pedestal with a knel'iing de' otcT "ith ti.1lded hands to his right. 

wearing a 'ja(c/muku(a ' and the dress of a Brahma\Jical sage. He has two hands: in the 

lett raised to shoulders. he holds a manuscript (pusraka) and the right. disposed in 

varada. exhibits a rosary (ak)'ama/a). His hair is carefully arranged upward with a knot in 

the middle. He wears a scarf or a skin. tied to the waist b) string girdle, and an ul/arfva is 

seen covering a part of the body. No ornaments bedeck his person. A devotee kneels on 

the right in anjali. Two trees. perhaps plantain trees. appear on two sides in the 
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background and an arch with the facade decorated with lotus rosettes is seen above his 

head. 

Both R. D. Banerji 156 and K. N. Dikshit157 described it as a representation of the 

god Brahrnii. It seems that the manuscript and the rosary as attributes were responsible 

for such description. It was S. K. Saraswati again who, in the absence of additional faces 

and hands, did not agree to such identification and perhaps correctly identified it as the 

Brhaspati, one of the planets, after comparing it with his characterization in the ' 

Vi~t;~udharmottara'. The text ( 111,69.3) lays down that ' Brhaspati, the preceptor of the 

gods. should be made of a complexion like that of molten gold and two-armed, a 

manuscript and a rosary being placed in his two hands' ( .. dvibhujasca Brhwpatih 

pustakamcakyam[J/iil'ica kararos/as).·a kararet /!). This description. however. does not 

tally with the 'Agni Purat;~a' account of Hrhaspati. 

A fragmented black stone icon ( 100 x 59 ems.) !rom Kandaran (Maida District) 

and now in the Maida \1useum''' shows a male figure (Pl. 26b) standing on lotus 

pedestal in a slight clhh([/igu posture. rhe slightly bent proper left leg comes a bit 

forward. while the proper lefl leg kept behind goes up until it meets the beautiful bend 

near the waist. The proper left hand clings to the waist and carries a kamat;~~lalu. Just 

above the elbow. we find a keyura or armlet. The proper right hand is bent at the elbow 

with the open palm facing the de,otee and a rosar; is placed between the palm and the 

thumb. The figure wears a fine cloth. which covers the region between the knees and the 

waist. The torso also carries shallow indented lines starting from the proper right and 

going upwards to the left suggesting uttarlya. The waistband of the figure carries floral 

decorations with a full-blown flower at the centre. 
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On two sides of the standing figure, we come across pairs of plantain trees. The 

back-slab of this fragmented figure shows a lotus petal rim and rows of pearl decorations. 

It is interesting to note that the pedestal of this sculpture shows two full-blown lotuses on 

two sides, lotus stalks and foliage all in shallow engraved lines. Iconographically, this 

figure would be identified as that of Brhaspati. The figure is broken above. On the 

grounds of modeling and general appearance, this piece seems to be a product of second 

half of II th century. 

VI 

Images of Revanta15
• 

Revanta is one of the sons of Surya, some of the others being Yama, the twin 

Asvins, Yaivasvata Manu, SavarJ;~i Manu and Sa\Ji According to the PuraJ;~as. he is the 

principal son of the Sun god. It appears that people preferred to worship mostly Revanta, 

the son begotten on SaJhjt'ia and therci()rc. he i, l(mnd depicted more b) the sculptors 

than others are. 

The chapter on Pratima-/ak}WJa in Brhar-swhhi((/lays down that 'Revanta riding 

on horse back is (shown) <:ngaged with his companions in the sport of hunting' ('revanro 

.iri/rl/(jha mn;anlkr~IL!di pariwlra~ l ''"" Thl· r ·iwudharmorrara description is more 

meager which states that 'the Lord Revanta should be like Surya, (and) on the back of a 

horse· ! 'pnrhe .ice Szlryavarkaryo reranra.ica rarh,/ pruhhu(z· ). "'" 

The Markw;z~eya PuriiQa and the Ka/ika l'urLIQa throw some more light on this 

deity. According to the former, Revanta delivers people from the natural calamities like 

the terrors of forests, great conflagrations, apprehended invasion or loot by enemies and 

robbers and bestows upon his worshippers welfare, riches, happiness, kingdom, health, 
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fame and advancement. 161 Kiilikii Purii~;~a 162 lays down that the image of Revanta should 

be placed on a white horse with his hair tied up by a cloth. The deity should be dressed in 

a coat of mail and should carry a sword in his right hand and a whip in the left. It also 

recommends his worship by kings and says that he should be worshipped in either an 

image, or a water-vessel, at the gates according to the rites of Sun worship (Ch.V. 49). 

The Bhavi~ya Purii~;~a says, "Revanto nama yo-rka~ya rupenarkasamal;l sutal;l ". 163 

Images of Revanta were previously taken as Kalki. 164 It was B. B. Bidyavinod who for 

the first time made his correct identification. N. K. Bhattashali, N. N. Sanyal and J. N. 

Banerjea further elaborated on the iconography ofhim. 16
' 

The worship of Revanta seems to have been much in vogue in eastern India. 

Raghunandana quotes a passage from the ·Kalpataru·. which took it from the 'Brahma 

Pura~;~a', and records the worship of Revanta with pomp and ceremony166 A few images 

of this god have been discovered in Bengal. These images largely agree among 

themselves. The equestrian deity is invariably t'Ao-armed and always surrounded hy 

attendants one of whom holds a parasol over the head of the god. The horse is 

caparisoned and the legs, armour and ornaments of Revanta are exactly like those of his 

father. It appears from the bctter-preserwd specimens that the sculptors had different 

aspects of the god to emphasize upon and the extant images ma) at least he divided into 

two types. 

As many as nine images representing Revanta have been found in diflerent parts 

of Bengal. From among these nine images. four are from Pw;l(/rmardhana (three from 

Dinajpur and one from Maida) and one each from Radhii (Birbhum), Vanga ( 
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Vajrayogini, Dacca), Samata{a (Ba~kiimta, Comilla) and Candradvlpa (Chancharipasa, 

Bakarganj: Pl. 26a). 

The earliest sculpture of Revanta in Bengal, dated to the 9th century A.D. and 

made of gray sandstone, has been found from Shadea, Dinajpur that once formed a part 

of ancient Varendra. The example 167 agrees in essentials with the Itahar (Dinajpur) image 

of Revanta detailed below. However, all the accompanying figures except that of the 

umbrella-bearer are absent. The second image 168 of Revanta (Pl. 25a) belonging to the 

I Oth cent. A.D. comes from Sonapur, Itahar of the same Dinajpur District. In this relief, 

Revanta is represented on a richly caparisoned horse. In his right hand. he holds against 

the chest a drinking-vessel (piin-piitra) and the reins (ra.\mi) of the horse in the left. The 

deity wears a dhoti as well as ornaments: his right kg is encased in a high boot while the 

left is invisible. Under his right leg, a dog is seen running along with the horse that 

tramples on a boar with the left f(m~leg. ()yer his head is a high umbrella held by an 

attendant from behind, which thus indicates his royal rank. There are also l(Jur other 

attendants. three of them am1ed. and the fourth holding a cloth bag with his hand dipped 

into it. In the rounded base there is. between two trees, a frieze of three dancing 

musicians. a female dancer with her right hand in the uhlummllldrcl. an archer and a boar. 

The scene obviously depicts a royal hunting (mrxayii) with usual revelries. 

The third icon
16

" of Revanta (Pl. 25b) caned in black basalt again comes from 

another area (Ghatnagar) of the Dinajpur District. This II'" century A.D. sculpture 

presents him in a very interesting manner. On a douhlc lotus. the booted god rides on 

horseback with his feet in the stirrups, a whip (ka}ii) in his right hand, reins of the horse 

in his left and a parasol held up by an assistant over his head. A broad-headed sword 
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hangs on his right. The deity is apparently in the midst of two robbers ready to attack 

him. In front of the god, stands the first robber who has seized the horse by the head and 

is flourishing a dagger in his right hand. Behind him and his mount is a tree on which is 

the other robber with a dagger in hand. Just above the head of the horse is represented a 

dwelling cottage and a couple seated inside. The pedestal shows a seated woman cutting 

a fish with a fish knife (banfi) and behind her is a man with a sword and a shield 

approaching as if to lay hands on her. In the base are also the figures of a woman in 

atibhmiga standing on a lotus with an indistinct object in her hand and a kneeling 

worshipper. Thus, the figure of Rcvanta in this composition closely conforms to his 

description in the Kiilikii Purii~;za (85.46-49), but the surrounding scene differs from the 

Bihar images, which seem to follow the 13(-har-wrnhi!il. The depiction of the peaceful 

domestic scene as well as perils of lite on the same slab was. perhaps. an attempt to 

delineate the power of the god who. according to the \filrka(1~1em Purii(w. looks over the 

safety of his worshippers from the menace of thieves and robbers. Incidentally, it may be 

noted that the motif of a woman cutting a lish also occurs in the pedestal of the HZiriti 

image housed in the Bangladesh National Museum. In view of this. the above-mentioned 

female standing in arihhmi~-:a seems to be tht· representation of H<lrili. wife of Kuberu 

whose attendants are the Guhyakas. The confusion about the kingship over the Guhyakas 

between Kubera and Revanta or the urge t(,r prayer to the mother-goddess Hiiriti who is 

the patroness as well as the stealer of children, f(Jr protection of offspring against danger. 

might have contributed to such representation. 

A black stone idol of the divinity 170 datable to the lOth -lith century A.D. has been 

recovered from Badkamta (ancient Karmiinta) in the present Comilla district 
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(Bangladesh). It represents the hunting episode with more realistic details. To the left of 

the equestrian booted deity, (seen underneath the belly of the horse) an archer, beside 

who stands a dog, has shot an arrow that has struck a boar fleeing ahead. Another smaller 

boar is represented in front of the wounded one. Below Revanta is a man with a sword in 

his right hand. To his left stands a woman, perhaps his wife, with a frolicsome child at 

her feet. In the front panel are seven women bearing flowers and fruits, and water in a 

pitcher. Below them, stand four male attendants. two of them with swords in their hands, 

the third a club, and the fourth a hawk. The presence of so many men, women and 

children with naivedyas indicates Revanta"s role as the protector of people from the terror 

or natural calamities that involved nearly all sections of the society. 

The artists of the Pala period followed the north Indian tradition in making the 

images of Revanta in Bihar170
" and Bengal. However, they did not show the god flanked 

by Dal)~ll and PiiJgala and/or with the Varagrahas at the top as t(Jund in the early 

medieval Revanta icons of Rajasthan, lJttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh. Even the 

artists of Bihar and those of Bengal did not always agree with one another about the 

details of representation. Contrary to the Revanta images from Bihar that face to the 

proper right.
171 

ail the Bengal images face to the proper left. Bihar·s stray depictions of a 

few things such as a lotus in the left hand of the god. camura and lwlasa in the umbrella

bearer's hands and pouring of wine b' a female attendant into the cup held by the god 172 

are not found in any of tht: Revanta-images from Bengal. Bengal" s uniqueness also lies in 

representing the god as the protector of his worshippers from the dangers of the thieves 

and robbers as illustrated in the Ghatnagar image, which happens to be the only sculpture 

in the whole of India with such a distinctive feature. Frequent danger of armed robbery 
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faced by the people with enormous riches most probably gave impetus for such a 

representation as laid down in the Skanda Puriil)a. 173 

Constant representation of the wild boar as a game in the image of Revanta 

engaged in the sport of hunting is quite significanti 74 For an equestrian offspring of the 

mighty Sun god, it would have been natural to go for big game hunting like lion, tiger. 

etc. Besides, hunting a wild pig was neither theologically sanctified nor would it be in 

consonance with the concept of mrgaya. On the contrary. a boar symbolism could have 

been fruitfully appropriated to highlight the boar incarnation of Lord Vigm. Revanta, 

therefore. appears to have been addressed to the protection and well-being of his 

devotees, has had a social statement uttered through the particular animal symbolism. The 

pig itself is value-neutral except that it is a species of a quadruped genus. but the 'import· 

as a symbol hints at the particular layer of the social strata, which is subsisting on 

cultivation and hence craves the indulgence of a protecti\e deity to save the means of 

subsistence from predators. 

VI 

Attendants of Sun god 

Besides Revanta. images of the attendants of Surva hm·e also come to he kno\\11. 

However. it is not certain whether they were meant for the purpose of worship. 

Pingala: 

One bronze imagem of Pingala (Pl. 27a) belonging to the 12th Centurv A.D. 1s 

found in the Varendra Research Musem, R<ijshahi. The bearded and pot-bellied figure 

stands in tribhwiga on a double lotus. He holds a pen in its right hand and an inkpot in 
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the left. The figure is clad in a dhoti, which is secured around the waist by a cloth band. It 

also wears an upavlta and uttarlya His legs are encased in high boots and a scarf is 

thrown over the two anns. The hair is piled high at the back of the head and secured by a 

jeweled band decorated with five upright plaques. The ornaments consist of a pair of 

round earrings, keyiiras and bangles. 

Da1,1di: 

An image 176 of Da1,1df (Pl. 27b) made of bronze and belonging to the 12'h century 
• 

A.D. is also housed in the Varendra Research Museum, Rajshahi. The figure stands in 

rrihhanga on a double lotus with the palm of right hand bent inwards and supported 

against the chest by means of a strut. The left hand holds a sword with its point raised 

upwards. The figure is clad in a dhori. which is secured round the waist by a jeweled 

band. He wears round earrings, annlets. bangles, a tall crown and a headband. The legs 

are encased in high boots. 

Thus, the solar iconography of early Bengal largely confirms the literary 

traditions of the solar cult as represented in the Vedic. the Epic and the Pura\1ic records 

and other Indian texts. Interestingly, no punch-marked nor cast-coins shzming Sun-disc 

on a pedestal have yet been discovered in Bengal. It appears that the iconic 

representation of Surya in ancient Vanga preceded its worship in symbolic t<>rm as was in 

vogue in different parts of India. The anthropomorphic representation of the Sun god 

even in the pre-Gupta period have been visualized in three forms: a celestial winged bird 

Garutman. a god riding a chariot drawn by horses and the god in tunic and boots under 

the Magian impact. The concept of Silrya pillar was probably known to Bengali artists in 
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the 3rd/ 4th century A.D. In the innovatory process, later Sun-images show slow but 

steady removal of the northerner's dress with the waist-girdle and the booted feet being 

retained in all the cases. However, bare-footed Siirya was also not unknown. The next 

stage in the evolution of solar icons was greater amplification and embellishment of the 

Sun-figure and the depiction of more of his attendants. Neither in the pre-Gupta nor in the 

Gupta period was Siirya ever seen as an accessory figure. During the last two or three 

centuries of the so-called Hindu rule, Siirya was not only represented as combining with 

other gods but also shown as an accompanying figure of the major cult-gods. 
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CHAPTER- VI 

DECLINE IN THE POPULARITY OF SUN WORSHIP 

The popularity of the Sun worship in Bengal down to the end of Hindu rule is 

indicated by the opening verse in the copperplates of Visvarupasena and Suryasena in 

praise of the Sun god. The extant remains of the icons of Surya, dated or undated, also 

suggest the continuity of Sun worship until at least the early mediaeval period. Perhaps. 

this popularity was partly the cause as well as effect of the deep-rooted belief recorded on 

the pedestal of a Surya image from BairhaHa (Dinajpur District) that the god was the 

healer of all diseases ('samasta-roganiim harllii l However, since the early part of the 

13'h century A.D. things began to change in the disfavour of the Sun-cult. In actuality. the 

process started long back, specifically since the Sena Period. The northern style SGrya 

and his worship probably did not last long alter the Varman-Sena period: at least we 

hardly come across any such images aflerwards. 

There could be various reasons t(1r the subsequent decline in the importance and 

anthropomorphic worship of the Sun in early Bengal. However. it is also to be kept in 

mind that the solar worship in the t(ml1S stated alxl\e did not only disappear from this 

part of eastern India, but also from the rest of the Indian sub-continent. Naturally. the 

question rises as to what led to the decline of the solar-cult. 

No mysticism, symbolism or high philosophy around SOrya: 

The daily visibility of the Sun to naked eye prevented the sectarians to develop 

any mysticism, symbolism or high philosophy centering round him. Consequently. 
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though he became popular universally due to simplicity of concept and beneficence, 

highest devotion could not be given to a phenomenon that was visible to the naked eye. 

No distinct school or schools of philosophy did ever grow up around the Sun god, as they 

developed round the two major Purfu;lic systems. We find extensive religious literature in 

the tenth, eleventh and twelfth centuries A.D around Vai~Qavism and Saivism 1 but almost 

nothing about Siirya. As a result, no backing of high philosoph/ was available to him - a 

fact that is so essential for greatness in religious matters. 

Popularity of ekantil<~worship: 

In the early mediaeval period. the emphasis was gtven upon the 'ekantika · 

worship of the 'l}(adeva · due to monotheistic ideas reaching north from the South. The 

ekanrika worship became more popular than the smanu type. of which the syncretic icons 

and Paiicayatana temples were the products. It mav he that the ekiintika attitude was 

regarded as better tilted to meet the challenge of Islam. Someone who believed in his 

f}(adeva could not give an important position to a god (i.e. Surya) liable to he identified 

with rival gods- Brahm a. Vi$\lU or Siva.; 

Degradation of Sun worshipping Maga Brahmaoas: 

The immense popularit: of Sun worship in anthropomorphic form as well as in 

the temples was a direct contribution of the Iranian Maga BrahmaJ;as. We have already 

seen that after their advent in India in the tifth century B.C.. they remained neglected for 

long in the orthodox Hindu society. as their customs varied with those of the Indians in 

many fundamental points. Their position. howe\·er. distinctly improved later on. Still, on 

241 



account of their peculiar customs, these Brahmm;~as remained distinct and separate from 

the majority of the Indian BrlihmaJ;Ja community from an early time."4 

In the opinion of the orthodox BrlihmaQas, the study of astrology and practice of 

medicine were some of the condemned vocations and very much reprehensible on the 

part of the BrlihmaJ;Jas5 On the contrary. the Sakadvlpl or Devala BriihmaJ;Jas used to 

cultivate astrology, palmistry and the casting of horoscope etc. They also officiated in the 

grahayajna as priests with a view to propitiating the planets. prescribed amulets and 

practiced treatment of smallpox etc. 6 Pursuit of these censurable arts and sciences 

reduced them to an extremely degraded position. 

It has been suggested7 that in course of time the Sun worshipping Magas were 

divided into two groups -- of the Magas and the Rhojakas later on degraded as the 

Yiijakas. Bhojakas or Yajakas or the Scvakas appear to have been indigenous priests of 

the Sun-cult as they are described as chanting Vedic mantras etc.8 Most probably, the 

Bhojakas followed this injunction at the beginning hut cb iated from it later on. In 

addition, they entered into matrimonial alliances with !(Jreigners like the Magas. 

According to Monier Williams.9 the Bhojakas themselves \\ere the descendants of the 

Magas through the women of the Bhoja race. The Gm;wkas (astrologer. also called Graha-

\ipra) are said to be the issues of Devala (SakaLhlpl RriihmaQa) t:1ther and Vaisya 

mother. 
10 

Because of this prohibited inter-caste marriage or origin from unwanted 

. h Bh . . II matnmony, t e OJakas came to be degraded as low or apiil1kteya or Devalaka-

BriihmaQas 
12 

(temple-priests). It may be derived specifically from the Deo-Baranark 

(Shahabad, Bihar) inscription that with the temple of the Sun god were associated the 

Bhojakas.
13 

The service of a pujfirl or priest of a popular god, who officiates at smaller 
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shrines and lives upon the offerings made to the idol has always been held to be 

degrading and is never performed by any higher class Brlihml1Qas. 14 The name Bhojaka 

is taken to have originated from their function of eating first on Sriiddha-ceremony. 

V arahamihira 15 informs us, "the Brlihml!Qa who knows very well the (astronomical and 

astrological) works and their meaning, is the first to eat the food (Agrabhuk) offered to 

the manes". It is but natural to presume that an agrabhuk BrlihmaQa would be looked 

upon as fallen in the higher circle of the Hindu society. 

N. N. Vasu, based on an early text Brahmajii/a/asu/la16 held that the magic priest 

were held in disrepute since the days of Buddha. It is well known that the Magas were 

famous for their magic and occult power. It is quite probable that the Buddhist text had 

Magas in mind while referring to the magic priests in the time of Buddha. The Magas 

were in disrepute too in India because of their objectionable practices 

The Graha-vipras are said to ha,·c been hypocrite and even described as 

· Kailamhid' (Master fraud). 17 They were well known in the society for their fraudulence. 

That they were not respectable c\'erywherc in the society and looked dO\m upon as fallen 

has been indicated in the Brhaddharma PuriJIJa because of their dependence on 

astrology. A section of these Brahmm;as called .~grodili)l Brahmaoa were also considered 

as fallen because of their practice to receive the tirst gi fi in the funeral ceremony from the 

''-.J IB l)uuras. 

The Maga Brahmaoas, since the very beginning. extended religious privileges to 

women and men of lower class. 
10 

The priests of the castes belonging to Afadhvama 

(intermediate) and Adhama (low) Samkaras are said to be degraded (patila} BrahmaQas, 

who attain the status of the castes they serve. The idea gradually grew that the Brlihmaoas 
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serving the lower castes attained their rank20 Therefore, it can be said safely that because 

of their association with the people of lower strata, the position of the Siikadvipi 

BrahmaJ;JaS was lowered beyond measure in the eye of the higher society. In this 

connection it is possible, as it has been suggested, that the Sun-worshipping Siikadvlpl 

BriihmaQ.as including the piijarl were illiterate21 In contrast with erudition of the 

scholars belonging to the Vaisnavite and Saivite order, it is apparent that the Saura 

Devala BrahmaQ.as could hardly expect any royal patronage from the kings other than 

those who did not profess Saura religion. 

The descendants of the early Maga immigrants finally lost their position in the 

society. if they ever at all enjoyed any high position there. Being deprived of their status, 

these Brahma!)as sought to establish supremacy over the low-class untouchables and it 

was from then that solar worship became almost extinct in higher Hindu societyn The 

indigenous Siirya-piija and its alien form \\ere mixed up and its separate existence as a 

cult for the exclusive worship of the deity was obliteratcd. 21 

The Brahma!)as and the K~atriyas who traditionally enjoyed vast powers and 

privileges in India for a long time could not tolerate that a new class of people like the 

Maga Brahma!)as should usurp their supremacy. The Magas were originally the priests of 

the foreign people who exercised influence tempoararily over portions of the country. but 

were ultimately absorbed in the Hindu fold. 

No development of Saura- Sakti: 

Bengal became one of the leading centers of the Sakta cult during the last two or 

three centuries of her ancient period. Even as early as 7th -81
h century A.D. Siikta goddess 
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was worshipped in Riirjhii and Varendrl with Tiintric rites by a man in collaboration with 

a woman, as found in the Devl Puri'i~;~a.24 Most of the Tiintric books were not only 

written in Bengal, but also the full burgeoning of Tiintricism took place here. 

The major mental focus of the Sena-V arman-Deva ages was the meditation and 

concepts entrenched in astrology, the Agamas. Nigamas and Tantra. Saivism, one of the 

major sects in Bengal, had been influenced by Tiintric concepts and practices. It would 

seem that during the Pala period, the figures of the divine couple. Umi'i and Mahdvara. 

had captivated the Bengali mind. The embracing figures of Siva and Umi'i came to be a 

concept of Bengali Tantric Saktaism. Sitting comfortably in the lap of Siva, bound in 

embrace and smiling joyously, Umii was indeed the Tripurasundarl of the power of Siva, 

of the Tantric devotees, the meditation of which was the highest form of dhyiinayoga. In 

a few images of Lak~·mf-N.Jraya(w !rom eastc:rn and northern Hengal. Lak~mf appears 

seated on the left knee of Vi~QU. which readily reminds one of the contemporary images 

of Siva and Umii-Mahdvara. The development of Vai~Qavism in Bengal in the Sena

Varman period was largely enhanced because of the eyoJutinn nf the Riidha-Kn(w 

concept and the concept of Radha very likely developed under the influence of 

Siiktaism. •; 

Sun worship also adopted Tantric practices hut remaining tree from some lunda

mental concepts of Tantricism such as the conception of a t"emak principle who in 

association with a male principle is responsible for the evolution of the universe 26 No 

such concept as of Prajili'i of Tiintric Buddhism and Umii of Tantric Hinduism could be 

developed round the name of Sarnjilil or ( 'hilvil - wives of the Sun god - bv the solar 

sectarians. His consorts were never given any separate worship in Bengal, which is 
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psychologically a matriarchal region under a tremendous impact of Tantricism, not to 

speak of according as much high position as that of La/qml, Umii or Riidhii. Naturally, 

the Bengalis did not keep on feeling attracted in the sect or the cult, which is devoid of 

matriarchal element, which does not believe in the independent entity of Sakti and engage 

in her worship. It is significant to note that no image of the Sun with the female consort 

in Tantric sense has been found so far. The solar sectarians did not popularize this 

concept and convert it into Tantric doctrine of a Saura-Sakti particularly when other 

sectarians were adopting it.27 

No single deity had ever been able to reach the core of the Bengali heart. It was 

the divinities in company with the dominant .faktis that have always occupied the highest 

position in their mind. Therefore, the deities like Lak~mi-Nclrilyw,1a, Cm<i-Mahdvara and 

Riidhii-Kn·IJa reign supreme here. Conversely. Brahma, one of the most important 

divinities of the Hindu Trinity, is given a secondary position in the religious pantheon 

and invoked only during the offering of oblation along with the Ku.\·aiJgikiJ hymn of 

marriage. Similarly, GaQesa also could not gain much intluence in the psyche of the 

Bengal people. He receives worship from the mercantile community only as a giver of 

success and at the beginning of occasional religious ceremonies in the houses of the 

smiirta-people. The same thing happened also in case of Surya. 

Inclusion of Surya in Paiicopasana: 

Another factor of importance, which might have halted the march of the Sun 

worship. was the inclusion of the Sun god in the system of Paiicopiisana Sun god was 

considered the cause of everything of the world. He was responsible for the creation, 
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preservation and destruction. Thus, gradually developed the philosophic view that all 

deities being his manifestations, his worship can, without any philosophic contradiction, 

be combined with the worship of other deities. 28 It also seems that the groupings of five 

principal deities at one place came into existence out of keen rivalry and competition 

among the respective sects. It must have resulted in mutual understanding among them 

and harmonious relation with one another. Alternatively, this keen rivalry and 

competition among the various sects might have infused a fear of curse in their minds in 

the event of not worshipping the other equally benevolent or harmful gods. This sort of 

thinking resulted in the worship of chief deities in a group. In view of the Muslim 

aggression and danger from Islam, a pressing necessity of unity among the followers of 

different sects might have also impelled them to think of worship of five main deities in a 

group. Thus originated the syncretic images. Paiicopiisanii and Paiiciiyatana temples. 

Whatever may be the case. it has been enjoined by the Smctikiiras that in the daily 

worship, one has to pay one's obeisance to the live deities namely. Gaoe5a. Narayaoa. 

Surya. Siva and Sakti. A Brahma1_1a. ofliciating as a priest for the worship of any god or 

goddess, is found to perf(Jrm initially Paiicopiisanii or the worship of tive-deities29 

·sz!rmya namal:z' is the usual mantra used b' the priests t(Jr performing the worship of 

the Sun god. Significantly enough. the utterance of the mantra 'idityadi Navagrahebhya~ 

namah · is the usual practice of the priests. It accommodates the name of Aditya (Sun 

god) along with those of the nine planets. The system of worship (Piifii- Vidhiina), as 

approved by the Purta;zas and the Smrti-nihandhakiiras of Bengal. has left no scope of 

exclusive worship of the Sun god. 
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Non-availability of royal patronage: 

The royal patronage of a religion is not only a good index of its general influence 

and popularity, but also an important factor for its prolonged and dominant survival. In 

Bengal, the Pre-Pal a dynasties of the Kha1gas in Samata(a and Kantideva in Cha((agrfun, 

as well as the Pa.la, Candra and Kamboja dynasties and individual rulers like Rm;~avanka

malla of Pa(likera were all Buddhists. Vainyagupta (Mahadeva-piidiinudhiiya), 

Sasanka,30 Lokanatha, Dommanapala and the early Sena rulers like Parama-Saiva 

Vijayasena and Parama- ,~aiva Vallalasena were all Saivas. The Varmans of East Bengal, 

the later Sena kings like Parama-Vai~IJaVa Vijayasena and the Deva family of Tripura

Noakhali- Chanagrfun region were Vai$1Javas. No royal Saura family is known in Bengal. 

In fact, Sun worship was not the official religion in India. Only the Scna kings Visvariipa 

and Suryasena, who most probably ruled from 1206 - 1225 A.D. styled themselves 

Parama-Saura i.e. devout worshippers of the Sun. but that too after professing the two 

great faiths (i.e. Saivism and Vai~ryavism) followed by their ancestors 31 Lack of royal 

patronage not only prevented the Sun-cult from enjoying added popularity among a large 

body of people but also disabled its counsels to be inlluential with the rulers. Thus 

deprived of easy and secure livelihood through private or royal charity, they could not 

devote themselves with full time, attention and enthusiasm to the all-round advancement 

of the Sun cult. 

Eclipse of Sorya by VillUJu: 

Assimilation of some features belonging to two Hindu cult gods became a 

common factor in the religious arena, which is clearly visible between Siirya and Vi~Qu 
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too. Mention may be made of Silrya-NiiriiyaQa that acquired great circulation in medieval 

time. Surya-Niirliyar,w is actually regarded as a form of Vi~QU, which points to merger of 

Sun worship in the Vi~Q.U cult.32 Equal faith of a devotee to both Vi~QU and S\irya is 

indicated by the two halves of his name, viz, Visviiditya and ViSvarilpa recorded in 

Algayava(a Prasasti of Yak~apala's father Visvaditya-Visvariipa.33 Fusion of these two 

gods seems not to be uncommon. Both the divinities had originally the same common 

source of Vedic Surya. Purar;ms also show their identical relation. The Agni PuriiQa states 

that the Sun-god is another manifestation of the god Vi~QU who is extolled and glorified 

in the hymns of the fl,gveda and is the source of all good and evil. 34 In the Siimba PuriiQa. 

it is said that the Sun was worshipped as Vi~l)U in .5vetadvfpa35 

With the rise of Vai~Q.vism. the Sun god gradually began to loose much of his 

importance, as Vi~Qu. originally a solar deity, absorbed in himself much of the elements 

that had been attributed to Surya in the earlier days."' Even in iconography. there also 

occurs no special distinction between the concepts of the image of Vi~QU and that of the 

standing. four-armed Surya upon a lotus with the two wiws. Sari1jiia and Chaya. on either 

side. and before him the charioteer of the Sun. Thus. it was not difficult for Vi~QU to 

eclipse Sl!rya. at least in Bengal." ;\s there was already a popular sect round Vi~(lU - a 

form of the Sun,
3

' the question of a Saura sect could not possibly have arisen in the 

people's mind. Because of prolonged royal patronage. missionary zeal of a large body of 

distinguished and dedicated BrahmaQas and adaptation with the prevailing Tantricism. 

Vai~Qavism became so dominant and aggressive a religion as to turn the Sun god of 

whom he was just an insignificant aspect in the Vedas, into a part of his body. This finds 

an excellent ret1ection in verse l of the Sian Stone lnscription39 (approx. 1043 A.D.) and 
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in verse 2 of the Kamauli Copper Plate40 (1132 A.D.) of Vaidyadeva, where Siirya, 

'borne on a seven-horse chariot', has been described as the right eye of Hari (Vi~Q.u). 

Vi~Q.u's superiority over Siirya is noticeable even in the solar vrata. In the Surya- Vrata 

performed by the people of Chittagong, one set of food-offerings is presented by the 

priest to Vi~Q.U, the Preserver of the world, who is, at first, propitiated and another set to 

the Sun-deity.41 

Identification of Slirya with Siva: 

Besides Vai~Q.avism, Saivism was also a great sect in the BrahmaQ.ical religion in 

early Bengal. Like the former. it had also enjoyed state support from some of the Gupta 

and Sena rulers in addition to that of Sasanka, Lokanatha, I?ommanapala etc. and intense 

dt:\ utinn pf a large numh~r of Brahma\1as besides enormous strength !lowing from the 

Tantric cult. For reasons stated above, Sun-cult was not in a position to cope with 

Saivism and preferred to link the Sun-deit\ with :lfuhe.\:mru. The composite image of 

Marttarda Bhairava serves as an excellent illustration of this tendency, which is also but 

a pointer to the weakened position of the Sun god. Scale turned in distil\ our of SO!) a to 

such an extent that he came to be identified with Siva in the .\lutsya Pura!Ja. 1 lence. in 

the )ditya.\:ayana Vrata it is enjoined that the \\orship of Cnul-.l!ahe.\:rara be done with 

the recitation of the names of Surya and ,\'iiryaca should be done on the S'ivali11ga (55-

56). Both the deities occur in the .\futsm l'zmi(W ( 68-:1 :i) in a compound viz. 

Ravi.1'ankarau. In the Samba Purara, the Sun is said to have been worshipped as 

Mahe5vara in Kusadvipa.
42 

In the .~ail·a svstem. the Sun is not a mere votaf\ of Siva but . . ' 

also one of his a~{amurtis (Miilavikiignimitra, !, 1 ). The identity of Siirya with Siva may 
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be traced back as early as the IJ.gveda. In some passages of the IJ.gveda, Agni is identified 

with the Sun.43 Moreover, Siikapfu;li, a predecessor of Yaska, expounded a theory of 

three-fold existence of Agni, viz. terrestrial, aerial and heavenly based on the IJ.gveda -

10.88.10 (Nirukta 7.28). Moreover, Rudra is closely connected with Agni in the 

IJ.gveda44 This easily explains the above injunction and the identity of Siva and Siirya45 

It is interesting to note here that this tradition continued in an altered forms as folk gods 

of Bengal, where both of them stood for gods of fertility cult. 

It appears from the available evidence that the preponderance of Vai~Qavism and 

Saivism over-shadowed the cult of the Sun god. which consequently further declined. 

Royal patronage secured by these two sects from the Senas, no doubt, added much to 

their strength and popularity. The worst position of the Sun god may be gleaned from a 

stone image of Harihara (Pl. 22b) belonging to the 12th -13111 century A.D. The central 

figure represents Siva in the right half and Vi~1,1u in the left half and both the gods are 

provided with respective iiyudhas, viihanas and .vaktis. In the background at the extreme 

right appears a standing Buddha in ahhaywnudra and in the corresponding position to the 

left is Siirya with his usual attributes. attendants. charioteer and chariot-horses46 Here the 

Sun god is shown not only as inferior to Brahmar,Jical gods like Vi~\lU and Siva but also 

to Buddha because the latter. though placed in the background, has been given the right 

side_4
7 

which is traditionally regarded as more important than the left one. The 

composition of lfari-Hara standing between the two wives reminds us of the verse 

describing Pradyumne§vara in the Deopara pra.\'asti of Vijayasena. Similar verses in 

praise of Hari-Hara are also quoted in Srfdhardasa's Sadukti-kan;zamrta. Repeated 

occurrence of such description in the epigraphy, literature and real art clearly 
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demonstrates to what a low position was reduced the Sun god under the aggressive 

I 48 ascendancy of the two great cu ts. 

In the folk songs around the Sun god discovered from the district of Barisal in 

eastern Benga!,49 he has been called Hari as well as Siva. In the same folk ballads, Gauri 

is stated to be the Sun god's bride and a legend about Sri Kr~JJa has also been inter-

polated. We find it stated that the god Siva (i.e. the Sun god) adorned with flowers of 

Dhutura plant in his two ears, has started on his journey, and is going to Mathura 

accompanied by sixteen hundred milk-maids ("SiMi (hiikur yiitrii ka!le dui kane dhuturo 

I ~-olasata gopin! !aye chaliclhe mathurii"). 50 The reason for thus identifYing the Sun-

deity with Hari (or Vi~QU) and Siva and connecting him with Gauri and Gop!n!s is not far 

to seek. It seems that the position of the Sun was gradually being usurped by the more 

dominant Vai~Qava and Saiva cult. 

Rivalry and reverses of SOrya: 

There existed many a religious sect, major or minor, in Bengal and rivalry among 

them was not quite unnatural. The enmity revealed itself mainly by way of representing 

other dominant god or gods as attendant or accessory figures of another ambitious cult-

god or replacing some opponent dcit: from the Trinity. The Sun-cult. especially 

spearheaded by the Maga BrahmaJJas of foreign origin. could not have been an exception. 

In Trimzlrtis. Surya as the principal god is not unknown as it is found in Gujarat and 

Rajasthan. Sii.rya replaces Brahmii in the trinity in an inscribed sculpture of Bengal. There 

are many composite images at Ranapur. which may be taken" as of Brahmii, Vi~Qu and 

Surya thus showing that Siva has been replaced by Sii.rya. Surya replaces Vi~QU in the 



door lintel of the tenth century A.D. Siva-temple at Tejpur in Assam with Brahma and 

Siva on two sides. Saillkaraclirya had to face the Sun-worshippers in the Deccan, whom 

he found as divided into six sub-sects. 

Emnity of the Saivas, especially the Piisupatas has been suggested 52 as one of the 

causes for the decline of the Sun-cult under discussion. Even the Mahiibhiirata 53 goes to 

state: - "Meanwhile, Rudra of terrible prowess rushed against the celestials. Filled with 

anger he tore out the eyes of Bhaga'' (i.e. Siirya). "Excited with anger, he attacked Pu~an 

(Siirya) with his foot. He tore out the teeth of the god as he sat employed in eating the 

large sacrificial cake". It is not unnatural for the god Pasupati. the lord of beasts, to have 

fallen into conflict with Pii~·an who is intimately connected with cattle and pastoral life in 

the /J!;l'eda. 54 with the prosperity of cattle in the later Vedic literature'' and with the 

Pm;li.1 56 who were traders and most probably non-.i\ryans. 57 It is equally not unexpected 

of the god of the Vrcltyas (outcastes) to haw been angry with Blwr;a. ·a distributor of 

wealth', usually the gift of' lndra and Agni, and the chief leader of rites 5
g and the sustainer 

of the world 59 

The .~aivas, particularly the Pa.iupalas. were opposed to the solar cult and this 

must have checked its progress largely. The Pasupata was the ,,Jdest form of Saivism 

prevalent in north India. Yariihamihira refers to the Pa.vupala. while prescribing the 

installation of images of different deities. He states. "The priests'' ho install the image of 

Vi~QU. should be Bhaxavatas; of Sun. Magas: of Siva. the Pa.iupalas (Ash-armed 

one) ....... Saivism in Bengal was of the Pa.iupata sect. as is e\ident from the Bhagalpur 

grant of NarayaQa pal a. 
60 

It is deserving of note that emanating from the South, the kings 

of the Sena dynasty were prominent devotees of Sadasiva the concept of which, having 
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been accepted in South India, in course of time spread to Bengal with the Southern 

dynasty and its army. 61 With the decline of Buddhism in the 12th century A.D. Saivism 

became predominant in Bengal. As a historical process, a highly antagonistic attitude of 

the Piisupatas of Bengal against the Maga Brahm<~Qas whose sphere of influence also 

included a large body of the Vriityas is easily comprehensible. 

Siirya reduced to the status of a graha: 

It has already been seen that the worship of the Navagrahas became immensely 

popular in medieval time mainly among the Hindus, as a means to secure peace, 

prosperity and long life, avert misfortune and harm enemies. Constant fear of growing 

foreign invasion and prevailing socio-economic tensions might have contributed to this 

new phenomenon. The Sun worshipping Maga Brahm<~Qas who took to the profession of 

astrology upheld Grahayas;a or Svastyayana as a sole. infallible panacea for the problems 

confronting the society. In astrology. Ravi (Slirya) is considered as one of the leading 

planets. determining the fortune of humankind. Introduction and popularization of 

Navagraha worship in such an energetic way, in reality. brought the Sun god down to the 

position of one of the planets only. though a central tlgure among them. trom the lotiiest 

seat of a great benevolent deity and the 'soul of all movable and immovable things'. 1
'
2 

Independent worship of the Sun as a god naturally lost its rationale in the society. In 

absence of images of the nine planets in a single stone slab. they could be worshipped hy 

drawing their figures on canvas in their respective colour or in mandalas made of scented .. 

paste (Sandal-wood-paste). The present practice of grahayajiia with no requirement of 

icon in any form, in all probability. was prevalent in the last phase of our period under 
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discussion. Under the changed situation, there was left no urge before the people to do 

the individual and anthropomorphic worship of the once-great god Siirya in temples, big 

or small. Anyway, the Maga-dvijas who introduced, popularized and took to the greatest 

height, the anthropomorphic and temple-worship of the Sun god under a strong religious 

zeal, possibly under economic compulsion never hesitated to reduce the status of their 

deity. 

Assimilation of Brahmar;Jical religion and solar deity: 

The whole question concerning the decline of Sun worship in the so-called post

Hindu period originates from the occurrence of large number of Sun-images and 

references to Sun temples belonging to the Pala-Sena period against their conspicuous 

absence in the succeeding age. It is 1\ell J...no\\n that the practice of Sun worship in 

anthropomorphic form and in temple was not at all an indigenous one. rather very much 

alien to the mainstream tradition. A critical o;tudy of the practices of the primitive tribes 

of India clearly shows the general absence of any material representation of the solar 

deity while the deity are being offered sacrifices in an open space cleared of jungle on a 

raised altar63 Even in different Siirya-\'rala.\. which have been perforrned by the 

womenfolk from time immemorial. the god is worshipped with the aid of symbolic repre

sentation. In the Vedas, the Briihmw;ws. the 1/pani~·adas, the Siitras and the Epics. we 

notice the worship of the Sun god in both atmospheric and symbolic fom1s. especially 

among the orthodox section of the society. 

Coming to the Pural)ic age. we are amazed to find that many Pural)as04 even do 

not mention the role of the Magian priests at all and continue the indigenous and national 
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tradition of Sun-worship as found in the Vedas, the BrahmmJas, the Upani!jads, the 

Sutras, and the Epics. In the Vi!jQU, Viryu, Brahmtil}rja, MarkaQdeya and Matsya Puri[Qas, 

which were thoroughly imbued with the orthodox spirit of the Sun-cult, the Vedic 

tradition65 of Sun worship is found to have been carried on. They reveal that the orthodox 

tradition of Sun worship actually developed on the lines of the Satapatha Briihma!}a 's66 

prescription of a golden disc to represent the solar orb and the Upani~adic67 doctrine of 

the golden Puru!ja in the Sun who was identified with the Ultimate Being. The 

prevalence of this tradition even after the spread of the Magian custom is attested by the 

Kurma PuraiJa which describes the Sun as the heavenly body in regulating time and 

seasons, in maintaining the planets in their position and in fostering the life of the plants 

and animals. This description is in conformity with the Vedic account of the Sun god. 

Even in the Samba PurtiQa, 68 which symbolizes the climax of the Magian belief, the 

Vedic tradition has not been forgotten. The Dn·i !Jiu/gara/a Purii(W. describing the 

various sects of Hinduism, states that some persons who knew the Vedas worshipped the 

Sun everyday in the morning. midday and in the ewning with various hymns69 This 

shows that among the Sauras was also a section. which continued worshipping him in the 

old Vedic way Even a group of the Sun worshipping Magas 7(1 called Bhojakas (later on 

degraded as the Yajakas) who appear to have been indigenous priests of the Sun-cult. are 

described as chanting Vedic mantras etc." In view of the above. it is evident that even 

after the flood of Magian Sun worship in northern India. the indigenous form of Sun 

worship without image and temple had simultaneously been going on. 

It is beyond doubt that in the tield of iconography and temples. the 

Maga priests exerted powerful influence and this new tradition was materially helpful 
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in propagating and diffusing the sectarian form of Sun worship. They gave material 

and lithic representation to the imaginary and atmospheric conception of the Sun as 

found in the Vedas, the Epics and the Purcu;zas. However, as far as the mythology, 

theology and philosophy of the Sun-cult were concerned, the Maga-influence was 

negligible. 72 As a means to wipe out the Magi an element even in solar iconography, a 

constant, conscious and vigorous attempt was also being made in the form of hiding 

or idealizing the alien traits (northerner dress, waist-girdle and high boots) in the Sun 

images. This is evident from steady shedding off the northerner's dress by keeping 

the upper body of the divinity open (Harinarayanpur image) or covering it with a 

diaphanous garment, threatening instruction for not making the god's feet 73 and 

endowing him with Indian attributes such as yajnopavJta. til aka etc. 

The endeavour to merge the Sun-cult with the Brahmal)ical stream was slow hut 

steady until the rule of the Buddhist Pal as because of their eclectic policy, though they 

were also the upholders of the Brahma\1ical religion and social system. However. in the 

Sena period the wheels of the religion and society turned in the one direction; in this era 

the all-pervading and all-embracing religion of Bengal was Brahmal)ism. governed by the 

Vedas and the PuriiiJas. the .S'ruti and the Smrti. and aJTected by the Tan/ras. Further. 

from the second half of the eleventh century the descendants of the Buddhist kings also 

gradually took to Brahrnal)ism. By the end of the ancient period, the Brahmal)ism of the 

Vedas, Smrli and the PuriiiJaS had triumphed and the Sun god was ultimately assimilated 

into the Brahrnal)ical religion losing his identity in the Brahmal)ical solar deity. This may 

find corroboration in Verse I of the Edilpur Copperplate of the Sena king Siiryasena 

(1206-1210 A.D.) where the Sun is described as "the friend of lotus beds, the source of 
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deliverance of the three worlds withheld in the prison of darkness, and the wonderful bird 

of the tree of the Vedas, soaring high up on his two alternately expanding wings (i.e. the 

two fortnights), of which one is white and the other is black". 74 

Dharmathakur replaces Surya in Radha: 

In ancient Racjhii or modem West Bengal, we find the immense popularity of the 

worship of Dharmaraj or Dharma{hiikur who has been identified in the Sunya Puriit;~a15 

and the Dharmapuja-vidhana 76 with the Sun god. It is interesting to note in this 

connection that from the late Mm. Haraprasad Sastri down to Ashutosh Bhattacharyya, it 

took us three generations to know finally that Dharma-puja belongs to the Sun-cult. 76
" 

Some solar attributes had definitely been absorbed in the personality of the 

Dharma{lulkur. He is also conceived as the remcner of diseases like Suf)a. It is nut 

unlikely that the place of the Briihma.IJical god Surya was gradually occupied by this folk-

' god Dhanna{lulkur at least in some parts of BengaL Uivcn the authenticity of the Siinya 

Puriit;~a of Ramai PaiJ<;Iit, it can be accepted that Dharma festival was current in Sena 

times prior to the Turkish conquest. The local tradition of adoring the Sun god as 

Dharma was so widely accepted in western part of Bengal that it did not leave any 

opportunity for the Udlcyve.i-1 Surya in Purilt;ic garb to gain popularity. 77 It also appears 

that atier the rule of Parama-Sauru Visvarupasena and Survasena. the solar devotees of 

the South-West Bengal, being deprived of state support. gradually assimilated themselves 

into other religious communities.s2 
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CONCLUSION 

The entire exercise so far made in the preceding chapters has provided a scope to 

understand the uniqueness of Sun worship in ancient Bengal in the backdrop of general 

ambience. Such an attempt has definitely helped to understand the history of an important 

cult in India in general and in Bengal in particular. To put in a different way, the study of 

the solar cult in Bengal enables us to appreciate the religious culture of early Bengal 

through evaluating the complex undercurrent behind its gradual rise and decline against a 

wider landscape. 

The worship of the Sun as the Supreme reality existed in Bengal at least since the 

later Vedic period among a few of her dominant tribes like the Pw;9ras and Suhmas. It 

was no less popular in the pre-Gupta period as well. Profound knowledge of the Vedic 

Brahma1,1ism was not altogether lacking in ancient 'huiga. Of the Brahma1,1ical gods and 

goddesses widely worshipped there, Surya happened to be one of them. It seems that the 

Iranian Magozs were not responsible for the introduction of the Sun images in India 

because there was an indigenous tradition of showing the Sun-deity riding on a chariot 

drawn by horses. The early indigenous tradition of anthroromorrhic Surya may be traced 

in some terracotta plaques of the Suriga- Ku~fu,la period !(lund in different parts of 

Bengal. A terracotta from Tamluk (2nd centun B C) represents a standing winged figure 

with full-blossomed lotus in hands and cluster of plantains on either side of the stela and 

a pitcher-like object with ears of com. The association of wings with Siirya originally 

occurs in the l]gveda. Lotus standing for the creative force symbolized the Sun since 

early times. The plantain tree is also traditionally connected with the Sun worship. No 
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doubt, the winged figure depicts the Vedic Sun god at its embryonic stage of iconic 

development. A good number of such winged figures have been discovered in different 

parts of ancient Vailga. Thus, Sun worship was not only introduced in early Vailga during 

the post-Maurya and pre-Gupta period under strong Briihma.Qical influence but was also 

quite prominent. Further, the worship of the Sun god developed in ancient Vailga along 

an indigenous line in which the solar deity appeared in the form of a winged divinity. 

Another terracotta of the first century B.C. I A.D. from Chandraketugarh (24-

Parganas) shows the Sun god seated on the four-horsed chariot driven by Aun;J.a and 

flanked by O~a and Pratyil~a. According to Cunningham. the four horses resemble the 

representation of Helios -- the Greek Sun god. The Greek influence in the Sun image of 

Bengal does not seem to be unexpected in \'iew of the discovery of the images of foreign 

deities like the Roman god Janus and Athena in early Vailga in the pre-Gupta era. This 

resemblance is, howe\'er. :mperticial because the features of the Sun god along with O~a 

and Pratyil~a and the chariot are very much Indian. Though largely resembling with many 

features of the Bodh-Gaya. BhajiL Lilla Bhagat or Anantagumpha Sun images. the 

Chandraketugarh terracotta Silrya figures as an independent deity along with attendants 

and thus seems to have been object of 11orship with utmost dnotion. On the contrar\'. 

those four images of Surya are accessory decorative ligures in the religious architecture 

of the heterodox or other Brahmavical sects. In addition. the relief in question reveals the 

element of the bhakti cult that was \'cry much present in the country in the pre-Gupta 

period. 

The northerner's dress - tunic and boots - first occur in solar iconography in 

ancient Vailga in a beautiful terracotta seal of 1st century A.D. from Hadipur (North 24 
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Parganas). In this dress, we can visualize the advent of the Iranian Surya in early Vanga. 

The new re-orientation could take place only when the northerner type of Sun icons was 

introduced in Bengal by its new settlers who had brought the Maga priests and when the 

vigorous participation and assistance of these Brahamanas was available. Inerestingly, the 

Magian tradition in making Sun images in ancient Vailga continued to be the major 

guiding force in its later representations. The aniconic representation of the Sun god and 

its worship probably prevailed in this age as well. The concept of Surya pillar does not 

seem to have been unknown to Bengal artists in the 3rd! 4th century A.D. The Sun god 

seems to have been immensely popular like lndra and Agni in ancient Vailga, possibly 

among the various strata of the society during the post-Mauryan and pre-Gupta period, as 

contemporary images of the god. though in terracotta. are widely mailable in lower West 

Bengal. In an agrarian society, Sun worship could not have been of lesser importance. 

During the Gupta mle in Bengal. the image-worship of the deity in ancient Vai:tga 

was further spread in Greater Bengal and consolidated on a firm foundation. With the 

new settlement of BrahmaJ;las. the cult of Vedic Sun god Savita was brought in along 

with their daily programme of rituals and prayers. The earliest epigraphic reference to 

Sun worship in Bengal and that too in a temple occurs in the .Jagadishpm (Rajshahi) 

copper plate (447 A.D.). Here the temple construction and the solar worship by means of 

the oblations of rice. milk, sugar. perli.une. incense. lamp etc. is done by the native 

peoples- probably the Vaisyas. Besides the Iranian Magas, the Indians of even orthodox 

tradition also followed the practices of the anthropomorphic and temple worship of the 

Sun. Thus, by the middle of the fifth century A.D. there came into existence a developed 

Sun-sect with all the paraphernalia of a shrine. icons, priesthood. rites and procedures. It 
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is of utmost significance that among the inscriptions referring to Sun worship in India, 

the Jagadishpur copper plate (447 A.D.) happens to be the earliest one. This is a clear 

indication of immense popularity of Sun worship in ancient Bengal along with a deep 

root of the tradition of Sun image and temple in the religious concept of the people. 

From the Gupta period, the worship of the Sun of a purely northern culture 

became very widespread in Bengal. By this time, the Siikadvlpi Briihm~as seem to have 

spread all over this region. The earliest Sun images in India belonging to the Gupta 

period hail from Kumarpur and Niyamatpur, both in the Rajshahi district. The wheel of 

the chariot, the two female attendants of the god and his consorts are not found in both 

the images. Most probably, these images were meant for worship of the god. Wide 

pre\'alence of the Sun cult all over Bengal from the late Gupta period is evidenced by a 

number of inscriptions and numerous stone sculptures. The Sun image from Deora 

(Bogra) shows some development in the iconic type of Surya. While the contemporary 

Surya image in a Siva temple at Bhumii.ra (Madhya Pradesh) was an accessory figure, the 

Sun image from Deora appears to have been an object of worship in a temple. The full

fledged image of the god with all his attendants might have been imported in Bengal in 

the Gupta age. Greater number of lotuses found in the contemporary Kashipur image was 

perhaps meant to highlight the predominance of the native element in the solar 

iconography. However, the Sun-images from Deora or Kashipur had undoubtedly. been 

the products of the continuing art-tradition introduced in ancient Vailga by the Maga 

Brahm~as. People in early Bengal also represented the solar deity in seated posture, 

though it is very rare. From the Deulbac;fi icon, we learn that the god Surya was also 

worshipped by the Buddhists, sometimes simultaneously with Brahmm;tical deities; in 
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addition to worship in temple, the Sun god was also worshipped by individuals in their 

houses in image form. As regards the followers, the orthodox BriihmaQ.as, the V aisyas 

etc. were also connected with the solar cult in addition to the Iranian Magas. 

Like Pul}dravardhana or Vmiga, Sun worship was equally prevalent m 

Vardhamtina-bhukti. However, here the Sun god is identified with Lokantitha-dharma as 

referred to in the Mallasiirul Copper Plate inscription (543 A.D.). The tradition of 

Samba's cure by Sun worship is found to have influenced Sasfulka. In order to cure 

himself of a serious disease, he is said to have brought 12 Graha-vipras from the banks 

of Sarayu to officiate in the >;rahayajna and offered sacrifices to nine planets. Sakadvfpf 

Brahma.Qas occasionally came to Bengal from Upper India and popularized Sun worship 

and >;rahayajna by utilizing the people's belief in the curative aspect of the Sun god. In 

addition to the worship of the nine planets, the Sun god continued to receive adoration in 

the fonn of Dharma as well. 

Vedic religion became increasingly stronger during the Piila-Candra-Kambojas. In 

fact. all the Pala kings were patrons of Brahmat;~as. Brahma,Jical images and temples and 

therefore, granted lands for them to enhance their own virtue and renown. The soar deity 

was regularly worshipped by these large numbers of orthodox Brahma.Qas by means of 

S'andhyoptisana. Siirya and his worship are frequently mentioned in the contemporary 

inscriptions and the atmospheric aspect of the Sun becomes prominent here. It appears 

from the Sian (Birbhum) inscription that probably king Vigrahapala made a gift of a 

chariot for a big Sun-temple for the atmual Rarhayiitra. The reference to a gift of golden 

lotus for Navagrahas and that of silver for the images of Silrya, no doubt, speaks of 

intense devotion for the Sun among a section of wealthy people. Towards the end of the 
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Pa:la period, Sun worship became very popular among the BrahmaQ.a rulers of Gaya. The 

' Gaya Gadadhar Temple Inscription of the time of Nayapiila and the Gaya Sitala Temple 

InscriptionofYak~apiilaofthe time ofGovindapala begin with adoration to Siirya and the 

first verse is dedicated to the Sun god. Surya-praQiima was also a popular form of the 

worship of the Sun in this age. 

In the lith- 12th centuries A.D., the Vedic BrahmaQ.ism made a great progress 

with the support of the Varman-Sena kings. With the gradual extension of the 

BrahmaQ.ical settlements in Bengal, the solar cult continued vigorously in its Vedic form. 

The Sun god was worshipped by the orthodox BrahmaJ;Jas through Sandhyop5sana along 

with the Gayatrl hymn. Visvariipasena and his son Suryasena were staunch followers of 

the Sun god and it was in this period that the solar cult was further enhanced. Perhaps the 

contributory factor was the belief that the god was supposed to cure all types of diseases 

("samasla-roRclniili1 harua'''). In the Madanapa<;Ja and the Calcutta Sahitya Pari~at 

Copper-plate of Visvarilpasena as well as the Fdilpur inscription of Suryasena, the Sun 

god figures as the reliever of the world from the clutches of darkness. as the friend of 

lotus flowers and as a wonderful bird having two wings of the two fortnights of the 

month. This demonstrates the Satapatha Brahmat!a concept of the Sun that was in vogue 

along his worship in image. The kings' inclination for this form of solar worship shows a 

strong undercurrent tlowing against the popular practice of the image worship of the Sun 

god. Kings Visvarilpasena and Suryasena call themselves Paramasaura, which indicates 

the existence of a separate sect of Sun worshippers. 

Sun worship is an1ply referred to in the religious and secular literary texts of the 

Varman-Sena period such as Suhhcl~ila-ralnako~·a of Vidyakara. By the time of 
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Vidyakara, the Vedic worship of the Sun had grown into an important cult strengthened 

by impact of the Sun worship of Persia. Vidyakara considered the Sun to be one of the 

chief divinities of Hinduism. From all the four verses in the Subhti~ita-ratnako~a 

centering the Sun at Sunrise, it appears that many Hindus addressed their prayers to the 

heavenly body in the morning. The Sadukti-karJ)iimrta of Sridharadasa also quotes a 

number of verses of different poets on the Sun, which is indicative of an important 

position of the Sun god among the Hindus. The same text makes a clear reference to 

Surya-pra~Jiima by referring to salutation to the east filled with fragrance. Dhoyi in his 

Pavana-duta refers to the Sun temple at Tri vegi, Hooghly. Hal1iyudha has liberally 

eulogized the Sun god in the Mangalacarana of his Briihmal)a.mrvasya. The 

Brahmavaivarta Puriil)a states that the worshippers of the god Surya gain recovery trom 

different kinds of illness. According to the Brhaddharma Puriil)a, "He who worships the 

Sun would be healthy. wealthy and prosperous and repair to the hoi:- immortal feet'. The 

same Purii!]a gives us some important information about the priests who were responsible 

for the spread of Sun cult in India. ,\ reference to these Brahmagas is also found in the 

.4ryasapta.iati where the graha.\iinri (propitiation of planets by sacrifices etc.) has been 

beautifully described. 

In addition to the epigraphic evidences. there are several images of the Sun god 

that speaks much more about the Sun-cult from the eighth to the l ~th century A. D. and 

even later. The nwnber of Sun-images trom the Pala and Sena periods is very large. It 

appears from the find spots of the 8'h century images that the anthropomorphic worship of 

the Sun was prevailing largely in Varendri and some parts of Uttar Riiqha. The terracotta 

Siirya from Paharpur portrays the deity with a halo, seated as cross-legged and holding 
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lotuses into the uplifted hands, which reminds us of the divinity on the Bodh-Gaya 

railings. The temple design in a few Sun-icon points to the popularity of Sun worship in 

temples. Siirya and his two attendants Da.QqT and Pingala are represented as wearing a 

pair of pointed boots, as is seen in the Sun icons of the Pala Bengal. Discovery of only 

three Sun images in g<h century A.D. leads us to presume that the image worship of the 

god had yet not developed on an organized and widespread scale. The non-representation 

of the female attendants in the solar reliefs also points to its distance from Tantric 

philosophy. Out of the 26, 9th century images noticed hitherto, all the 25 hail from 

Puvqravardhana- four from Rajshahi, one from Bogra, three from Dinajpur and 16 from 

Maida. Therefore, it can be said that image-worship of the solar deity became more 

popular not only in the district of Rajshahi but also arrived at new areas like the districts 

of Dinajpur and Maida. Remarkable growth of Sun images in comparision to the 

preceding century and greater extension of their find spots might have been due to the 

spread of the icon-worshippers in different areas and increased belief in the rogahartta 

concept of the Sun god. The tradition of Sun worship among the Pui;J?ras as referred to in 

the Xr.J·eya Upani,ad probably played a prominent role in the ever-increasing popularity 

of the image worship of Surya in the Pui;Jgravardhana. Interestingly. three images from 

Gazole (Maida) represent the Sun god and his attendants without any boots - a feature 

that is extremely rare in the whole of India excepting the South. It is not unlikely that the 

artists who might have emigrated from South India in the trail of advancing forces from 

the south, brought the tradition with them. It is true. however. that the Bengali artists 

sometimes did not follow in all respects the iconological arrangement of any existing text 

in fashioning the Sun images. High boots occurs in most of the images of Siirya as well 
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as his attendants though they are mostly clad in dhoti. Samjiiii and Chiiyii, two wives of 

the Sun god, enter the iconographic scene, though in a very few images. Siirya' s 

ornaments consist of necklace, bangles, earrings and a jeweled girdle. The Bogra 

sculpture of the god endows him with a circular til aka on the forehead. P~~vardhana 

emerged as the centre of Sun worship in the 9th century too. 

Sun images of the IO'h century A.D. found in Bengal appears to be less in number 

than in the earlier century but its worship was extended in new areas such as Rangpur in 

north Bengal, Faridpur in Vailga and Bankura in Rti<fhti. Most probably, some of the Sun 

worshipping people of Rajshahi district were shifting to ditierent places under some 

professional or commercial compulsion and the arrival of the popular belief in the 

curative aspect of Surya in new areas impelled the people to worship the Sun-deity in 

image form. The only Surya image in Bengal standing in lribhmiga (Pl. 6b) is a product 

of this century. Pii1gala, Dai](!L Anu;w and Mahti.\-veta accompany the Sun god in most of 

his representations. The arrow-shooting O~a and Pratyu~ii also appear in a number of 

Sun-icons while Samjiia and Chaya are very seldom represented. upav/ta and u/larzva 

very often adorn the god. 

Sun worship gained much more popularity in the II th century A.D .. because of 

which more number of images have been discovered. Rajshahi again maintained its 

position as the main centre of Sun worship followed by Dinajpur and Maida. Some new 

areas also came under the sphere of the solar cult. Yikrampur was an important centre of 

Sun worship in the Vailga region. The representation of agni-kw;<ja in a Sun-icon 

probably points to growing importance of sacrificial element in the religious ceremony. 

The image of the Sun god is usually carved partly in the round. The god and his 
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attendants wear dhoti and high boots. In two sculptures, the Sun god is seen as wearing 

vanamiilii, which as a characteristic attribute of Vi~QU marks the beginning of Siirya's 

assimilation with Vi§QU. In a number of solar images, eight planets are also engraved, 

which undoubtedly highlights the planetary aspect of the god. In the Sun-icon from 

Joypurhat (Bogra), the god is represented within a temple suggested by a three-lobed arch 

resting on a pair of pillars. 

The frequent endowing of sword or dagger to the Sun god jointly or in greater 

number is quite in keeping with the current political situation of early Bengal. A good 

number of Sun images from Vanga illustrate eleven Adityas engraved in them. From the 

regional point of view, the cult was more popular in PuQdravardhana than in its other 

three counterparts: Riirjha. Vanga and Samatafa. Rajshahi again emerged as an important 

centre of Sun-cult in Bengal. The worship of the god in Vanga mainly revolved round 

Dacca and its adjoining area. The solar cult was not that unpopular in the Riidha-. . 
janapada but here the Sun god was quickly being assimilated into the concept of a 

popular folk-deity Dharmathiikur. 

The iconographic features of Surya in the 121
h century are not that different from 

those of the preceding century. The god continues to appear in a kirl{amuku{a topped by 

an amlaka. The endowing of the Sun god or his attendant with karmJrjamuku{a or 

allotment ofja{iimukuta for Pingala probably indicates the downward course of the Sun 

cult. In the Sun-image from Badhair (Rajshahi), we lind on the forehead of the divinitv a - . 
lozenge-shaped tilaka, which is characteristic of Buddha signifYing ·nobility'. In the Sun 

images of the Pala and Sena times, the religious outlook of the northern and Iranian 
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regions is retained, but in the meditation and interpretation of the Sun god, the Vedic and 

BriihmaQical religious concepts appears to have merged. 

Features of the Sun god are traceable in the images of various cult deities. A 

sculpture shows the fourhanded Sun god in padmiisana. In his upper hands, the deity 

holds a pair of lotuses and the lower right and left hands carry the Safzkha and cakra 

respectively. The example appears to be a syncretic icon of Slirya and Vi~QU. The 

composite icons of Silrya and Siva are comparatively few except the Miirttm;uja Bhairava 

from Manda (Rajshahi). Apart from Brahma, Vi~ou and Siva, reconciliation and 

rapprochement between rival gods and their creeds is also found in the direct cmmection 

of Bodhisattva Lokesvara with Hindu cult deities including Surya. A fragmentary 

sculpture of a 10-armed Surya-Lokdvara with ja{iimuku{a in one head is said to be a 

striking combination of Silrya and Lokesvara (Pl. 22a). The worship of images in-group 

of gods belonging to rival sects was also prevalent in Bengal probably in an attempt to 

promote the religious tolerance. 

Navagrahas also received worship as a part of the solar cult. Their worship 

became prevalent in the post-Gupta period, gaining immense popularity in the medieval 

time. Cirahayajna was performed for peace. prosperity. ample rains. long life. 

nourishment, destruction of enemies and success in a military campaign. Navagraha 

images were made of different materials. Besides accompanying the Sun god. the 

Navagrahas are also depicted on the prabhiivall of the Kalyana-Sundara and the 'Mother 

and Child' images. Sasanka was cured by perfom1ing grahayajna. Planets like Ravi. 

Candra, Budha etc. are indirectly referred to in many inscriptions from Bengal. The Sian 

inscription refers to the gift of golden lotus for the image of the Navagrahas. The 
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introduction of the Grahapiija everywhere in India is attributed to the Sakadvipi 

Briihmru;tas. All the graha images in panels and separate representations are from North 

and West Bengal and none from the East. Therefore, we can safely say that the worship 

of Navagraha images was more popular in North and West Bengal. 

As regards the method of worship, the Vedic way of Sun worship through the 

recitation of the hymns and the offerings was very probably prevalent runong the 

orthodox section of the BrahmaJ).as and other higher classes. Sandhyopiisanii as a form of 

Sun worship must have been practiced by the conservative BrahmaJ).as. Siirya-namaskiira 

was also in vogue. It was at the dawn that many Hindus. irrespective of sect, addressed 

their prayers to the Sun. Image worship of the Sun god at home and in temple was 

undoubtedly popular. Sun cult was also int1uenced by the Tantric cult. though outwardly. 

The Sun was worshipped at dawn. noon and sunset. From the reference to the PU1}4ras 

and Suhmas as the Sun worshipping tribes in the "Tr.ll!l"a Upani~ad. land-donation for 

Sun-temple by three residents in the Jagadishpur inscription and Visvarilpasena and 

Silryasena as Parama-Saura as well as from the discovery of large number of images 

from PuQqravardhana, it appears that there existed a Sun-sect in Bengal throughout the 

early period. There might have developed the centers of Sun worship in Pundravardhana . . . 
especially in Mandara and at the GanKii.lii?.ara-.l'(lin?.uma 

rhe popularity of the Sun worship in Bengal continued down to the end of the 

Hindu rule. However, distinct worship of Sun-images is not noticeable from the medieval 

times because of various reasons. No backing of high philosophy so essential for 

greatness in religious matters was available to Silrya because of his daily visibility to the 

naked eye. The Maga Brahma~;tas who were responsible for the popularity of Sun worship 
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m image and in the temples were degraded in the society because of their study of 

astrology, giving up of Vedic religion, their association with the lower untouchable 

classes and their hypocritical nature. The Sun was reduced from an exalted position to the 

status of a graha because of the extreme fondness of the Maga BriihmaQ.as for astrology 

and grahayajna. The solar cult could not assimilate some of the fundamental principles of 

Tantricism because of which no concept of Saura-Sakti developed around the wives of 

Samjil.il. or Chaya. The emergence of Pancopiisanti also left no scope of exclusive 

worship of the Sun god. Royal patronage was almost not available for the solar cult. With 

the rise of Vai~l}avism, Vi~QU, originally a solar deity, absorbed in himself much of the 

solar elements. The preponderance of Vaigwvism and S;aivism over-shadowed the cult of 

the Sun god. To revive the waning popularity of the Sun-cult. the Sun-deity even began 

to be called Hari as well as Siva. Due to preponderance of the Vedicism in the Varman

Sena age, the indigenous form of Sun worship without image and temple was gaining 

ground. It is not unlikely that the place of the Sun god was gradually occupied by 

Dharmathiikur in some parts of Bengal. 

Exclusive worshippers of the Sun are hardly traceable in the present day. 

However. every Hindu irrespective of sects does pay his respect to the rising and setting 

Sun. Ramification of Sun worship is confined nowadays among the Hindu women of 

Bengal who still observe a number of Siirya-vratas such the Maghama(1~ial. ltup1lja etc. 

The question naturally arises as to what led to the decline of the solar cult in subsequent 

centuries. It is true that the absence of royal patronage afterwards played a significant 

role in the process, but the position of the Maga BrahmaQas (Devala-BrahmaQas) who 

were singularly known for their lesser avocations (like those of astrology. casting of 
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horoscope and association with the lower strata of the society as priests) and who were 

associated with the worship of the Sun, played a distinct role in the decline of sun

worship in general. There may be some other contributing factors. Anyway, the Sun 

worship was relegated to a cult of the sub-altern section of the community and the 

womenfolk in general. 

Lastly, a few more words relevant to this kind of research need to be said. In 

course of our study, we have experienced that in many cases, due attention has not been 

given in best possible dating of the Sun images, while discussing about them in books or 

journals. Sometimes, the descriptions of the images are not only meager but also full of 

secondary things at the cost of the fundamental ones. which actually speak about the true 

nature and evolution of a particular cult. In most of the catalogues of different museums, 

images of the deities have been presented together and described without any 

chronological sequence. Comparative study of different cults and study thereof from the 

socio-economic point of view, which gives a better understanding of their real position in 

the past, is not also sufficiently found. Further. many museums in India and Bangladesh. 

though having a priceless collection of sculptures in their possession. have no catalogues 

published thereof. Therefore, there may even be the chance of those precious antiques not 

being made use of in study in spite of the best efforts of the researcher. It is also a matter 

of great regret that even today large numbers of images are f(JUnd lying carelessly in the 

stores of ditlerent museums or in the police stations or under trees in the villages. To 

make proper historical judgments of the subjects under review and to preserve our 

glorious heritage, it is of utmost importance to give proper attention to all these matters. 
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APPENDIX- A 

SUN TEMPLES IN EARLY BENGAL 

Architecture is intimately connected with sculpture. While a piece of sculpture 

might be the creation of an individual's taste and interest, the temple demonstrates the 

will of the community thereby showing the religious condition of the period. The temples 

represent in concrete form the prevailing religious consciousness of the people 1• 

Aims of Building Temples: 

Temples are considered as the symbolic representation of God. It is believed to 

help in promoting devotion and concentrating innate faith in the divine being. The 

building of a temple was regarded as a sacred act. It was meant to enhance one's fame and 

renown in this world and one's eligibility for a place in hea1en. The rewards gained by 

the pert()rmance of sacrifices and public works 11ere equal to the rewards which one 

attain by building a temple. "One wishing to enter the world attained by performing 

sacrifices and sinking wells and the like. should build a temple. 11hereb;. tl!le should get 

the fruit of both."
2 

"Throughout the ages. the Hindu temple has been built with len our of 

devotion- the hhakti- as a work of offering and pious lib,·ralitl in order to secure f(.ll" the 

builder a place in heaven. The Hindu temple is a t!rtha made h1 an ~ 

Antiquity of Sun-temples: 

There was no scope for a temple in the solar religion of the Vedic tradition as it 

centered round the worship of the atmospheric form of the Sun bv means of oblations and 
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libations in the sacred fire. Naturally, the Vedic literature is conspicuous by the absence 

of references to any temple in the proper sense of the term. However, terms indicative of 

the temple start occurring in the Grhyasutras 4, which shows that by the 5th-4th centuries 

B.C. the tradition of temples had been evolved in the Hindu society. The cult of bhakti, 

which inundated India after the 5th-4th centuries B.C., was responsible for the adoption 

of the temple-tradition.5 

As regards the Sun-cult, we do not find any reference to a temple of the Sun in the 

orthodox literature before the 5th -6th cent. A.D. For the first time, there are references to a 

Sun-temple established by Samba at Mulasthiina (modem Multan) in the Samba, 

Bhavi$ya and many other later Purfu;las.6 The Magas are said in this legend to have built 

a city known as Mulasthana on the banks of Candrbhiigii in Punjab and a Sun-temple 

there containing image of that deity. The tradition of public worship of the Sun in temples 

was introduced in India by the Mag as as is attested by the literary evidences7 From the 

archaeological evidences, it is clear that many temples with the Sun-icons may have been 

constmcted in India under the influence of the Magi Priests 8 The PuraQas mentioned 

above also refer to other temples at Konark and Kalapriya established by the Magas 9 The 

temple of Multan may have been built in the Saka-Ku~iiQa period (2nd cent. B.C.-2nd 

cent. A.D.). lfthe testimony of Philostratos and Plutarch is to be believed. there may have 

been Sun-temples in the kingdom of Porus Ill on the e\·e of Alexander's im·asion (4th cent. 

B.C.). In view of these evidences, it may be suggested that the tradition of temple for the 

Sun god may be as old as the fourth cent B.C. and like other temples, they were made of 

perishable materials in the Maurya-Suilga period. 
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Many Gupta inscriptions also refer to Sun-temples. 11 Thus, by the Gupta period 

the temple tradition came to be incorporated in the Sun-cult by the orthodox Hindus also. 

However, it appears that the tradition of temple for the Sun god had come into existence 

much earlier among the masses under the combined impact of the Hellenized Mithraism 

and indigenous traditions. From the Gupta period onwards, the Sun-temples also came to 

be built in bricks and stones. That is why we start getting archaeological evidences of 

Sun-temples from the Gupta period onwards. 12 

Scarcity of materials: 

In dealing with the Sun temple, nay with any type of architecture of early Bengal. 

one is at the very outset confronted with an utter scarcity of material all through the 

period. Almost none of these early monuments now exist. The fact is rather intriguing 

because numerous inscriptions of the province, dating from the Gupta period, refer to 

temples and monasteries. Fa-hien in the 5th century A.D. and Hiuen Tsang in the seventh 

saw a large number of temples and stiipas in different parts of Bengal. Dhoyi, author of 

Pavana-diita. mentions many temples in Suhma dedicated to gods namely Viglll (V. 28) . 

. ~iva (V. 29), Sun (V. 30) and Ardhaniir[vvara (V. 30)u Innumerable images found in 

Bengal are in them sufficient evidences that in ancient 1-lengal there were temples for 

their proper enshrinement. However, the very few standing edifices and the ruined 

vestiges, brought to I ight in explorations. are too fragmentary to he of much real use for a 

detailed account of Sun temple, properly so called. All that is possible to do is to piece 

together every bit of information from such other sources as inscriptions. literary works. 
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sculpture and extant monuments elsewhere, in order to reconstruct the history of the Sun 

temples of the province. 

A cause for this almost obliteration may be sought for not only in the soft alluvial 

formation of the land and its damp climate, but also in the building materials. These last 

were usually mud, bamboo, reeds, wood and fragile but indigenous products. In Bengal, 

as in the rest of India, there was, no doubt, always a tendency to use permanent materials 

for religious edifices. However, even in the more pretentious buildings, the usual medium 

was brick, certainly a much less durable material than stone. 14 A brick structure, not to 

speak of the buildings in more perishable materials, cannot be expected to resist for long 

the effects of damp and relaxing climate, the excessive rainfall, and the luxuriant vegeta

tion of the country. Stone was always very difficult to obtain in Bengal and had to be 

imported at great expenses from the quarry of Rajmahal Hills. Therefore, Bengal temples 

were almost entirely made of bricks and when left in neglect. their destruction was only a 

question. 

Along with this natural cause. there was also the human element. Many temples 

that might have escaped decay because of the more durable nature of their materials were 

deliberately razed to the ground by foreign imaders hecause of their iconoclastic zeal. A 

few were converted by them into mosques or Dargahs. 15 Quite a large number of temples 

were demolished by the iconoclasts to secure building materials for constructing or 

decorating their own structures. Instances are not rare where earlier structures were thus 

utilized with but little transformations. as we have an example in the tomb of Jafar Khan 

Ghazi at Trive1,1I in Hooghlyi> 
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Distribution of Sun-temples in early Bengal: 

Sun images have been discovered more or less from most of the districts of early 

Bengal. Presumably, majority of these icons used to receive worship in temples, big or 

• small. However, we have very scanty references to the shrines of the Sun god, and that 

too in favour of a few districts only. 

Rajshahi: The temple of the thousand-rayed god Sfuya referred to in the 

Jagadishpur copper plate (A.D.447 A.D.) from Rajshahi District was established in the 

village named Gulmagandhikii adjacent to the Jaina Vihiira area included within 

Pundravardhanabhukti .17 .. 

Maida: At a place called Madhaipur in the district of Maida, an image of the Sun 

god is found in a temple of goddess Kall. which lies at a short distance from the present 

Maida Court Railway Station across the Mahananda River. It is believed that an exclusive 

temple for the Sun existed here in olden days.' x According to local scholars. there was a 

city named Sfuyapur situated in the forest of Kathal in earlier times. At a place called 

YogTbhavan of this Suryapur. is found a big Sun image in a temple. Madhaipur is known 

to have been once a Briihmal,la-dominated area. Ramapiila is also referred to have 

established at Ramavatf (Ramauti) a temple for the Sun god in addition to those for a fe\\ 

other Brahma(lical deities.''~ 

l'4urshidabad; There is a Sun temple in the old settlement of AmrtakuQga or 

Amarkul,lda under Navagram Police Station, three miles from Ranidii, in the district of 

Murshidabad. This temple is popularly known as the ·Gangadiryer Mandir '20 The god 

came to be known as Gangaditya because of being installed in a temple on the bank of 
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the River Ganges. He is the presiding deity of the AmarkUQ~a village. It is learnt that the 

temple was built in 1307- 1308 B.S. (1900-01) on an earlier temple-foundation. 

Birbhum: There was probably a big temple of the Sun god in the Rfujha region, 

which is indirectly referred to in the Sian (Birbhum) Stone Inscription21 (of 

approximately 1043 A.D. and belonging to the reign of Nayapala). Grant of a ratha by 

the king for the Sun temple is indicated in Verse 17. Here we find a reference to 

something similar to a moving victory-pillar given by the king C'Visramarthamivai~a 

jamgam-jayastambho babhou yo 'rpita& '). The term' Visramartham' probably indicates 

that when tired, the horses of the Sun' s chariot would rest for a while at the peak of the 

temple. Indirect reference is made to a big Sun-temple too in another verse (No.46) 

because the shrine is thought to be the palace of the Sun god where he would stay by 

giving up the way to the heaven ("yadlya ruchi lohhitah sa hhagavannahha& piinthatam 

tyajediti vichintayanniyatamahi ... ). 

Bankura: On the bank of a small nver Kumarf in the extreme southwestern 

corner of Bankura district:'' lies a temple for the Sun god. which has a standing tigure of 

the Sun god carved on a large pedestal. There is also a Sun-temple at Sonatapal (Onda) 

in the same district. This rekha deul {i.e. temple with curvilinear .1'ikhara (tower)} made 

of brick is one of excellent architectural heritage of the district. It is believd to have been 

established in the II <h century A.D. The place where the temple is located was known as 

Hamirdanga in earlier times and still has a large number of the Sakadvfpf Brahmal)as 

living nearby.23 

Hoogh/y: There are many references to Sun-temples in the District of Hooghly. 

P~~uya (Saptagram) situated thirty-eight miles from Calcutta and now commonly 
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known as Pedo, probably had a Sun-temple.24 Every year in the month of January and 

April fairs are held here in the honour of the Sun god. When Samsuddin Isuf Shah, a king 

ofGau~a, conquered this place in the 15th Century A.D., the temple was converted into a 

mosque.ZS An Islamic inscription is found engraved in the lower portion of the backside 

of a stone slab containing a Sun-image26 Trivel)I, situated at eight miles to the east of 

Mahanadi and at the short distance from Hooghly, was another place where probably a 

temple dedicated to the Sun god existed in ancient period. Dhoyi, the author of Pavana-

duta, also refers to the same temple, while directing the messenger wind to salute the 

Sun-god (' Raghukulaguru') and offer water to him on the bank of the river Ganges before 

departing from there27 Twelve figures of the god representing probably twelve different 

Adityas have also been discovered from Trivel)f. 28 Probably, there was a splendid temple 

dedicated to them. which. later on. was destroyed by the Mohammedan invaders in the 

.,, 
JJth or 14th century A.D.· 

Midnapore: No Sun-temple is found in the Midnapore District. Nor any evidence 

that there existed any temple for this god ever in any pans of the district has been 

discovered so far
30 

The Pala-Sena tradition had no abiding influence on temple 

architecture in this district almost the whole of which was under the territorial jurisdiction 

of ancient Orissa since the early medieval pcriod 31 

A Sun-temple is also found close to the l'i~1.1upado at GayiL housing a Sun-image 

with four hands. 
32 

Incidentally, mention may also be made of the Deo Sun-shrine, which 

is one of the ancient shrines of the country situated in Aurangabad district of Maghi 

cultural region of Bihar state and which is famous in the country tor the performance of 

Chhath Vrata, which takes place twice in a year i.e .. Chairra and Karttik. On Chharh 
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Vrata, the greatest Chhath fair of the country takes place at Deo for a period of a week 

and nearly 10-12 lakhs of people from different parts of Bihar, Eastern Uttar Pradesh, 

adjacent parts of Madhya Pradesh and West Bengal pay a visit to perform the Vrata of 

Chhath. 32
• 

Navagraha-shrines, though rare, have been discovered in other parts of India. The 

Navagraha temple of Gauhati, which is situated near the Kamakhya temple on the top of 

a beautiful hill, deserves mention32
b The temple, which is surrounded by a big wall, 

consists of a large circular room where nine grahas are placed. The Navagrahas are 

represented here by nine cylindrical pieces of black stone, each one of which has been 

erected on a wide elevated base. The campus of the temple has a small rectangular 

pronaos where a liilga is worshipped. Whether any temple for the nine planets had ever 

come up in early Bengal.. especially in North and South-Western BengaL which has 

presented us all the Navagraha images. is not certain. 

Patrons of Sun-temples: 

The Brahma Purii!Ja prescribes Sun worship for all the castes - Briihma!Jas. 

K~atriyas, Vaisyas and .~udras - to get all the worldly and non-worldly pleasures 33 No 

restriction on account of caste is imposed on Sun-worship in the Brhaddharma Purii1;1a 

too.
34 

Religious privileges were extended to women and men of lower castes by the 

Magas as well35 Deprived of the association of the higher Hindu society, these Scythian 

BriihrnaQas sought to establish supremacy over the low-class untouchables36 

As is well known, Sun worship did not receive royal patronage in Bengal as 

elsewhere. Therefore, it is quite natural to presume that the kings had played no important 
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role in the establishment of solar shrine in this territory. In keeping with our presumption, 

we have hitherto only two references to royal endeavour in the matter under discussion. 

In one case, the Pala king Ramapala, son of Vigrahapala III, is found to have established 

a temple for the Sun-deity at Riimiivati (Ramauti) along with those of Siva, eleventh 

Rudra, Skanda and Gw;tapati37 The urge on the part of the king to please the people of 

different dominating cults in view of the recent Kaivarta rebellion, which led to the 

seizure of the Pala throne by the Kaivarta chief Divya followed by recovery under 

Riimapiila, probably inspired him to take such a laudable eclectic step. In the other case, 

an indication is made of the grant of a ratha by a king for the Sun-temple. which 

presupposes the building of the solar shrine by the king.38 Large number of Sun-images 

in stone from different parts of early Bengal speak in favour of the existence of a good 

number of temple for the divinity. Perhaps most of these temples were built by the rich 

people39 as well as the residents. The Jagadishpur copper plate (A.D.44 7 A.D.) from 

Rajshahi District refers to the permanent donation of land by three residents - K~emarka. 

Bhoyila and Mahidasa - for the construction of a Sun-temple in the village named 

Gulmagandhika (PUQdravardhana-bhukti)40 Lands were also granted to the Brahmar;tas 

to enable them to build up temples for di!Terent gods. as is reYealed by several Gupta 

I 
. . 41 

nscnptlons. 

Priests of the Sun-temples: 

The information about the priests of the Sun-temples comes from both the literary 

as well as the epigraphic sources. It is learnt from the Bhavi~ya and some other Puriinas 

that Samba, a son of Kr$t;za, brought the Magas from Siikadvipa to appoint them as the 
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priests of Sun-temples. This is also corroborated by the Govindapur (Navada, Gayii) 

Stone Inscription42 of A.D. 1137-38, composed by the poet Gangiidhara who belonged to 

a line ofMaga BriihmaJ;Ia. Further, it is expressly laid down in the Brhat-samhitii (Ch. 59, 

V .19) that it was the Magas (the Indianized form of the Magi, the Sun-worshipping 

priests of Iran) who were entitled to install ceremonially the images of Silrya in 

temples43 Variihamihira who lived in the Gupta period categorically says that when a 

king would construct a temple of the Sun, he would appoint Magi BriihmaJ;IaS for the 

worship of the deity. 

It may be derived specifically from the Deo-Baranark (Shahabad district, Bihar) 

inscription that with the temple of the Sun god were associated the Bhojakas named 

Silryamitra. Hamsamitra, ~~imitra and Durdharamitra. As suggested by Monier 

Williams,44 the Bhojakas were the descendants of the Magas through the women of the 

Bhoja race. Varahamihira45 informs us "'the BrahrnaJ,Ja who knows very well the (astrono· 

mica! and astrological) works and their meaning, is the lirst to eat the food (Agrabhuk) 

oiTered to the manes". The name Bhojaka seems to have been derived from their function 

of eating first on Sriiddha-ceremony. 

Bengal abounds in images of Siirya belonging to the mediaeval and earlier 

periods. It is presumable that the descendants of Maga BriihmaJ;~as settled in large 

numbers in this tract. The Brahma1,1as who came to be known as .4caryas in Bengal and 

were the main section of the Sauras, had images made for their use. which was 

worshipped by the general people for averting diseases and other evils.46 Usually. they 

looked after the solar temples as priests and also actively pursued the profession of 
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astrologers and averter of astral influences (grahaslinti), which ts referred to m the 

Lf p - 47 1"atsya urw;a. 

General features of the Sun-temples: 

No Sun-temples of great antiquity exist in Bengal. However, we get some idea 

about their general features from the close examination of some extant Sun temples in 

other parts of India as well as from the outlines of temples as appeared on Sun images. 

By a close study and analysis of these. the Sun-temples of ancient Bengal, which all 

naturally belonged to the northern style of Indian architecture, may be divided into two 

distinct types according to the form of the roof over the sanctum. However. for a better 

understanding, it may not be irrelevent to add a few words about the distinct types of 

Bengal tempi es. 

Ancient temples of Bengal have been classified into four distinct types: (i) the 

bhadra. pi~la or tiered type. in which the roof over the sanctum consists of a series of 

gradually receding tiered stages crowned by the usual finials including the iimalaka; (ii) 

the rekha or the sikhara type is characterized by a high curvilinear tower and the usual 

crowning elements; (iii) the tiered type is surmounted by a stupa. (iv) the tiered type is 

surmounted by a .1-ikhara. It should be noted. however. that structural examples of these 

different types, except those of the second, are very rare. if not unknown. especially so 

far as the last two are concemed. The tirst type may be seen as fully devolved in several 

images such as the images of Surya from Kuldia (24-Parganas), Silrya from Baria 

(Rajshahi; Pl. 18b) etc. Here we find temples with trefoil arches supported on richly 

decorated pillars, the roofs being composed of an odd number of plfjas (here sloping 
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tiers), three or five, and the top surmounted by the iimalaka and the usual finials. The last 

tier occasionally shows rampant lions at the course. It may be safely presumed that the 

Sun-temples in which the above and other Siirya images were enshrined might have had 

forms and features as carved around the celestial figure. 

A thorough inspection of a few existing Sun-temples in other parts of India48 also 

enlightens us about some other common characteristics of the Sun-temples with minor 

variations in details. The Sun-temples face towards east. According to the Bhavi~ya 

Purii~;w, the entrance of a Sun-temple should face the east;49 if not possible, it should face 

the west. The agnihotragrha (the house for the oblations to the fire) is an integral part of 

the Sun-temples50 They have usually prada/qi1Ja-miirga. They give an impression of 

massiveness and largeness, though are of moderate dimensions. It is interesting to note 

that in spite of the Magian association with the Sun worship. no Iranian influence is 

visible in any of the Sun-temples, and the architecture is in keeping with the Indian 

tradition. 

Sometimes the image of the Sun god was installed in a temple along with those of 

other BriihmaJ;Jical deities as well. It is not also rare that the shrine of other divinity, even 

belonging to heterodox cult. had been built up just beside or very close to the temple of 

Siirya51 The temple of the god S"ahasrara.{mi was established at Gulmagandhika adjacent 

to the Jaina Vihara area in Pur,ujravardhana-bhukti. In close proximity of the extant 

temple of the Sun god and the lost shrines of Vi~Qu and Siva on the bank of the Kumar! 

R. (Bank 5' . th d 1ver ura) ·IS found a huge I 0 cent. A.D. standing image of the 23' Tfrthankara 

Parivaniitha with the figures of 24 Tirthankaras carved on the background. These 

developments came to take place in early and particularly in late medieval Bengal either 
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out of the growth of the Panciiyatana-pujii or of the social compulsion of harmonious co-

existence for a better survival of the cults at stake. 

As already seen, stone slabs with Navagraha images were used in the medieval 

temples as architectural pieces (e.g. in a panel on a doorframe, on lintels over the 

entrance doorway and sometimes on the torana of a Surya temple) allegedly to ensure 

prosperity to their founders and to prevent any evil happening to the temples themselves. 

Whether they were placed in the Sun-temples of Bengal. and if so, how- is not definitely 

known as there is no old temple in this province with such a sculpture fixed in situ. 

It is deserving of note that near the Sun-temples53 at Madhaipur (Maida) and 

Sonatapal (Bankura) BrahmaQa settlements, especially of Sakadvlpls, are found to have 

existed. which seems to be quite natural in view of the Maga BrahmaQas forming the 

main section of the Sun-worshippers. This sort of settlement might have been present in 

the neighborhood of a few other solar shrines as well. 

Sun-temple complex: 

The Sun-temple of PiiQ9ua or Pedo (Hooghly). now destroyed, has still two tanks, 

named Jarapukar and Pirpukar54 These two tanks are undoubtedly Surya-kw;ujas. which 

are sacred to the Sun god. The Sun temple of Modhera ( Gujrat). one of the most splendid 

of the Solar shrines of India, also has a Surya-kw;ufa very near. which is now called 

Rama-kul)ga. 
55 

The Sun temple of Deo in Aurangabad district (Bihar) has a S1irya-kw;~da 

. h 55a h' h m t e east, w 1c can accommodate 5,000 or more devotees at a time for the purpose 

of bathing and offering arghya. Even today. ritual of bathing is performed with a belief of 

cure from leprosy. According to Viiyu Purii!Ja, Yajfiavalkya and his pupils had their bath 
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in the Suryakur,uja to get rid of the sin of Brahmahatyii, worshipped the god Viilukesvara 

(Siirya) of twelve beams in the city of Viiyupur and merged themselves into the world of 

Siirya (Surya-mm;ujalam). 56 The presence of a Surya-kul}~a became quite common in 

classical and mediaeval Hindu India 57 as an integral part of the Sun-temple complex. The 

IJ.gveda (10.142.8) emphasizes the need of digging ponds or tanks for having full-blown 

lotuses (i.e. a sun-symbol standing for the creative force) besides for the supply of pure 

drinking water (RV, 9.110.5). It is said in the Great Epic that the digging of tanks is very 

agreeable and beneficial and is "gratifying" to Surya himself and rewarded are those who 

dig tanks58 In view of these facts, it is presumable that the Sun-temples which were not 

situated on some riverbank, were, in all likelihood, endowed with Surya-kul}ljas. Perhaps 

at least a few of the Sun-temples were provided with ratha1 (Chariot) for thejoumey of 

the Sun god installed in the temple- a fact which may he surmised from the reference to 

grant of a ratha by the king for the god in Verse 17 of the Sian Stone lnscriptionw 

We have already seen that most of the Sun-temples in Bengal were built up on the 

bank of some or other river (Ganga. Mahanandii, Kumiirf etc.) and at least one has been 

provided with Surya-kul)rjas. The presence of big and deep-water source like river or 

pond is quite significant. It has already been noticed in the legend of Rrahma-hatya and 

consequent Sun worship by Yajfiavalkya and his pupils that it was enjoined {or those 

guilty of sin to have a bath before going to worship th~ solar divinity. Siirya has been 

worshipped from time immemorial for removal of diseases, especially leprosy inflicted 

because of some heinous act committed ( ef Samba and Mayura legends). How could a 

bath be possible as a precondition of Sun worship in absence of sufficient water available 

nearby? There is also a long established custom to see the ret1ected image of the Sun in 
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the water. Even at the folk level, a miniature pond is dug in the yard to have reflected 

image of the Sun in the water, on which the solar worship is to be performed. 60 In Sun 

worship by the Mai-Paharia tribe,61 a brass pot of water with a mango-twig placed on it is 

thought to represent the seat of the Sun god. It, therefore, appears that the miniature pond 

or the brass-pot of water is nothing but an available substitute of Siirya-kw;qa, which is 

very sacred to the Sun god. In addition, water happens to be the most important of the 

eight offerings to god Siirya, others being Kusa-grass, clarified butter, curd, honey, red 

Karabl flower and red sandal. Dhoyi in his Pavana-diita (V. 30), directs the messenger 

wind to salute the solar divinity (' Raghukulaguru') in the temple of TriveQ.i on the bank 

of the river Ganges and otTer water to him before departing from there. Water is also very 

much needed to quench the thirst caused b) the heat of the Sun. a fact which probably 

became very much prominent in the minds of the builders of the Sun-temples. Such a 

pressing necessity of water in Sun worship explains the location of the solar shrines on 

the riverbank or the digging of tanks very close to the temple of the Sun god. The 

location of stone Sun-temples mostly on the riverbank is attributable to the advantage of 

importing thousands of stone blocks from the distant quarries, either by some vessel or by 

tloating them down the river. In this land of alluvial soiL there was no ample scope to 

make use of stone tor the construction oftemrles. 
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APPENDIX- B 

SUN WORSHIP IN FOLK TRADITION 

During the period of the revival of Hindu supremacy when the Sun-worshipping 

scythic people were found to observe several distinct rites and customs of their own with 

which the Vedic Hindus had no ritualistic or cultural affinity, they became 

excommunicated from the higher Hindu society. Deprived of the association of this 

society, these Scythian Brahmm;as sought to establish supremacy over the low-class 

untouchables of society and it was from then that the solar worship became almost extinct 

in higher Hindu society.' Though solar worship has outwardly disappeared from the 

social rites of the Hindus, yet it has not clean gone out of the heart of society. The 

popular vratas such as Maghamw;~lal Vrata, etc. are nothing but a popular phase of solar 

worship. 

I 

Sun worship by womenfolk 

The l·i·ata literally means 'a vow to be observed hy undergoing solemnly certain 

physical and mental discipline I(Jr attaining a desired result or object'. Women-folk in 

India were deprived for a long time of their religious rights and privileges as per 

injunctions of the Smrtis or Dharma.i-astras. As a result. they used to satist)• their earnest 

desire for performing religious rites and rituals by taking part in the Vratas, which are 

folk-rituals unrecognized in the sacred texts (.{cls!ras). 
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It is difficult to determine the antiquity of this form of folk-ritual that are 

practiced by women folk at different stages of their life. The Vratas in their primitive 

form seem to have been known to the aboriginal tribes and were later adopted in their 

sophisticated form by the women of the upper classes of the society. The process of 

extending recognition to the Vratas by the priestly class seems to have been long-drawn 

in character. However, in the Matsya PuriiiJa Siva is said to have explained the efficacy 

of some Saura Vratas, that is, rituals to be performed invoking the god Siirya. An 

emphasis has been laid upon the performance of such rituals on the seventh day of the 

bright fortnight, especially in the Bengali month of Magha. In the Matsya PuraiJa, 

description has been given of the Vratas like Kalyan Saptaml, Vi§oka Saptaml, Phala 

Sap/ami. Sarkara Sap/am/, Kamal Saptamf. Mandar Saptamf and .~ubha Saptamf. 2 The 

term Saptamf seems to have signified the auspicious seventh day in the bright fortnight of 

a month. especially of Magha. It may be considered in this connection that the first four 

and the last one of the Vratas mentioned above are prescribed for those who desire to be 

free from all diseases by an invocation to god Siirya and a prayer for his beneficent 

farvour. As in the early PuriiQ.as, so also in the later Pura(las Vratas find mention for the 

worship of Siirya. In the Brhaddhannmu l'urii(1U ( 1-tth century .--\ D.). for example. we 

find specific reference to the Surya-vrata. lt would not be unreasonable to hold that the 

said Purcu;w has recorded the tradition of J ·raw that had been in vogue for a long time. 

The PuriiQas also recommend the observance of vows or J ratas in honour of the Sun 

with such objectives as obtaining cure from disease. attainment of wealth etc:' It is 

noteworthy that no restriction on account of caste is imposed on Sun-worship4 In 

addition to PuriiQ.ic references, we may also take into our consideration the results 
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achieved by socio-cultural anthropologists through their researches. Their findings give 

us to understand different forms of Vratas prevalent in different parts of Bengal. The 

Vratas hardly required the use of any mantra or a disciplined way of worship. Those 

were mostly performed by the devotees with the aid of symbolic representation of the 

deity concerned and the traditional ballads and folklore handed down from generation to 

generation. 

Miigha-Mat.ufala Vrata: Among the Surya-vratas, the Magha-Ma!Jcjala Vrata is 

the most popular one, which the girls of East Bengal, Sylhet and Cachhar districts 

observe for years together before their marriage. The detailed description of this vrata, 

which has been given by Dr. N.K. Bhattashali, deserves to be cited in this connection: 

.. The Magha-Mal1da/a Vrata is perfom1ed by the Hindu girls from their early 

childhood. It often begins when they are as young as 3 or 4 years of age. It has to be 

continued for five years m succession and is performed every year in winter throughout 

the month of Miigha. The girls rise before the Sun appears on the horizon and repair to 

the ghii{ of the nearest tank. They sit by the water's edge with t1owers in their hands and 

begin to chant hymns in vernacular under the guidance of an elderly girl or woman. The 

hymns are mostly childish doggerel. hut not devoid of beautiful sentiments. They 

describe the childhood of the Sun, his coming of age, his marriage, the birth of his son 

etc .. and in them are skillfully interwoven the childish hopes and fears of the girl 

regarding her future wifehood and home, her fears of rivals and her hankering to be the 

centre of a prosperous household. 

The hymns (a dialogue supposed to take place between the girl and the Sun) begin 
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thus:-

Arise, arise, Sun-nie dear, sparkling and fresh; 

Alas, I cannot, I cannot, the mists will not let me. 

On the inner courtyard of the home, a shallow circle is dug on the ground with a 

smaller circle to indicate the Sun to the east, and a semi-circle for the moon to the west. 

After the chants are finished, the girl returns home and completes observance by the 

chant of a short hymn, sung while sitting on the edge of the circle. A new circle has to be 

added each year and each has to be coloured differently by different tinted powders. 

When the five circles are at last completed, the final observance of eating certain forms of 

sweetmeat by the girl while sitting on the edge of the circles is performed. The residue of 

sweetmeat is thrown over her head to be scrambled for by the other girls present. Thus, 

the five years' observance comes to a close"5 The vrata is usually found to begin on and 

from the very day, when the Sun passes into the summer solstice after the period of its 

passage from Sagittarius to Capricon.6 If the rites and rituals of th<.· ltagha-mw;cjal 

Vrata is a little closely studied, it will be quite clear that it is merely a popular female 

edition of the solar worship of older days. It appears that the vrata has been designed 

mainly a-; a discipline in early rising in defiance of the cold weather, which is at its height 

in Miigha. 

ltu-Piiji1: Among instances of folk-worship of the Sun in the BrahmaJ;Iical society 

in Bengal, mention should also be made of the ltupfijii. 7 Dr. J. N .Banerjea8 thinks that in 

the worship of ltu lies hidden the Sun worship of the earlier period. In West Bengal, Itu

piijii is performed by the women of every Hindu family on every Sunday beginning 
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from the last day of the month of Kiirttika to the last day of the month of Agrahiiya~;~a 

(November-December) according to the sanctions of Hindu siistras. It has been pointed 

out by Chintaharan Chakraborty9 that ltu-pujii is more prevalent in West Bengal than 

Miigha-Ma~;~rjala. 

It has been suggested that Itu has to be derived from Mitu that is Mitra or the 

Sun. That the Sun was not unknown by the name of Mitra is thought by some scholars to 

be evident from the performance of the Vrata Mitra Saptamf in some parts of Bengal in 

the month of Agrahiiya~;~a. However, no tradition of Mitra-worship has been preserved 

and there is no evidence that the Mitra-cult did, at any time, become a popular form of 

religion. 10 On the other hand, both in the folk legends connected with worship of Itu and 

the BrahmaJ)ic form given to this folk worship the deity is definitely mentioned as 

S- II urya. 

Four small earthen pots are placed on a big earthen cup tilled with earth in which 

seeds of paddy, barley, wheat and cereals are put. These seeds germinate and shoot up in 

the course of the month as a small quantity of water is poured every Sunday on the earth. 

The four earthen pots are symbolical of the four seasons of which the Sun is the lord; the 

earthen cup tilled with earth symbolizes the earth ruled over by the Sun. Devotees should 

forego hair oil, fish and meat on the day of worship. Flowers, durha-grass. sandalwood 

paste, sesame, sun-dried rice. myrobolam and so forth are presented for the rites of 

worship. Bunches of paddy-crops and some bulbs of arum (co/occasia) are inserted into 

the earthen pot filled-up with water. When the officiating BriihmaJ)a priest begins to 

perform the rite and offers the piijii-offerings to the said pot, the females, maiden or 

married, recite some rhymed verses and legend connected with the Sun-deity. These 
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verses and legend describe how this worship came to be adopted by some persons in an 

extremely miserable plight and how they came to attain prosperity and happiness through 

it. When the period of worship ends, siidh (rice boiled in milk and cakes) is given to Itu. 

Siidh is a feminine term meaning slmiintonnayana, one of the twelve purificatory rites 

prescribed in the Grhyasiltras and its use in this connection is characteristic. When the 

females have finished the recital of the legend, they chant a verse, which embodies the 

boons, and merits which they desire to obtain. The English rendering of the verse is as 

follows: 

"While I went to gather faggots, I heard the story (connected with the worship) of 

"Itu" the Sun-deity and returned home. If one hears it, what merits does one acquire 

thereby? A man who has got no wealth, gets wealth; a man who is sonless, is blest with 

son; the unmarried soon gets married, the helpless gets help from God; the blind man gets 

back his eyesight, and after death. the hearer of this legend goes to heaven." 

The boons asked for by the observers of the fru-pujii are sufficiently and distinctly 

set forth in the verse, which is recited in connection therewith. The object of the Itu- pujii 

is undoubtedly the attainment of domestic happiness. It is deserving of note that this 

worship is confined to women and requires no priest except on the last day of the worship 

and that it is performed only on Sundays in the month of Agrahiiyw;za. The last fact is 

easily explained by the circumstance that Sunday is especially sacred to the Sun while the 

two other facts would clearly indicate that the worship is of folk origin. The worship of 

Itu is really in the nature of a Vrata and synchronizes with time when the winter paddy 

crop is harvested and seeds of cereals are sown. The manner of worship in which seeds of 

grains and cereals are put in a cup filled with earth and watered for a month and small 
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pots placed on it as symbols of four seasons ruled over by the Sun, would indicate that 

the worship was, perhaps, in its origin a fertility rite based on the idea of mimetic 

magic. 12 

Suryer Vrata: Besides the Miigha-mal)cjal Vrata, Sun worship is still extant in 

East Bengal in a different among the female-folk. It is known as Siiryer Vrata. 13 The 

rituals associated with this Vrata are as follows: On a certain Sunday of the light fortnight 

in the month of Miigha, an earthen altar is to be built in the courtyard. On the alter should 

be lighted, immediately after the Sun-rise, ghrta-pradlps (lamps whose wicks are 

besmeared with clarified butter), whose number must correspond to that of the Vrata 

performers. After ablutions even before sunrise, the female worshippers stand facing the 

east with lighted lamps in their hands. They will then make obeisance to the Sun and 

commence singing songs in honour of the Sun with sounds of · Ulu ·. ·ou ·. The 

worshippers are not to sit down from sunrise to sunset: they may not partake of anything, 

not braid their hair or ease themselves. Those who will perform their Vrata in a sitting 

posture will not be allowed to stand up. At noon, the priest performs the worship of the 

Sun at the foot of the altar. The worshippers will finish their songs after sunset and break 

their fasts. They will then be allowed to put out the lights and sit do-w11. 

The people of Chittagong also perfom1 the Surya-Vrata 1 ~ on the last Sunday of 

the light lunar fortnight of the Bengali month of Miigha (January-February). The 

Briilima!Ja priest is engaged to perform this rite of worship. It takes place on an elevated 

spot where the public fair is held every year on that fixed date. On the day of the 
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worship, all the devotees, especially females, rise very early in the morning, go to an 

adjacent tank with brass water-pot and take baths therein. Each devotee fills up this pot 

with water and inserts a mango twig into it, and all utter cries of "Ulu " in a chorus. No 

such legend and verses as in the case of ltu-pujii are recited in this Chittagong form of 

Sun worship. Retuning home with those pots in their hands, they keep them in such a 

place where the sunrays must fall upon the pots throughout the whole day to dry up 

gradually the water within the pot. 15 The gradual drying-up of water by the Sunrays 

indicates the fulfillment of their heart's desires. If the sunrays do not fall upon the pots all 

the day long and dry up the water therein, the observers think that their cherished desires 

will not be fulfilled. 

All the devotees fast whole day and go to the aforesaid fair. They each purchases 

a big funnel-shaped incense-pot, two sets of small earthen pots, saucers and lamps with 

lamp-stands. They take all those things and other plija-offerings to the officiating priests 

who sit in a row. Flowers, durhii-grass. sandalwood paste. sesame. Sun-dried rice, 

myrobolam and so forth are presented for the rites of worship. It is not indispensably 

necessary to place upon an earthen saucer a water pot with a mango twig. some ears of 

paddy and bulbs of arum inserted thereinto, to which the pujii offerings are presented. 

Each priest prepares those piija offerings. arranges them upon those earthen plates, bums 

incense, lights lamps and performs the rite. He presents one set of food-offerings to 

Vi~J;J.U, the preserver of the world. who is at first propitiated and another set to the Sun

deity. 

Throughout the day of the pilja, a sacrificial fire is kept burning, before which are 

placed the pujii-offerings brought by the devotees for dedication to the Sun-deity. The 
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site on which the piijii as well as the fair is held is called by the people " Siirya-Khala", 

the place for the worship of the Sun god. The great fair begins from the morning and 

closes with the sunset. 

The only boon prayed for by the worshippers is that they might be cured of all 

ailments they might be suffering from at the time. This is done under the belief that the 

Sun god will cure them of their ailments. Quite analogous to this folk-rite of eastern 

Bengal is that which is performed in Bihar by persons who suffer from chronic diseases. 

They worship the Sun daily after taking their morning bath and read the Surya-Puriil;w. 

Silrya Vrata is also enjoined in the Brhaddharma Pun11Ja 16 for those who desire 

to get rid of all diseases and to acquire good health. It has been prescribed for the people 

belonging to all castes. There are different methods of observing the Vrara. According to 

a method prescribed, the worship of the Sun god is to be performed on the seventh day of 

the bright fortnight by the devotee. She observes restrain in her taking food on the sixth 

day and fasting on the seventh day and is allowed to take usual food on the eighth day. 

According to another method. the denJtee mav worship Jfarrta(l~la on Sundays. 

observing fast at night. Again, a devotee may also worship god Bhaskara on the day of 

Swi1kranti-cum-Sunday uttering the name of .4din·u and taking food once only at night. It 

is further prescribed that a devotee may concentrate upon the setting Sun and later feed 

the Brahma,Jas with sweets for their satisfaction. herself takin>'. onh rice boiled in milk 

with sweet. The devotees of the Sun god are advised to repeat the Adityahrdaya-mantra 

on the seventh day of the bright fortnight in i'vfaJ<ha. The day should. of course. be a 

Sunday. After the repetition of the mantra, the devotee has to take holy bath, give 
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donation, practice penance, perform sacrifice and observe fasting. The eight offerings to 

god Siirya are said to be water with Kusa-grass, clarified butter, curd, honey, red Karabi 

flower and red sandal. The offerings are to be made in pots made of clay or gold. In some 

places, the priests are found to officiate in the Surya- Vrata, preparing an offering on 

earthen plates, burning incense, lighting lamps and performing the rite on behalf of the 

Vrata-observers. The description of the Vratas, as given in different texts, seems to 

suggest that not only cure of diseases but also all possible desirable things in woman's life 

are prayed for after an invocation to the Sun god at the time of observing the Vratas. 

Silrya-Vrata in Sylhet: An instance of folk worship of the Sun is reported from 

Sylhet, Assam.
17 

On a Sunday on the 7th day of the moon and on the last day of the 

month, worship of the Sun is performed on the reflected image of the Sun in the water in 

a miniature pond dug in the yard for the occasion. On Sundays in the month of Magha, 

the worship is performed with great pomp. At that. the devotees remain standing the 

whole day and enjoy neither meal nor protection ffom sunshine. In the past, devotees 

used to take lamp in the hand and plunge themselves into water at sunrise. Standing in 

water naval deep, they would look towards the Sun, shifting the direction of their faces 

from east to west. as the Sun would move in its diumal course. After the Sunset. the 

devotees would come out of the water to take their food. Only very lately, the devotees 

used to remain standing on the land at spot. looking towards the Sun with a lamp in a 

hand. Nowadays, however, the worshippers only abstain from sitting down and enjoying 

their meals and taking shelter in their house. Those who find ditliculty even in this much. 

observe fasting only. However, even now the position of the wick-end of the lamp is 
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shifted from east to southeast, south to south-west and west according to the course of the 

Sun in winter. The lamp is not kept now in the hands, but is placed near the pond in the 

yard for the piijii purposes. Formerly both males and females would observe the solemn 

rite, but nowadays the males seldom do it. The Sun is believed to have no teeth. 

Therefore, his meal consists of rice and milk. After sunset, the females walk round the 

pond and sing songs until it is dark when they go and break fast. In almost every rite and 

worship, an 'arghya' to the Sun is a sine qua non. · Arghya' is an offering of a mixture of 

grass, rice and water. It would appear, however that two kinds of observances, one 

Puravic in origin and the other of folk origin should be distinguished. In Bankura and 

other parts of Western Bengal, offerings are made to Dharam to obtain his blessings for 

the crop of the season. 18 

The Chungir Vrata
19 is observed by the homemakers in East Bengal. On Sunday 

in the Bengali month of Agrahiiym;w. ~I durh<l-grasses put in a tube (chonga) of nala tree 

and bathed with milk are offered to the Sun god. The legend recited in this vrata is 

similar to that of the ltu-piijii of West Bengal. Chintaharan Chakravartl0 has referred to 

another Siirya-Vrata known as I?hiikarl Vrata performed by the aged women. Sun 

worship by the Grha-Lak$mis (homemakers) through recital of small legends is widely 

prevalent in the district of Midnapore as we/1 21 Riildiirgiir Vrata: The survival of the 

pre-Aryan Sun worship is also tound in the folk ritual of the Riildiirgiir frat a cl In 

addition, there are many folk rites prevailing. in which the tradition of popular solar 

worship may be traced. 
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Rathayiitrli: Among the festivals connected with the worship of the Sun, 

Rathayatra i. e. the procession of the chariots of the Sun-deity is described in the 

Bhavi§ya Purar.w. 23 It originated with the aboriginal tribes, and in course of time came to 

be Aryanised.24 The concept of the Rathayatra as a solar festival was also held by the 

people of our country in earlier times. According to the geographers, an intimate 

connection could be traced between the Rathayatra and the Diurnal rotation of the Sun. 

The later purar.zas describe the method of performing annual worship (samvatsarf piljfl) 

and annual car-festival (Rathayatrii) of the Sun with the use of Vedic and Purfu;lic 

mantras well as methods for the use of incense and other materials in puja. 25 

Saura literature of Bengal 

In the folk literature of the middle ages in eastern Bengal, there is ample evidence 

to show that the cult of the Sun god was widely and strongly prevalent in that part of the 

country. A very realistic picture of the domestic life of Bengal has been portrayed 

through the ballad sung in honour of the Sun on the .\I<Jghu-mw,1~a/a Vra/a. However. the 

solar ballad of the Magha-mar.z1al Vrata is not the only evidence of solar literature of 

Bengal. In accordance with the conventional ml1dc of the composition of .Hangal 

Kavyas, one or two Siirya Mangals containing coherent and compact stories were also 

composed in the name of the Stlrva Thakur. The stories narrated in them differ altogether 

tfom the story of the Miigha-mw:ujallegend. 

The name of the earliest Bengali poet of Szl1ya Mangal is Ramjfvan Bhaf!acaryya 

Vidyabhii~a.Qa. He composed Siiryer Piiiiciilf (or the legend connected with the 

ceremonial worship of the Sun god), in the Saka year 1611 or 1709 A.D. This poem 
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throws a flood of light on the cult of the Sun god in medieval eastern Bengal.26 It 

concludes with the instructions: Whoever would worship the Sun god in this way, would 

be always preserved by his deityship (from all harm). The medieval Bengali legend as 

found in this Piiiiciilf bears a striking similarity to the one that is recited in connection 

with the ceremonial worship of the deity ltu-Rii'la, which is performed in eastern Bengal 

on Sunday following the day in the month of AKrahayal}a (November-December).27 

From the Siiryer Piificiill we learn:( a) that the worship of the Sun god was very popular 

in eastern Bengal during the 17th and the preceding centuries of the Christian Era; (b) 

that the people of the countryside worshipped this deity for obtaining the boons of 

happiness and prosperity; and (c) that it was further believed that, if the consecrated 

water used in the worship of this god were sprinkled upon the bodies of dead men, they 

would come to life again. In addition to Siiryer Piifica/1, a little altered form of the story 

can be seen in another Vrata namely, Karamiidi Vrata performed by the female folk of 

eastern Bengal. Hence. the story as written by Ramjivan is not also original. Its style and 

conception are vitiated by the conventionalism of later MafzKal Kiivyas. Besides 

Ramjivan. another poet Kalidas by name is known to have composed Siirra MafzKal or 

Szlrya 's Piificiifl. He has spoken of himself as · Dvijc/ or Brahmm,1a; nothing more can he 

known about him. He is supposed to have flourished in the 18'h century A.D. 

13 interesting folk-songs describing a few of the leading incidents in the career of 

the Sun-god have been discovered in the district of Barisal in eastern Benga 1. 28 From the 

number of archaic Bengali words and phrases used in these folk-ballads, they appear to 

be very old. Some scholars are of opinion that they were composed before the Pura1,1ic 

Age
29 

From an examination of these folk-ballads, it appears that during the Middle Ages, 

309 



the cult of the Sun-god was very popular in the district of Barisal in eastern Bengal and 

that there songs or hymns used to be chanted in every Hindu household in connection 

with the ceremonial worship of this deity. It would appear from a few lines30 that they are 

charms whereby the Sun is caused (160) to come out of the sky and shine upon the earth 

below. The folk-ballad No. V undoubtedly proves the popularity and the widespread 

character of the cult of the Sun god, during the middle ages in eastern Bengal.31 From this 

song, we learn that the sun-deity was prayed to and propitiated by his votaries with the 

presentation of various kinds of offerings in order to make him shine forth upon this 

earth, for men cannot live without his life-giving beams. The deity accedes to their 

prayers, accepts their offerings, and. being propitiated thereby. he pours forth his beams 

upon the world below, as will appear from line 14 of this song that says, "Having 

received the worship (from his worshippers.) the hoy Sun-god looked all around (him)". 

Devotion to the Sun can be traced in several nursery-rhymes in Bengal32 In lower 

Bengal, many nursery-rhymes are chanted by little on foggy or cloudy morning without 

knowing that they are thereby praying to the Sun god and imploring him to come out of 

the sky and shine upon the earth below as they are very much in need of the Sun's 

vivifying influences. Mention may be made of the nursery rhymes no. 52 of Sarkar's 

collection,33 which shows how the moon is represented therein as going to the Sun's 

place describing to the latter the miseries from which men and beast of mundane world 

are suffering for want of sunshine, and therefclre. imploring him to come out of the sky 

and shine upon the earth below. Again in Nursery-rhyme no. 324 of the same collection, 

the Sun is prayed to shine upon the earth as well as upon the forest of plantain trees for 

the ripening of the bunches of plantains and is promised an umbrella to be erected over 
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his head by way of thanks-giving for this boon conferred upon mankind. Again, in 

Nursery rhyme No. 216 the Sun god is addressed as a 'maternal uncle' and prayed to 

shine upon the earth. 

Worship of the Sun as Dharmathiikur: In Bankura and other parts of Western 

Bengal, offerings are made to Dharma Thakur with the object of obtaining his blessings 

for the crop of the season34 It appears that Sun was identified to some extent with the 

Dharma and worshipped as a folk god in rural Bengal in the Middle Ages35 Even now 

we may come across scroll painting of pafuii in Birbhum illustrating full-sized portrait of 

Dharma-riijii (thakur) and also explanatory verses traditionally preserved in it - · Zama, 

son of the Sun'35
' Whether this identification was responsible in some way for the 

alleged popularity of the Sun as a t(Jlk god in rural Bengal in the middle ages is not 

kno'>'TI. 

Ramiii Pa~1dit, the author of the tim1ouo; Buddhist work .~iinm f'unlna. laid down . . . 

forrn and formulae of the worship of Dharma. According to him, Surya is to be mediated 

on as follows:-

MaY)dalam vartuliikiiram .~ilnyadeham mahiihalam 

Ekcakradharam devam lam Sllrnrm prarJamyiihanr'1
' 

That Surya drives in one-wheeled chariot is a PuraJ;lic Concept but marJqalam, 

varru/akaram, .{i"inyudeham are epithets. which belong to the god Dharma who is often 

worshipped in a tortoise-shaped stone image. Such an image of Dharma is actuallv 

worshipped at the Sarvammlga/a temple at Burdwan town as Surya. It is reported that 

this worship has continued for the last 250 years37 Investigation into cases of Sun 
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worship among Hinduised tribes and tribal peoples reveal interesting facts. A number of 

tribes identify the Sun with Dharma and offer him unorthodox sacrifices. If it is assumed 

that these tribes are remnants of the Buddhist population the source of this particular 

worship may be traced back to the Middle Ages38 The object of worship is mainly 

agricultural, in some cases it is for obtaining offspring. 

II 

Sun in the Beliefs and Practices of the Tribes of 

Bengal 

A critical study of the practices of the primitive tribes of Bengal may also throw 

valuable light on the Sun worship in Bengal. Tylor'" has shown that Sun worship had 

been a very widely prevalent phenomenon among the primitive tribes of the world and 

such instances are not absent in India too. The Sun is the greatest object of reverence and 

worship for a number of tribes inhabiting the eastern portion of this vast sub-continent of 

India. Generally. it is not the physical Sun who is so much adored and worshipped. It is 

the indwelling .1pirit of this bright orbit_ which is the object of so much regard and 

adoration. "0 

Santals are the majority among the Adiviiols of Bengal. Their religious system is 

headed by the great Sun-god Sing Bonga41 or Chando. They worship the Sun as the 

highest spirit who has his allotted place in the Jahirthiin or sacred grove42 Chando or 
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Sing Bonga eats chickens and once in four or five years a feast in his honour is held. He 

protects from all dangers and never harasses anyone. He is worshipped at the 'Jom Sim' 

festival. 'Monreko Turuiko' is invoked in plural number, but actually he is a single God. 

He is worshipped to have good rain, good harvest and good health. Among the Santals, 

the sacrifice is placed on an open space where the rays of the rising Sun may fall upon the 

offerings. The Santals sometime swear in the name of 'Sing Bonga'. In a paper,43 Rev. P. 

0. Bodding provides us with an instance of the Santa! belief. Says he. "A common 

practice for all three sects (of the Kharwar Santals) is that they worship Ram Chanda. 

Ram is a Hindu deity; Chanda is Santali for Sun. but used about the God of the Universe, 

who is confounded with the Sun". It is a case of mere confusion. There are sufficient 

evidences to prove the existence of a wide spread idea among the primitive tribes of 

eastern India that the Sun is the supreme god of the universe. Referring again to the 

Kharwar Santals Rev. Bodding writes. "Their women every morning plaster a small 

circular spot with cow dung in the middle of the courtyard and at the entrance from the 

village street. They take care not to be seen during this operation. This plastered bit 

symbolizes the Sun. Some of their women have taken up the habit of lighting a lamp 

every evening after sunset, and they worship with this in their hand turning to the four 

comers of the world." 

The Oraons form the second largest of the tribal communities in Bengal. 

According to Father Dehon:4 the Oraons worship a supreme god who is known as 

Dharmesh. A white cock is offered to him in times of calamity when prayers to other 

gods have failed. This Dharmesh is no other than the Sun god45 
- "Sing Bonga" of the 
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Santals and the Mundas and "Boram" of the Bhuiyas and the Kharias. Curiously, Hopkins 

and others46 writes that the Oraons, though recognizing a supreme deity in the Sun, do 

not pray him because he does no harm. 

The Bhumij people mostly follow the Hindu religion. It has been noticed that they 

were attracted towards Hindu Gods and Goddesses because of their long association with 

the Hindus. However, there are man/7 who still worship the Sun under the name of Sing

Bonga and Dharam "as the giver of harvests to men and the cause of all changes of 

seasons affecting their agricultural fortunes" 48 Sing Bonga is the chief deity of most 

Austric tribes. 

The Mundas49 also place the Sun-god Sing Bonga at the head of their pantheon. 

In every occasion. they worship him. They believe that Sing Bonga created this world. 

and he only can save them hom all dangers. Generally, white goats and white cocks are 

sacrificed in his nam''· The priest 'Pahcln' generally offers worship in the name of 

different deities. 

The Mahan~ are the worshippers of Surji Devi. Sin~J Bonga or the Sun God 5° is 

their 'Surji Devi' who lS worshipped in Bai.1'akh (April-May). At that time. they sacrifice 

kids, chickens and pigeons in the name of 'Surji nevi' in '.!aherthiin' or the shrine. The 

Mahali priest does all the rituals. After the worship is over, they cook the offered meat 

and take the meal together. The females also can eat that meat and take equal part in the 
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arrangements. Generally, after every 12 years the Mahalis worship 'Surji Devi' for the 

welfare of the village. 

The Mal-Paharias51 has the Sun as their supreme god and name him as Gosiiin. 

He is worshipped on occasional Sundays "by the head of the family who must prepare 

himself for the special rite by eating no salt on the previous day and fasting all Saturdays. 

Before Sunrise on Sunday morning, a new earthen vessel, a new basket, some rice, oil, 

areca nuts and vermilion and a brass Iota (pot) of water with a mango-twig placed on it52 

are laid out on a clean space of ground in front of the house. The worshipper shows these 

offerings to the rising Sun and prays addressing him as 'Gosiiin · This rice is then given 

to a goat, which is decapitated while eating. by a single blow from behind. The Kharias 53 

worship the Sun god as creator and preserver. An anthill 54 in an open space is the altar on 

which the Kharias place their offerings for the solar deity. 

Passing on to the Gonds," we lind the names Bura Deo. Bada Deo. Sura} Deo or 

Badia/ pen used to indicate their supreme deity, the Sun-god. In the hilly tracts, he is 

worshipped under the name of Rayata/56 On a special day, all the male adults proceed to 

the forest and set up the altar of Bura Deo underneath an A san tree. Next. a symbol of the 

god is placed on it before which sacrifices take place. The Gonds57 used to worship a 

representation of the Sun by means of human sacrifices. It used to be in the nature of a 

feast in which arc combined fertility rites as well 

The Asuras
58 

also pay their reverence to the Sun as their chief god. The Hos 

regard Sing Bonga
59 

otherwise known as "Ote Boram" as the chief god of their tribe, 
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who created the earth and filled it with all sorts of life. Many compare Him with the 

Sun. In every celebration, Sing Bonga is worshipped. Just after the baby is born, the 

father sacrifices a chicken in the name of Sing Bonga. The Garos60 also pay reverence 

to the Sun-deity. However, the nature of the god shows a good deal of difference. The 

Sun deity is no longer a supreme god and has lost his dignified position. The Korwas 61 

and some other smaller tribes worship the Sun as their chief god. An anthill in an open 

space is the altar on which the Korwas place their offerings for the solar deity. The 

Chief God of the Birhors is Sing Bonga or the Sun God62 who protects from all 

dangers. They believe that Sing Bongo created this earth and he punishes the bad. He is 

compared to the bright rays of the Sun. They offer white chicken and white goat facing 

eastward. while worshipping Sing Bonga. 

The Khonds63 worship the Sun as their supreme god under the name of Penu (the 

god of light) or Bella Penu (the Sun god). They had a belief in one supreme God. ·a 

theism embracing polytheism' and other notions. which have been abstracted from their 

worship of the Sun as the great god. The light or the Sun god created a wife - Tari. the 

goddess of earth, the originator of all the ills that betel! humanit:/'4 while the Sun god is a 

good god. Tari tried to prevent Bella Pennu - the Sun god !rom creating man. However. 

he created man. The dark-goddess Tari sowed the seed of sin in man and Death came to 

them. The Sun god was victorious while others say that Tari continues the struggle. There 

are four kinds of fate of man after death. One of this is that the soul goes to the Sun. It is 

similar to the belief of the Aryans that the Sun is the home of the dead. The chief feast to 

the Sun god is Salo-Katho, which is something like the Soma-feast. Since it is held at 
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harvest time, Sun worship appears to have been connected with harvest and fertility. It is 

something like the Pongal festival of south India. 

The names, by which the Sun god is addressed amongst the tribe described above, 

may be classified into two groups, viz., Sing Bonga and Boram. The group of tribes 

which uses the former name of Sing Bonga has no other variant for it. However, the name 

Boram has a good number of variants, all of which can be recognised as derived from it. 

The variants generally are Bero, Bedo, Buda. Biru, Bella, Bada, Badia/, etc. 

Amongst all the tribes named above, there is one common feature of the concept 

of the Sun god. It is the beneficent but innocuous nature of this supreme god - the Sun

deity. The deity who is the chief of all the gods or spirits and who is always beneficently 

disposed towards his devotees is completely helpless in the hands of the mischievous 

minor godlings (which are in most cases his own creations) in matters of defending his 

poor worshippers on the earth. Another common feature is the supreme necessity of a 

clear open .space on which the Sun may shine freely without any obstruction. The 

usefulness of this custom is apparent from the Mal-Paharia system where the falling of 

the Sun's rays on the articles offered is a necessity. This also perhaps explains similar 

customs of making offerings to the Sun in the open-air by the rural people of Bengal in 

many of their vratas performed for the blessings of the Sun god (e.g.. Suryavrata, 

Tupavrata. ltu-ptlicl). A peculiar feature of Sun worship among all these tribes is the 

general absence of any material representation of the deity. The sacrifices are offered to 

him in an open space cleared ofjungle where an altar is raised. 

Coming to the articles65 offered to the Sun. we find very important and interesting 

characteristics. As a rule, all the tribes mentioned above offer animal sacrifices to the 
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Sun, which consist of fowls, goats, pigs, buffaloes and others. There is a wide prevalence 

of offering white coloured animals or birds to the Sun god. In the month of August when 

the Gora rice ripens, the first fruits of the year are offered to Sing Bong a by the Hos. The 

offering remains to be incomplete without the sacrifice of a white cock, which is offered 

at the same time. The Mundas worship Sing Bonga in times of great distress with the 

sacrifice of a white fowl. According to Father Dehon, a white cock is offered to 

Dharmesh, the Sun god, in times of misfortune when prayers to other gods have been 

fruitless. 

The facts mentioned above clearly indicate that at some remote past there had 

been a group of people living in this part of eastern India, who were ardent worshippers 

of the Sun god. With them the Sun-deity was a powerful god, the distributor of good and 

evil. the source of life and prosperity, the bestower of happiness and misery both in this 

and in the next world. This once active and powerful god ha'i now, in a new environment, 

lost his former power, though retaining the prestige. 
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APPENDIX- C 

EXTRACTS FROM INSCRIPTIONS ON SUN IMAGES 

I. Mahisantosh Siirya-image inscription of the 15th regnal year (=899 A.D. of 

Mahendrapala (Pratihara). 

Text: Line I: Om (I) Sam vat I 5 Marga-.lukla-saptamyii~ sri Mahendra 

piiladeva-vijayariijye ViJIJU na-

Line 2: ndl-napta Cianganandl-suml Lokanandlnii Aditya

bha{(arakah karita (!) 

lti Khanaka V!du (dyu) ta (II) 

Eng. Trans:- Hail (Ye Lord). On the seventh day of the bright half of the month 

of lvfiirgafirsa. i.e. Agrahiiyw;w. (appertaining to) the tifteenth 'ictorious regnal year of 

(king) Sri Mahendrapaladeva, (an) image of Lord Aditya (Surya) was carved or done by 

one Loka Nand!, grandson of Vi~I;IU Nand! and son of Ganga Nand!. Thus. (says) the 

engraver Vidyuta. 

Ref.: Sircar. D.C.. ·Mahisantosh Image inscription of !\ !ahendrapala (Pratihara). 

Year 15', EI, Vol. XXXVII, 1968, pp. 204-208: Mukherjee. S.C., Indian Museum 

Bulletin. January 1967. pp. 44-45 and plates. 

2. Inscription (C. IO'h cent. A.D.) on a Siirya-image (British Museum) 

"Om Jndranllamm;tisi.vvhya~ .Waya 

buddhi.lii/inah, gha(itiim krtajnena amrtet;~a su.{i/pinii" 
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Eng. Trans.:- The image has been carved in stone by the wise, grateful, and good 

artist 'Amfta', pupil oflndrannam~ 

Ref.: Chanda, R. P., Medieval Indian Sculpture in the British Museum, London, 

1934, p. 66. 

3. Kulkudi (P.S. Gosanihat, Dt. Faridpur) Sun god Image Inscription of 

Govindacandra-year 12 (C. 1032 A.D.) 

I. Sri Lak.ym!dina-karita-Bhat(iiralwfz 

2 . . ~rl .~rl Govindacandradeva pi'idlya 

3. smnvat 12 phalguna 

.J. dine 19 

Eng. Trans.:- (This is the image of) of the Sun god. caused to be made by the 

illustrious Lak~m!dlna. The year 12 is of the exalted Govindacandradeva. The 191
h day of 

Pha/guna. 

Ref: Bhattashali, N. K., EJ, Vol. 27, 1947-48, pp. 25-26, plate opposite p. 25; 

Sircar. D. C .. Bharatamr~a. Chaitra. 1348 B.S .. p. 397. 

4. Bairhatta Siirya image inscription (C. II 'hll2th Cent. A.D) 

"Om S;rlmad Vaktra.livadirya kiirita bhiiti kiimada~ 

Suryah samasta-rogtiQi'im harttii Vi.vva-prakti.vakafz" 

Eng. Trans.: (This image of) the Sun. who bestows splendour and fulfils desires, 

removes all diseases and illumines the universe, has been made by the Master the 

Vaktrsiva". 
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Ref.: Majumdar, N. G., ASIAR, 1930-34, p. 257 (Pl. C:XXVII, C); HB-1, p. 456; 

DH/, p. 440; SWAI-P, p. 293, No. 16. 

5. Nahapara (Dacca) Siirya Image Inscription (C. 12th Cent. A.D.) 

"Subhacfttadasa5ya'' 

Eng. Trans.: (The image was dedicated by) Subhacitta Dasa. 

Ref.: IBBS, p. 170. 

6. Fragmentary record ofVisvariipa 

'Jagartti vasminudite prayiiti 

chiitantu .(<'lejanata .1wnasta I 

Trai/okyadipam lamanantamurttim 

ahhyilharahham .<arm;am prayclti · 

Eng. Trans.: "! take shelter to this all pervading image who is the lamp of this 

universe (ananlamurtli) who having risen rouses the whole world trom slumber and 

having taken adieu keeps them to their bed" 

Ref.: £1. J "of. XXXVI. p. 88: Chatterjee. Rmna. Religion of Rengal. Calcutta. 

1985. p. 213. 

7. Rajganj (district Jalpaiguri) Sun god Image Inscription (C. 12'h century) 

"Om Svasri .ir/-.S'iva-devadityab" 

Eng. Trans.:- (This image of) Aditya was dedicated by Sivadeva. 
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Ref.: Bhattacharya, P. K., Indian History Congress, Proceedings of the Thirty

Eighth Session, Utkal University, Bhuvaneswar, 1977, pp. 790-791 

8. Rajshahi Siliya Image Inscription (C. 12th Cent. A.D.) 

"Om Amitas (s) ilplkena pratima gha{ita~ Om Tarm;zisammya (Tarm;zlsasya" 

Eng. Trans.:- "This image was made by the craftsman Amita ofTaraJ;~sa" (?.) 

Ref.: SVRM, p. 2411605 (VRM no. 177). 
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Pl. 23a. Navagraha, Stone, Kankandighi (24 Parganas) 

Pl. 23b. Navagraha, Stone, Rajshahi 



- Pl. 24a. Navagraha, Stone. Balurghat (West Dinajpur} 

-
Pl. 24b. Navagraha, Stone, Akhilya (Rajshahi) 
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