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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 

Samhitas. The horizon of the earliest Aryan singers is apparently limited to the region 

extending eastwards only as far as Bhagalpur. Further, the Aitareya Briihmm;za1 refers to 

the PuQdras, an ancient Bengal tribe, as dasyus or outlandish barbarians who lived in 

large numbers beyond the borders of Aryandom. The Aitareya Aranyaka2 that probably 

refers to the Van gas, 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 Sutra period. The 

Baudhayana Dharmasutra3 prescribes a penance for those who visit, among other 

countries, Pundra and Vanga representing North Bengal and East Bengal. Even the Jaina 

Sutras also represent the people of Radha as uncultured and almost savage. The linguistic 

and ethnological evidence render it highly probable that Bengal was, until the period 

represented by the Sutras, mostly peopled by non-Aryan races. It may be presumed that 

they had a developed culture oftheir own even though it was non-Vedic and non-Aryan. 

The earliest history of the religious practices in Bengal was that of 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 
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change in their religious beliefs and practices being nurtured since time immemorial. This 

very study has been done in Appendix B in course of our discussion to show the position 

of the Sun as a folk god among the Brahrnanical womenfolk and the different tribal 

communities in present Bengal. 

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 Pur,1dras and the 

Sumhas are described as the Sun worshipping tribes. In the Epics, the country of the 

Pu1,1dras who may be regarded as low caste6 corresponds with Bengal and Bihar. The 

Gupta epigraphs and the Chinese records place the territory of the Pundras -- then styled 

PUJ,ldravardhana - in North Bengal7 Pundranagara, the capital city of the Pundras, is 

proved by epigraphic evidence to have been situated in the Bogra district of Northern 

Bengal. The country of the Suhmas roughly correspond to a portion of or to Riidha which 

to the west of the Ganges, including Tamluk (Midnapore) and the districts of 

Hooghly and Burdwan. The non-Aryan Pw;zdras and Sumhas believed in the worship of 

the Sun as the highest reality. 8 This view of Brahrnan held by the Pundras 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 Pusan 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 ofNorth and West Bengal. However, whether the worship in 
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human form was prevalent in those days is very difficult to say at the present state of our 

knowledge. 

Pre-Gupta Period: 187 B.C.- 320 A.D. 

Sun worship was no less popular in pre-Gupta period. From inscription as well as 

the extant T erracotta figures, plaques, seals and sealing, we can draw a comprehensive 

picture of the adoration of the Sun god. There was no dearth of profound knowledge 

about the Vedic literature in ancient Vanga, as is strongly reflected in a legend in a 151 

century A.D. Chandraketugarh seal9 saying that his banners Siva is (recognizable as) 

the knower of Brahma (or a Vedic philosopher)." Based on these inscriptional evidences 

we are 

certainly not 

inclined to hold the view that it was in Pre-Gupta ancient Vanga and 

the Gupta period as it is generally believed that the streams of the 

Brahmanas besides Maga Brahmans, started coming into the land of ancient Vanga under 

royal patronage and settling there permanently. 10 The source materials clearly indicate 

that an interesting .state polytheistic belief \Vas prevailing and deities Brahmanical 

faith, of Buddhist religion, and of local origin were adorned and worshipped in a spirit of 

peaceful co-existence. However, there was a complete preponderance of Brahmanical 

deities over other gods and goddesses that were definitely not enjoying royal patronage or 

popular support but at the same time were not certainly suppressed under any sort of 

fanatic attempts. Of the Brahmanical gods and goddesses, Agni, Surya, Indra, Siva and 

his Sakti, Karttikeya, Ganesa, Laksmi, Ganga and Visnu were widely worshipped in the 

land of ancient V anga. 11 It seems that the Magians from Iran were not responsible for the 

first introduction of the image of the Sun god in India because there was an indigenous 

art tradition of representing the god riding on a chariot drawn by horses, as it is evident 

84 



from the relieves discovered at Bodhgaya, Bhaja, Lala Bhagat and Mathura. 12 The early 

indigenous tradition of representing the Sun god in his anthropomorphic form may be 

traced in some terracotta plaques of the Sunga-Kusana period found in different parts of 

Bengal. In fact, those terracotta plaques may be considered as the earliest remams 

indicating the beginning of the anthropomorphic Sun worship in Bengal. 

A terracotta 13 from Tamluk (Pl. la) belonging to c. 2nd century B.C. represents a 

standing winged figure with long stalks of full-blossomed lotus in his hands. The figure is 

bedecked with a wide repousse torque (kanthi), a sirastraka, round-shaped earrings, 

armlets and beaded bracelets. It also wears a thick waistband and has two wings beside 

the upper parts of the arms. Cluster of plantains are displayed on either side of the lower 

part of the stela and a pitcher-like object with ear of com shooting from is found on the 

peri carp of the petalled lotus. 

The most interesting feature of the 1mage is the delineation of the wings. The 

association wings with Surya originally occurs in the Rigveda where he is depicted as 

the fine-looking winged celestial bird Garutman in some ofthe hymnsi 4 Suparna (well 

winged) is no other than the Sun itself. According to Y aska, the Suparna is 'Divyo 

divijah' (one who is 'originated in the sky'). "The learned call (this Aditya) as Indra, 

Mitra, V aruna and Agni. He is bedecked with divine wings and characterized by beautiful 

t " j 5 movemen s .... Full-blown lotuses in the hands of the figure are also highly 

significant. In the Indian poetic convention, the 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 (Savitri sarvasya prasavitri). 16 A full-
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blown lotus (vikasita-padma) is regarded principally as a Sun-symbol. 17 According to 

Banerjea, 18 association of lotus with the Sun is fully established by the Puranas, which 

enjoin the execution in solar sculpture of a twelve-petalled lotus. The round-shaped 

karna-bhusanas seem to resemble Surya-mukhi (helianthus ann us) flower, which has 

been traditionally been associated with Sun worship in Bengal. That the plantain tree is 

traditionally connected with the Sun worship is evident from its employment in the 

Maghamandala Surya-vrata as the symbolic representation ofthe Sun god. 19 

It is, thus, clear that the winged figure represents the Vedic Sun god Surya at its 

embryonic stage of iconic development. It also shows that the Sun-worship was 

introduced in ancient Vanga during the Post-Maurya and Pre-Gupta period under strong 

Brahmanical influence quite in keeping with the verb and think-tank ofthe society which 

is so eloquently reflected in the Kharosthi and Kharosthi-Brahmi Inscriptions found in 

different parts oflower West Bengal.20 The Sun-worship was quite prominently prevalent 

during this period, as is evident from a good number of such winged figures found from 

different parts of ancient V anga.21 

The association of lotus in Indian art with Sri (prosperity) or Laksmi, the goddess 

of prosperity from 2nd -1st century B. C. and the representation of lotus in the hands of 

Surya led to some alleged connection between their iconic elements and the growth of 

some sort of Surya-Sri cult. Incidentally, w may refer to a terracotta plaque found from 

Chandraketugarh. It depicts a winged female figure as standing on the petalled lotus in 

slight contraposition with stalks of lotuses in her two hands. Leaves and buds of lotuses 

are found to be sprouting forth in different directions from her headgear. "She seems to 

have been represented"22 as a deity of wealth or fertility having been essentially 
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associated with Surya- the Sun god". The winged goddess with leaves and buds shooting 

out of her head-gear may be taken as representing the cult of fertility and prosperity". 

The representation of Surya as a winged human figure23 is, no doubt, innovative 

with some attributes seemingly drawn from the existing local beliefs, faiths, customs and 

practices of the land. However, it was not a new one in the context of greater Indian art as 

such. In the 2nd century B.C sculptural panels of Bharhut24 (Sanchi), occur beautiful 

winged human figures in Chunar red sand stone. There is no room for doubt that the basic 

idea of identifying the Sun god with the celestial bird Garutman ( divyah sa Suparna 

Garutman) came from the Rigveda (1.164.46). Interestingly, winged figures are also 

found depicted in the Art of West Asia25 and Persia26 during the 15th century B.C. As an 

example, we may refer to the royal seaf7 datable to the first half of the 2nd millennium 

B.C. of Shaushatar, the king of Mitanni, which depicts a hybrid figure with outspread 

wings, spoked V>heel-face and tail of a bird. No doubt, the figure represents the Sun as a 

The of the concept of Sunbird as well as of the Indo-European language 

among both the Mitannians 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 that there is a 

considerable time-gap between the above-mentioned royal seal of Shaushatar depicting 

the Sunbird and the winged Tamluk Surya. Probably, this time-gap acted as the most 

powerful historical force in building up the foundation of an art-movement that 

culminated in the mass-productions of art objects in different parts of 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 
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greatly that there was very little scope for image-worship. With the anti-establishment 

trend in customs and practices sweeping across the country with the rise of the Imperial 

Mauryas, the image worship gained predominance over the Vedic rites and rituals. We 

find it reflected in the iconic representations of the time - both the Buddhist and 

Brahmanical ones. The cross-cultural connections as further reflected in the Hellenic and 

Hellenistic are8 of the time gave the momentum for creative artistic activity in which the 

two prominent factors- the indigenous formulae drawn from the Vedas, the Puranas, etc. 

and the foreign influence - had played a vital role. The Tamluk terracotta 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. 

It is quite clear that the Sun worship in ancient V anga developed along an 

indigenous line in which the Sun god iconically appeared in the form of a winged god. 

The indigenousness of the artistic novelty lay in the additional iconographic attributes 

like those of the mangal-ghata with sprouting leaves, beautifully shaped plantain tree, 

etc. In addition, these additional iconographic attributes do attest to the local socio

economic needs and practices of the society of ancient V anga, which was predominantly 

an agrarian one. 

Another terracotta Surya of 1st 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 typical of the 

period and a garland with a pendant. 
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The sacred thread thrown across the right shoulder of the bare-bodied figure is 

very significant from religious point of view. It consists of three strands, which are met 

with in the figure of Agni hailing from the same Chandraketugarh region. As already 

mentioned, there were Vedic rites and sacrifices in vogue in ancient V anga with the 

emerging Brahmanical deities playing a vital part in the enactment of the Yajnic rituals. 

In the Rigvedic hymn,29 we find Surya as identified with Agni. The sacred thread of 

Surya may be taken as having the same ritualistic implications as is seen in the case of 

agnitraya in the iconic representation of Agni.30 Aruna appears for the first time in 

Bengal as the celestial charioteer of the Sun god in this very iconic representation, which 

points to the development of his personality because of sectarian devotion. The two 

female attendants flanking the Sun god may be identified as Usa and Pratyusa. The 

artistic cohesion and religious emphasis of the entire iconic composition clearly shows 

that the religious orientation ancient V anga was undeniably in tandem with the 

perfonnances of Vedic rites and rituals in the midst of a number of Brahrnanical deities 

who were visualized in the growing Pauranic ambience. 

The god is found here riding on a toy-cart drawn by four horses. On Indo-Greek 

and Kusana coins, such representations have also been found. Four horses drawing the 

Sun's chariot also occur in the Bodhgaya railing-image (1st century B.C.), the Bhaja 

sculpture (Pune, 1st or 2nd century B.C.), the Lala Bhagat relief(Kanpur, U.P.) 2nd century 

A.D.) and the Surya relief of Anantagumpha cave of Khandagiri group of Jaina shrines 

(Orissa, 1st century A.D.). 31 In the Rigveda, Surya 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 noticed in the Rigveda to number four in 
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respect of the horses of the Sun'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 Vanga in the Pre-Gupta era".32 This resemblance is, however, superficial 

because the features of the Sun god along with Usa and Pratyusa and the chariot are 

Indian in character. Characteristic features of the Kusana period are 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 foreign cultures like the Hellenic and Kusana ones have 

already arrived to have their impact felt in the Bengal solar iconography, though the 

religious spirit emphatically revolves round the bhakti element. One of the most 

significant findings about the Chandraketugarh terracotta Surya 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 Surya were depicted as accessory decorative figures in the religious 

architecture of the heterodox or other Brahmanical sects. A few more words deserve to 

be said about the greater but apparent similarity between the Surya relief from Bhaja 

Vihara33 near Pune, Western Ghats and the Chandraketugarh terracotta Surya. The Bhaja 

Surya is a part of a unique relief and as such depicted in a 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, pronouncedly demonstrates the deep

rooted element of the bhakti cult that was literally sweeping the country during the pre-
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Gupta period. The Bhaja image represents the god for the art of the art's manifestation 

where the Chandraketugarh terracotta gives shape to the god in a spirit of mass obsession 

where the icon and the icon worshipper become identified with other, as is seen in a 

Rigvedic hymn (X.117) where the identity is desired between the worshipper and the 

worshipped. 

A beautiful terracotta sea1 34 datable to c. 1st century A.D. from Hadipur (North 24 

Parganas), displays on one side a male figure in rigid samapadasthanaka pose. The figure 

holds in his right hand the thickset stalk of fully petalled lotus while another smaller lotus 

appears beneath the elbow of the right hand and a lotus-bud on the other side ofthe 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 figure is bedecked with a headdress of the type of 

aiong with a square-shaped small symbol on the right shoulder. 

, it wears a close fitting jacket gathered at the anklets and soft-padded boots. 

Since the figure holds the stalk of the lotus in one of his hands and wears a Northerner's 

dress ( Udicyavesa), it could be taken as the image of Surya belonging to the formative 

stage when non-Indian features of solar iconography were slowly but steadily penetrating 

into the mainland from the north-western India. 

The employment of tunic and boots in solar iconography occurs for the first time 

in ancient Vanga. In the Northerner dress of the Sun god, we can visualize the 

coming of the Iranian Surya (Mitra) in the land of ancient Vanga. Further, this should 

have happened during the time of the settlement of the immigrants from the North-
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west. This is further corroborated by the fact that a pot-shred carrying an inscription 

refers to a Maga Brahmana . 35 

Apart from the lotus motif, this sort of dress (udicyavesa) is solely worn by the 

Sun god. This would be borne out to by a good number of Sun images represented in 

coins, stones and terracotta from northwestern India in a period contemporaneous 

with the Post-Maurya and Pre-Gupta period. The Brihat-samhita (57.46-47) that 

gives one of the earliest descriptions of Surya images lays down that he should be 

clad in the fashion of a Northerner, (his body) from the feet up to the breast being 

covered (kuryadudichyavesam gudham padaduro yavat). The Vishnuudharmottara-

(Ch, 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 (a~}yanga). According to Bane:t:iea, writers of such texts highlight in this 

alien origin ofthis variety of Sun culL which was introduced into India in the 

of Christian era or even earlier. The Sun image under discussion bears 

close resemblance to MIIRO (Iranian Mithra) both compositionally and artistically in 

respect of the extended right hand and the hand placed akimbo. ELI OS (Helios), the 

Sun god, appears on the reverse of coins of the Kusana king Kaniska. A coin type of 

Huviska depicts on the reverse a solar deity with radiate nimbus making a gesture of 

blessings and looking like MIIRO (Iranian Mithra) without his sword.36 

The display of the horse on the left side of the deity behind the plantain tree 

deserves special review. The Rigveda often describes Surya as riding on a car drawn by 

one, by several or by seven fleeting and ruddy horses.37 In one verse (RV. 7.77.3), he is 

_depicted as a white brilliant stallion brought by Usa. All solar gods are inalienably 
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connected with the horse. Therefore, it is evident that the deity is no other than the Sun 

god himself. Thus, we find an intermediary stage in the development of the solar images 

from a winged one to the udicyavesi along with the demonstration of the horse, the next 

stage of a horse-drawn chariot being in the offing. The display of altogether three lotuses 

may indicate the urge of the devotee or the sculptor to demonstrate emphatically the 

Indianness of the solar iconography in view of unavoidable absorption of alien traits. The 

same impulse might have kept flowing down to the icon-makers of the successive period, 

as is evidenced by the representation of three lotuses in each of the two hands of the 

Kashipur (North 24 Parganas, West Bengal) Sun image of late Gupta period. The display 

of the plantain tree, which is associated with the Sun worship, points to the vitality as 

well as the etTorts 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 udichavesy-type of 

Surya in its nascent stage ancient V anga. 

The worship of the Sun-deity had infiltrated largely into the various strata of the 

society in early Bengal. In this connection, we would like to refer to a 2nd century A.D 

seal38 from Berachampa (North 24 Parganas) with a legend in Kharosthi and Kharosthi

Brahmi. The seal exhibits a boat with a mast carrying a banner and above it a round 

object depicting the Sun in the sky. The associated legend says, "Bhajotha dijre (or jri) 

ssudhrdho ( =Bhajatha dvijeshu udadhau)" meaning "you take resort into the Brahmins 

(while) at sea. It is significant to notice the display of the Sun on the seal along with an 

advice to the seafarers for taking resort unto the Brahmins while at sea. 

The aniconic representation of the Sun god and its worship was also perhaps 

practiced during this period in Bengal side by side with the anthropomorphic 
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representation. Incidentally, mention may be made of a 3rd century A.D. terracotta seae9 

found in Chandraketugarh. The seal displays a standing female figure with an ornate 

headdress, the right hand being akimbo and the left hand pointing to a staff rising from a 

water reservoir. The staff is flanked by two lotuses. In the Rigveda (4.13.5), Surya finds 

is described as the pillar of the sky. In addition, the Surya pillar from Nagarjunakonda of 

the 2nd century A.D. has also come to our notice. Therefore, the staff may be taken as 

standing for the column of the sky representing the Sun. 

Theriomorphic representation of Surya was not, probably, unfamiliar in ancient 

Vanga in the Pre-Gupta era, as is traceable from a terracotta seal. 41 The said seal shows a 

lotus as rising from a pond and two galloping horses turning their heads to a person who 

rides on one of them. Based on the equestrian beside the full-blown lotus and a legend 

Dhesido (desitah) in Kharosthi in left field, it may be said that the rider was instructed 

(desitah) to protect the tank from defilement since it was perhaps exclusively used for 

religious purpose as well as for the growth of lotus flowers only. In the Rigveda, 42 it is 

emphatically enjoined to dig ponds or tanks for having full-blown lotuses in addition to 

the provision of pure drinking water.43 The second horse might have symbolically 

depicted the Sun god. 

An early 4th-51
h century A.D. tablet m terracotta discovered from 

Harinarayanpur44 (South 24 Parganas) represents the solar deity as standing and holding 

two full-blossomed lotuses in two hands by their stalks. He is endowed with a flat-cap 

like headdress and bejeweled with long earrings, necklace and torque. He is also wearing 

a coat, trousers and boots. Two pillar-like objects of cylindrical shape are engraved in the 

relief. These remind us of the Surya pillar of the second cent. A. D. from 

94 



Nagarjunakonda and may, therefore, be taken as portraying the Sun in addition to his 

iconic representation. The concept of Surya pillar seems to have been well known to the 

artists of ancient Bengal in the 3rd/ 4th century A.D. In that case, we notice an 

uninterrupted ilow of art style into ancient Vanga from different parts of India in the 

subsequent ages and various experimentations and reorientations in them in course of 

time. 

It appears that in India, the Sun god in anthropomorphic representation have been 

visualized in t\VO forms. The first one originated with conceptualizing the Sun as a 

beautiful celestial winged bird Garutman (divyah sa suparna Garutman) by the Rigvedic 

seers. The other. which is also based on the Rigveda45 envisaged the Sun god as riding a 

chariot drawn by horses. Here the divinity is conceived as being flanked by his two 

consorts - Usa and Pratyusa. The four-horsed terracotta Surya from Chandraketugarh 

attests to the developed concept of Surya that was current in early Bengal in the 

1st A.D. However. this iconographic pattern was in no way a secluded one, rather 

a widely accepted phenomenon of the period, which is proved by the early images of the 

god from di±Ierent parts of India such as Bodhgaya, Bhaja, Lala Bhagat and 

Anantagumpha. In all these compositions of more or less similar features, the god is 

represented as moving on a chariot drawn by four horses and flanked by Usa and 

Pratyusa. 

From the early centuries of the Christian era, the solar cult in Northern India 

seems to have advanced along a definite line. The North Indian form carne 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 
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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 as reviewed earlier is to be taken as falling within this third form in its very nascent 

stage in ancient Bengal. The Northerner's dress (udicyavesa) happens to be the greatest 

feature of this form of solar iconography. The stress is laid emphatically on the close 

covering of the god's body with a coat of mail and his wearing the avyanga and the boots 

(upanat-pinaddha padayugalam of later texts) together with such other attributes as 

lotus-flowers with stalk, a crovvTI, ornamented earrings, long necklace etc. 

The intimate connection the east Iranian mode of Sun worship with the 

remodeled solar cult in Northern India is further heightened by V arahamihira's laying 

down (Brihat-samhita. Ch. 59. V .19) that it was the Magas who were entitled to install 

ceremonially the images of Surya in temples.46 The Maga Brahmins were held in high 

esteem and reverence also by the people of ancient Bengal, as is evidenced by a 

Kharosthi inscription in a terracotta potsherd47 from Chandraketugarh (North 

24 Parganas) of c. late last or early 2nd century A. D. The lnscription48 has been read by 

Prof. B.N. Mukherjee as ''ja'adha Makatreke vajtra dvr (I) je dhadh (e) ... (=Jayanto

Makatah eko vastrah dvy·ah) ". Prof. Mukherjee thinks that the inscription seems to refer 

to a victorious Brahmin from Maka called Vastra (Vajtra). Can he be taken as a Maga 

Brahman who won victory in religious debates?49 That the Sun worshippers were not 

used to accept discomfiture at the hands of the proponents of the other sects in 

theological discourses, is evident from the fact that Samkaracharya had to face the Sun

worshippers in the Deccan, whom he found as divided into six sub-sects. In view of the 

discovery of udicyavesi Surya images in early Bengal as well as of the 
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contemporaneousness of the epigraphic reference, it may be safely said that the 

victorious Brahmin \Vas no other a than a Maga priest who must have come to Bengal and 

install ceremonially the images of the Sun god. This view would be further strengthened 

by the fact that the udicyavesa type of Sun icon gained preponderance over the winged 

type of an instant early phase. This changeover indicates that the new re-orientation in 

Sun worship in ancient Bengal could take place only when the vigorous participation and 

assistance of the Maga Brahmanas was available. These Sun worshipping priest must 

have been invited and settled down in the land in time by the new settlers who themselves 

had migrated to Bengal from the northwestern province where the Kharosthi alphabet 

vvas mainly used. su Interestingly. the inscription question was written the Kharosthi 

language only while the others found ancient Vanga are mostly written the Brahmi 

also points to the introduction of the 

in Bengal by its new settlers had brought Maga 

them or the ages to ofJiciate 

solar iconography, the Sun-image illustrates the next 

ficant stage not only in early Bengal but also in other places of the country. The 

switchOver began denuding the torso of the god of the udh:vavesa \Vithoui 

sacrificing the artistic beauty. The lower part of the udhyavesa as well as the booted feet 

lost its bef()re the high-pitched tempo of a total Indianised version of the 

This very style constitutes the final stage in the evolutionary process of the iconic 

representation of Surya in ancient Vanga. The composite figure showing the Sur_va image 

of the 5th century A.D. from Indian Museum and the Kashipur (North 24 Parganas) 

Surya image of the 7th century A.D.- all exhibit slow but steady shedding off of the 
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Northerner's dress, the avyanga (waist-girdle) and the booted feet being retained in aU 

.the cases. There has been appreciable alteration in the fashioning of the avyanga since 

the days of the Harinarayanpur Surya image. Nevertheless, that has been done in 

consistence with the overall representation of the icon as well as the emerging religious 

guidelines, which were available to the icon-makers in codified forms in the subsequent 

times. 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. As a good 

example, we can cite the bluish basalt stone-image of Surya (C. 6th century A.D.) found 

at Deora in the district of Bogra. 51 

No punch-marked nor cast-coins have yet been discovered in Bengal similar to 

those of the Uddehika and Panchala Mitra chiefs like Suryamitra 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 flower, etc. were generally 

employed in the performance of the Vedic rituals. Whatever may be the case, the Sun god 

seems to have enjoyed like lndra and Agni, wide popularity in ancient Vanga, possibly 

among the various strata of the society during the Post-Mauryan and Pre-Gupta period, as 

is 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 Bhavisya Purana (54.5) that the 

98 



oblation offered to Agni is received by the Sun who in turn gives birth to rain. Rain 

produces food and the food (so begotten) sustains the people. 

Besides showing the popularity of Sun worship, archaeological materials also 

demonstrate that the worship ofthe god in image form developed in early Bengal along a 

native line in which the divinity made his appearance in the form of a winged deity. The 

indigenousness in the creative innovation is discernable in such attributes as the mangal 

ghata with sprouting leaves. plantain tree, etc. adorning the central god. These additional 

attributes give a clear proof of the socio-economic needs and practices of the people of 

ancient Vanga. which were predominantly agrarian in nature. Bengal also came to be 

developed into one of the important sites, as evidenced by images and inscriptions. to 

keep pace \vith the iconic experiments that were going on in the northwest region of the 

country. The extension of the Kusana Empire in eastern India and the associated business 

activities led to the f()unding urbanized settlements by the immigrants from the 

Kharosthi-,using region of the northwest India. It is interesting to note that the tradition 

introduced 

10 the 

the Maga Brahmanas in fashioning Sun images in olden Vanga continued 

guiding force in its later representations. It is also deserving to admit of 

the great role that ancient Vanga had played not only in the evolutionary process of the 

solar iconography in this part of country, but also establishing the cult under discussion 

finally in its land in the Gupta and Post-Gupta periods. Early Vanga became one of the 

fertile lands in the contemporary India for the successful introduction of the Sun worship 

amongst its heterogeneous groups of people. In addition, with a rich cultural heritage, it 

also served as the much-needed anvil for the mass production of solar icons in the 

subsequent times. 
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II 

Gupta Period 

Sun worship, which was very much popular in ancient V anga during the post

Maurya and pre-Gupta period, did not die out with the passage of time. On archaeological 

evidences, we can definitely say that the popular wind of Sun worship blowing across in 

ancient Vanga wafted further into the far-flung parts of greater Bengal in the early days 

of the Gupta age. 52 Sun worship that was introduced in Bengal in the pre-Gupta period, 

was consolidated on a firm foundation during the Gupta rule in Bengal because of a 

favourable situation. 

Greater part of India that was added in the Gupta Empire became subject to its 

economic system as welL This infusion of political and economic life gave great impetus 

to religious and cultural intermingling. The Guptas were prominent followers of 

Brahmanism and at the time of their reign, Puranic Brahmanism was emerging and 

starting to spread all over India. In this very period. principal Puranas like the Vayu, 

Visnu and Matsya were composed and Puranic gods and goddesses were being 

worshipped. The age witnessed the granting of land to Brahmanas, various Brahmanical 

sacrifices, the vogue of worship of Puranic deities and the founding of new settlement of 

Brahmanas. There is good evidence that Brahmanical ideals were more influential in this 

era in the number of ordinary householders who bought land and gave it to the 

Brahmanas for the foundation of religious institutions.53 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 Pundravardhana-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. Brahmans had arrived to various parts of Bengal and settled as 

permanent residents. The epigraphic records of the Gupta period found in North Bengal 

at places like Dhanaidaha,54 Baigram,55 Kalaikuri,56 Damodarpur,57 and Paharpur58 

contain names of a large number of Brahma!)as settled in Bengal. Of them, some 

belonged to the Rigvedic School and others to Yajurvedic or Samavedic schools. Most of 

these Gupta epigraphs record grants of lands to the Brahma!)as; the purpose of a grant 

used to be the performance of the Agnihotra rites or the Pafichamahayajiia sacrifices or 

construction and renovation of a temple along with the provision of funds 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 Bhaskaravarrna that during the reign of 

Bhutivarrna, more than two hundred Brahma!)a families belonging to various gotras and 

Vedic Siikhas were settled in Pancakhanda village in Srihatta district. The Lokanatha 

edict of the seventh cent. A.D. reveals that in Samatata, the jungle had been cleared for a 

new settlement and all who resided there were Brahmans versed in the four Vedas. Thus, 

in this era Vedic religion and culture had spread throughout Bengal through the numerous 

waves of Brahmanas. 59 Nevertheless, to the common person the extent of Puranic 

religion and culture was much more significant; the Brahmanical Hindus were generally 

votaries of either Visnu.60 or Siva.61 

With the spread of the Vedic Brahmanism everywhere in Bengal, the cult of 

Vedic Sun god Savita was brought in by the Bhahmanas along with their daily 

programme of rituals and prayers. Every twice-born householder is enjoined to perform 
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the Samdhyopasana, a form of Sun worship by muttering the Gayatri Mantra with facing 

towards the east in the morning and the north-east in the evening.62 It is also prescribed to 

offer an arghya to the Sun.63 As the Samdhya was to be performed in accordance with the 

method laid down in the Grihyasutras and Dharmasutras every day by every Brahmana, 

it 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. 64 

The earliest inscriptional evidence for the worship of the Sun in early Bengal comes from 

Pundravardhana. In the Jagadishpur (Rajshahi) copper plate of 123 Gupta era (447 A.D.) 

issued from Purt;1akausika, the headquarters of SringaveravTthi, it is mentioned that three 

residents - Kshemarka, Bhoyila and Mahidasa - had permanently donated lands for the 

construction of a temple for the thousand-rayed god (Sahasra-rasmi) 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 

khanda-phutta as well as for the supply of perfume, incense and oil etc.65 

The temple of the 'Sahasrarasmz (the Sun) was established in the village named 

Gulmagandhika adjacent to the Jaina Vihara. 66 in Pundravardhana-bhukti. The 

inscription also mentions the name of Sambapura where the temple was situated. Samba, 

the son of Krisna by Jambavati, is connected with the worship of the Sun in many late 

Puranas.67 Sambapura is another name of Mulasthana (present Multan in Sind) where 

Samba constructed a Sun temple at Candrabhaga (modem Chenub in the Punjab), 

brought eighteen families of the Magas from Sakadviipa for the office of the priest of the 

temple and worshipped the Sun god to get cured of leprosy. The import of the Maga 
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Brahmanas into India by Samba from Sakadvipa is also referred to in the Govindapur 

(Gaya District) stone inscription of poet Gangadhara dated the Saka year 1059 (=1137-38 

A.D.). 68 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. 

The Jagadishpur copper plate is an important religious document. Here the temple 

construction and the solar worship by means the oblations of rice, milk and sugar, 

perfume. incense. lamp etc. before a Sun-image is done by the indigenous peoples of 

1 ndia - probably the V aisyas. Besides Iranian Mag as, the Indians of even orthodox 

w·ere not behind in following the practices of worship of the Sun in image 

and temple. name of the Sun god for whom the temple was constructed is purely 

indigenous Sahasrarasmi and not Iranian Mithra. Thus by the middle of the fifth 

A. a !-fledged solar sect with all the paraphernalia of a temple, Image, 

pnesthood. had come into vogue and Sun worship was widely 

practiced in this part of Bengal. Thus. the literary evidence of the Mahabharata for the 

existence of a sect of Sauras is corroborated by the epigraphy. The inscription under 

discussion supplies us the. earliest evidence for the existence of a Sun-temple in Bengal 

by the middle of the fifth century A.D. This monument ofthe Sun-cult was a result of the 

collective effort of three residents - a fact that shows that there had been a group of 

followers of the Sun-sect in Pundravardhana-bhukti as early as the first half of the fifth 

century A.D. Since the indigenous name of Sahasrarasmi is used in it, it appears that 

there has been indigenous tradition of Sun-temples - a fact that has also been brought to 

light by the Indor Copper Plate Inscription. 
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It is highly deserving of note that among the inscriptions testifying to Sun worship 

in India, the J agadishpur copper plate ( 44 7 A.D.) happens to be the earliest one, the next 

in point of time being the lndor Copper Plate Inscription of Skandagupta ( 465-66 A.D.). 

This clearly shows to what level the Sun worship was popular among the people in early 

Bengal and to what extent the tradition of Sun image and temple was deep-rooted in their 

psyche. 

As parts of the Gupta Empire, Pm;dravardhana, Radha and V m1ga were definitely 

brought within the main current of the bhakti-movement in North India. From the Gupta 

period, the worship of a purely northern culture brought into India by Iranian and 

invaders became very \\idespread in Bengal. This deity was not related to the 

concept of Surya, but rather to the idea and ritual of a Surya of popular belief By 

this time, the Sakadvipi Brahmanas seem to have spread all over Bengal. There is also 

these Brahmanas were related to the Bengal Brahmanas. The 

Govindapur in Gaya district. Bihar dated Saka era 

1059 (=1137 A. D.) says that two brothers Manaratha and Dasaratha belonging to the 

family of Bharadvaja of the Maga Brahmana origin, were induced to accept jobs under 

the King V arnamana of Magadha. Manaratha's son Gangadhara, a counsellor and friend 

of Rudramana of Magadha, had composed the edict. Gangadhara had married a daughter 

of Jayapru;ti, an official of the king Gauda. 

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 Kumarpur69 and Niyamatpur,70 both in the 

Rajshahi district, North Bengal, which is roughly the Pundravardhana of ancient times. In 
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both the relieves, the god is accompanied by his two attendants, Dandi and Pingala. The 

Kumarpur relief shows the god wearing long tunic, flat and low head dress, while in the 

N iyamatpur 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 Kusana artists to provide the Surya

ratha with only two or four horses. The Mat5ya Purana71 speaks of seven horses and one 

cakra 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 relief~ the horses are 

conspicuous by their absence. The wheel of the chariot, the two female attendants of the 

god and consorts are absent in both the above images. Most probably, the sculptors 

these icons followed a text like the Brihat-samhita, 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. 72 A remarkable innovation is the scarf or belt introduced for the first time in 

these two images. Both the Surya relieves unmistakably reveal the glittering traces of the 

iconographic features of the Kusana period in dress and general characteristics. It may be 

reasonably held that the Sauras or the devotees of Surya 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 nationalization of the Sun images in the early 

Gupta age. The peculiarity of the features of the Kumarpur Surya with no parallel in any 

other school or period of Indian art, the kind and quality of the material used, as well as 

the crude, coagulated and unsophisticated appearance of the example, all combine to 

suggest that it is probably the work of a local artist who was remotely touched by the art 
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idiom of Mathura. 73 The emergence of a local school of art for the Sun images points to 

the wide prevalc:nce of the image-worship of the god in the society. 

An early 5th century terracotta seal of a ruler with the epithet "Ladhapeya, the 

sustaining Elephant'" 74 from Chandraketugarh contains. along with the figure of Agni. 

the figure of a deity identified as that of Surya, which also significantly associates him 

with agriculture. Surya instills life in us and that is why it is known as S'aritri. 75 At the 

break of day. people begin their day's works. Therefore, he is called the life of living 

being like Agni. 

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 Deora (Bogra)76 definitely shows 

some development in the iconic type of Surya. However, not much removed in point of 

date from the Bhumara77 (Nagod, Madhya Pradesh) solar relief~ it introduces many new 

specialties not present in the latter. The Bhumara Surya was an accessory figure inside 

one of the 'cairm· windows in a Siva temple. while the Deora Surya seems to have been 

the most important object of worship in a shrine for the god. The number of attendants 

and associates has increased in the Deora image, for in addition to Dandi and Pingala. 

Aruna in the middle and the arrow-shooting Usa and Pratyusa are on two sides. He is 

clothed in a 'dhori' 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 Kushan dress has disappeared 

and the image is given a complete indigenous character. The Deora image belongs to the 

106 



Gupta age, 78 when the full-fledged image of the god with all his attendants might have 

been imported in Bengal. 

The way of treating the horses and the two demons in the the Kashipur Surya79 

image remind us of the technique of the Chandraketugarh terracotta plaques. Further, the 

display of three full-blown lotuses in each of the two hands of the same sculpture is found 

to have follovved the tradition set by the above-mentioned first cent. 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 Deora or Kashipur Sun-images seem to be 

the products of the continuing art-tradition introduced in ancient Vanga in the fashioning 

of Sun-icons by the Maga Brahmanas.80 

In the Kusana period. the Sun images \Vere of two types- seated and bhadrasana. 

Gupta age witnessed a new more variety of the standing type. Seated images of the Sun 

are \ 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 

10 the 7th or 8th century A.D .. 81 "Vas found along with an inscribed image of the goddess 

Sarvvani set up by Prabhavati. the queen of the Buddhist Devakhadga, from some ruins 

in the village of Deulbadi, Comilla. The image follows the Deora composition in many of 

its details. We may deduce some important information of Sun worship from the 

Deulbadi icon. No doubt, the Sun god received worship from the Buddhists and that too 

sometimes simultaneously with Brahmanical deities like Sarvvani (Uma or Durga), the 

devoted wife of Siva. The latter fact definitely points to some sort of syncretism in the 

society. Most probably, the rogahartta aspect of Surya was responsible for his wide 
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acceptance among the people of different creeds. Secondly, it is also beyond doubt that in 

addition to worship in temple. the god was also adored by individuals in their houses in 

image form. 

As regards the sociological aspect, the Sun cult had a wide following. The 

Brahmanas 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 \:Vas spreading in all the directions of early 

Bengal as is evident by the finds of the images as well as the inscriptions. However, in 

compans10n to Vaisnavism and Saivism it was given a subordinate position and 

a cult. 

Between post-Gupta and pre-Pala Period 

Sun worship was not confined only to Pundravardhana or Vanga but equally in 

vogue m Vardhamana-bhukti i.e. Uttara-Radha and Dandabhukti-mandalas. The 

Mallasarul Copper Plate inscription82 (of Vijayasena) of the time of Gopachandra 

(Regnal Year 3 i.e. 543 A.D.) from Vardhamana-bhukti refers to Lokanatha Dharma, 

which is identified with the Sun god. The inscription begins with an invocation to Srf 

Lokanatha. 83 The epigraph is attached with a seal that bears in relief a standing two

armed figure with a cakra in the background. Scholars are not unanimous regarding the 

identification of the deity represented on the seal. D. C. Sircar84 holds that Vijayasena 

was, in all probability, a Buddhist and the cakra or the wheel, therefore, represents the 

Dharma Cakra or the wheel of Law and the deity appearing in front of the cakra is Sr1 

Lokanatha i.e. the Buddha. However, Sukumar Sen is of opinion that the seal of 
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Vijayasena actually depicts an effigy of Dharma Surya with the wheel of time (Kala 

Cakra) in the background and emblems of horse in front. Dr. Sen85 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 

considered in the religious background of the sixth cent. 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 Puranic 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 81
h Century A.D. Therefore, it would be rather hazardous to conclude that a seal of the 

6th century A.D. from ancient Radha should represent a Buddhist symbol or deity. Of 

course, we to bear that the effigy of the god in front of the wheel bears 

resemblance neither with any Buddhist deity nor with any Brahmanical god. In spite of 

it is no less significant to study the seal aiong with the first two lines of the 

Lokanath been equated with Dharma. There is least doubt that 

Dharma was recognized tor long as Sun god by the Nisadas or the Austric-speaking 

original inhabitants of Bengal. 86 Besides, the Dhannarnangala Kavyas, which were 

composed at a later date in Radha, record the earliest tradition of worshipping the Sun 

god with the name of Dharma. 87 Vijayasena, to whom the Mallasarul seal belongs, 

started his career as a feudatory under Maharaja Vainyagupta who was a devotee of Siva 

and later shifted his allegiance to Gopachandra. It may, therefore, be held that he was a 

resident of Bengal for quite a long time and had an opportunity to be conversant with the 

religious tradition of this country. It is no wonder that he should have upheld the worship 

of Lokanatha-Dharma associated with the BrahmaJ,Iical belief. Incidentally, it may be 
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mentioned that the Mahayana god A valokitdvara was named Lokaniitha in Bengal and 

was associated with the primitive god Dharma in course of time. The synthesis, thus 

forged, contributed ultimately to the growth of the concept of bhakti centering round 

Silrya. 

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 Sasanka as a persecutor of the Buddhists. 

While traveling in Magadha in 637-38 A.D., he noted88 that in recent times, Sasanka 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 

echo is heard 

his body produced sores and his peeled off causing his death. An 

Aryamanjusrm'iiJlakalpa, a later text of a Buddhist the 

of Sasanka's destruction of the Bodhi tree and his consequent death. The same story of 

Sasanka's is preserved in medieval genealogical (Kulafi) works of Bengal 

Brahmanas. 89 According to the tradition preserved among the Nadiya Vanga Grahavipra 

S'amaja as well as the Varendra Sakadvipi Brahmanas, twelve Brahmanas living on the 

banks of the Sarayil River were brought by king Sasanka to Gauda in order to cure 

himself of an incurable disease by offering sacrifices to the planets (graha-yajna). 

According to this tradition, Sasanka was healed and rewarded the Brahmanas who then 

settled in Gauda at his request. These Brahmanas known as Grahavipra and settled in 

Radha and V anga, came to be divided into several sections according to the places of 
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their residence. Given the authenticity of the Kulaji texts, it may safely be said that the 

Grahayajna, 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 Sasanka found it advisable to resort to it. The legend also 

points to the occasional immigration of the Sakadvipi Brahmanas to Bengal from Upper 

India, who presumably 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 diseases 

( 'samasta-rog[uJiim harttii '). 

In addition to the worship of the nine planets, the Sun god continued to receive 

Dham1a in the Mallasarul Copper Plate and the Nidhanpur inscription90 of Bhaskara-

varman, issued from Kamasuvama91 sometime after the death of Harsavardhana in 647 

A.D. Herein Bhaskaravarman has been compared with Bhaskara (Bhaskaramiva tejasiim 

nilayam) has bee equaled with that of the 'Bhuvanpati" i.e. the Sun.92 The 

king, like Surya who takes away darkness from the world, spread the eternal light of the 

Aryadharma by removing the accumulated darkness of the Kaliyuga. 

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 Brahmanas, Brahmanical images and temples and 

therefore, made grants of lands for them to enhance their own virtue and renown. 

Prabhavati, the queen of the Buddhist Devakhadga, set up an image of the goddess 
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Sarvani (Durga) with which was found a seated bronze image of Surya. A number of 

inscriptions from the Pala and Candra age inform that from different parts of India such 

as Lata (South Gujarat), 93 Madhyadesa, Krodanja (KoUificha), Muktavastu and especially 

central India, Brahmanas of \·arious Gotra-Pravara and various Vedic branches as well 

as Brahmanas observing the Vedic sacraments came to settle in Bengal. We are also told 

that many of the Brahmans who were granted land were most erudite in the Vedas and 

tht:ir six ,branches and proficient in the execution of the Vedic sacrifices and similar 

rituals. Reference may be made to the Munger inscription of Devapala. the Badal Pillar 

inscription91 as well as the Bhagalpur Copper Plate inscription9
'i of the time 

'\ and the Vangar inscription of Mahipala. Mention is made in many 

inscriptions the Vedic sacrifices and the homa oblation. In this period, Puranic 

grandeur outshone that of this Vedic religion and tradition. The climate of the Vedic 

period as welL There are a number distinct 

to Brahmans 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 ritvika or family 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 Brahmanas by means of Samdhyopasana is beyond any doubt. Sun god and his 

\Norship 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 
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8 of the Bal)agada (Dinajpur) Copper Plate Inscription of Mahipala I (988-1 023 A.D.), 

Gopaladeva, son of Rajyapala and BhagyadevL has been equated with the Sun, the 

repository of luminosity, produced by the Eastern mountains ('las mat 

Purvak.}itighranmidhiriva ). 96 It is worth mentioning that the Rigvedic description 

(1.50.4-8) of the Sun as the source of the light has been repeated here. The Gaya 

(Kri~:oadvarika Temple) stone Inscription of the time ofNayapaladeva (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.97 In another place, the splendour 

Bhaskar a has bet:n attributed to Visvaditya possessed of unending qualities (' tejasvita 

'). Atmospheric aspect of the Sun becomes prominent here again. In the 

contemporary Ba1,1agada Prasasti ofMurti-Siva, 'Bhanu' (the Sun) shining above the lofty 

shrine of the iv1Cirti Siva has been described asa golden pitcher. 98 The form ofthe Sun as 

round with his role as the rain-giver has certainiy contributed to such 

depiction. 

In Verse 1 of the Sian (Birbhum) Stone Inscription (approx. 1043 A.D.) Surya has 

been described as the right eye of Vi~:ou ('pravodhanidre jagatam yw,yonml!an

mflane' ). 99 Analogous descriptions are also found in Verse 2 of the Kamauli copper Plate 

of Vaidyadeva. In the Vedic literature, 100 Surya has been described as the eye of Mitra 

and Varu:oa as well as the soul of aU -movable and stationary 101 However, here the 

inscription refers to the Sun as the eye of such a deity who in the Rigveda appears as an 

insignificant aspect of the former. This small epigraphic data is extremely important in 

understanding the relative position of both Surya and Visnu in the contemporary society. 

It is evident that in the eleventh century itself began the process of eclipse of Surya by 
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V isnu, 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. 101 and consequently being subjected to aggression of 

Vaisnavism 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 Radha-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 

Vi.5ramiirthamivaisa jamgam:jayastamhho babhou yo 'rpitah '). The term 'visrama

rtham · probably implies that when tired. the horses of the Sun's chariot will take rest for 

a while at the peak of the temple. Anyway. the 'ratha' might have been presented for the 

annual solar car-festival ('ra!ha.vatra') an account of which is found in the Samba P. 

(34.14 ff). We learn from the Skanda P. (Ch. 43 Verse 33) that at Ujjayini, the rathayatra 

was performed twice in a year, one known as A~·adi held in the month "l[~iitlha and the 

other called KiirtikT held in the month of Karttika. 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 case as well. In another verse 

(No.46), we get an indirect reference to a gigantic temple of the Sun god because this 

religious structure has been conceived as the palace of Siirya where he would stay 

abandoning the way to the heaven. 102 In addition, there are also references to the offering 

of golden lotus for the images of 'Chandamsu' as well as for the icons of Surya and the 
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Navagrahas made of silver. 103 An epithet like 'Chandamsu' (hot-rayed) used for the Sun 

god in an epigraph from Birbhum (the Uttar Radha) seems to be quite befitting in view of 

the terrific heat that the deity pours down heavily there. The gift of lotus made of a 

precious metal like gold and the use of silver in making the images of Surya as well as 

the Navagrahas presuppose the fact that the god and the nine planets were worshipped by 

a section of wealthy people and that too so intensely as to insist on themselves to incur 

huge expenditure lavishly. Gold and silver find mention in the Samba P. 104 as the 

materials for the Sun images, other five being copper, earth, stone, wood and paint. 

Yajnavalkya has also prescribed the use of silver as one of the materials for making the 

images of the Navagrahas. Therefore. the Sian inscription gives a good deal of 

infonnation concerning Sun worship the Radha region. 

Towards the end of the Pala period, Sun worship gained immense popularity 

among the Brahmana rulers of Gaya. The Gaya Gadadhar Temple Inscription105 of the 

time Nayapala begins with "Om namo ~Marttm;~diiya" and the first verse is devoted to 

the Sun as . The founder of the temple seems to have been a Parama-saura, we are 

to take into account the practice immensely popular in ancient times to begin the text of 

an inscription with adoration to the deity the issuer is intensely devoted to. For example, 

we may refer to the Deopara Inscription of Parama-Miihesvar Vijayasena and the Naihati 

Copperplate of Parama-Miihdvar Vallalasen that begin with 'Om om namah Sivaya'. 

Similarly, the Madhainagar Copperplate of Parama-Vaisnava Laksrnanasena commences 

with 'Om om nama Narayanaya'. It is known from the Gaya Ak~ayavata Temple 

Inscription of Visvaliipa Visvaditya (a feudatory of the Pal as) incised in the regal year 5 

of Vigrahapala III (1 043-70 A.D.), which begins with adoration to Siva, informs that the 
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Image of Suklabhiinu (Silrya) was installed in the temple of the Prapitiimahesvara 

(Brahma) at Gaya together with the 1cons of Giithesh, Kanakesvara, Ambujabhava, 

Visvarupesvara, Gangesa, Gadadhara, Gridhresa, Sujanardana and Vatesa. 106 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 Gay a Sitala Temple Inscription 107 of Y ak~apala 108 of the time of Govindapala 

(1161 A.D.-1165 A.D.) also begins with "Om namah Suryiiya" and here also the first 

verse is dedicated to the Sun god - "Vi~aya-madhutlwra-pun;ta prii!Jinikayalim visva

satapattaml aHiiSii-dala-ramiim prakiisayannavatu vo Bhiinuh". On the ground cited 

above, it can safely be concluded that Yaksapala was also a Parama-Saura. In addition to 

the Suryavandanii in the Mangaliichara!Ja, 109 the inscription also refers to 

Suryapranama. 110 which originated as a mode of Sun \Vorship as early as the Rigvedic 

age and gained popularity in later Hinduism. There is no room for doubt that it was still a 

popular of the worship the Sun in the age under review. The inscription in 

question also refers to the construction of a temple where the images of Mouniiditya, 

Sahasralinga. Kamaliirdhcn1gi-Niiriiyal}a, Somesvara, Phalguniitha, Vijayiiditya and 

Kedardvara were installed. 111 Of the names of the gods just mentioned, Mouniiditya and 

Vijayiiditya appear to be other names of Surya. the light of the above facts, it would be 

reasonable to identify the Brahma1,1a tributary princes of Gaya as Saura because of their 

intense devotion to the Sun god. 

In the Mainamati Plate ofGovindacandra (1020 -1055 A.D.) ofthe contemporary 

Chandra dynasty, the king has been described as shining as the Pracandarasmi Surya. 112 

In the Ramganj Copperplate of Isvaraghosa (1 040 - 1080 A.D.), a contemporary of 
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Vigrahapala III, Balaghosa, Dhavalaghosa and Mahamandalika Isvaraghosa- all three 

have been described as (well-known/veritable as) the Sun. 114 It appears that this royal 

family endeavoured to depict them as belonging to the solar race. In the Bhuvanesvar 

Inscription of Bhatta-Bhavadeva (1073 -1127 A.D), minister of Harivarmandeva of the 

Vannan dynasty, Bhavadeva, the founder of the family, has been described as a giver of 

fruit like the Sun (kalasya datiipi tapanapratimah - Verse 5). 115 In the Kamauli Plate of 

Vaidyadeva, 116 Surya 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 10), 'Arkadeva', 'Marttm1d'a'( "siilcyiit divaspativikramah," verse 14) or 

'dinapati' ("iljirlairdinapatih, verse 19). The inscription tlirther informs that the Pal a king 

Vigrahapala was born in the family of the Sun, the right eye ofHari (etasya dahinadriso 

vamse Mihirasya jiitaviin piirvam ). 

The Kamauli Plate leads us to presume that the Pala kings had belonged to the 

solar dynasty.ll 7 In the Ramacharita (I. 4) of Sandhyakara Nandi, Dharmapala is 

described as 'the light of Samudra's race' (samudra-kula-dipa) i.e., descended from the 

ocean. 118 However, both the records belong to the very end of tbe PaJa 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 wa'> 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-Mangala of 

Ghanarama. 119 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. 
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According to Taranatha, Gopala was succeeded by a son who was begotten by 

Nagaraja Sagarapala, the sovereign of the ocean, on his younger queen. 119 This is 

evidently another version of the Pala origin from samudra or ocean. RD. Banerji in his 

endeavour to interpret 'Samudra-kula' rationally says that the Palas came from the sea. 120 

However, reconciliation has been attempted between the two different traditions of 

Samudra and Siirya origin by holding that Samudra-kula means Surya-kula or solar race 

to which Samudra, the son ofthe mythical king Sagara, belonged. 121 

Varman-Sena age: Epigraphic evidences 

In the 11th- 12th centuries A.D., the Vedicism 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 Pal a and Kamboja era. From the second half 

the eleventh century, the descendants of the Buddhist Pala kings gradually took to 

Brahmanism. More and more Brahmanas emigrated from the Central regions. In the 

inscriptions and the literature of the times, the Brahmanical ideals along with several 

sacrifices are very clear, as is the effort to diffuse them throughout the social and 

religious spheres. 

The Bhuvane5war Inscription of Bhatta-Bhavadeva, minister of the Varman King 

Harivarman (1073-1127 A.D.), 122 refers to hundred villages inhabited by the Brahma.Q.as 

versed in the Vedic lore. The Belava (Bhagalpur) Copper Plate (1142 A.D) of 

Bhojavarman (1137-1145 A.D.) 123 refers to the grant of land in Pu~dravardhana to the 

Brahma.Q.as who hailed from Uttara Radha and were attached to the study of the Vedas. 

The Varman rulers are known to have been great patrons of three Vedas. 
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In the inscriptions belonging to the Sena rulers, we find references to the 

Bra.hma.Qas belonging to the Vedic .._~akhas like Kauthuml, Asvalayana, Kanva and 

Paippalada. The Barrackpore (24-Parganas) Copper Plate grant (1159 A.D.) of 

VUayasena124 records the donation of lands in the Khadi Vi~aya of Pw;dravardhana

bhukti to the priests who performed Kanakatula Puru~a Mahadana on behalf of the great 

BilasadevT on the day of lunar eclipse. The Naihati Copper grant ofVaJlalasena 125 (1159-

1179 A.D.) records the donation of land to Acariya Vasudevasarman for supervision of 

Hema:,ya J.vfahadana on the bank of the river Ganga during a solar eclipse. The 

T arpandighi ( Balurghat, South Dinajpur) Copper Plate grant 126 
( 1181 A.D.) of 

Laksmanasena records the donation of a village in Varendri to Acarya Isvara Devasarman 

as fee service in the Hiranya,<,ya lvfahadana. Again, the Madhainagar (Pabna 

district) Copper plate grant (1204 A.D.) of Lak$manasena 127 records donation of land 

made by the king for use of the priest who seems to have acted as the supervisor or the 

proprietary f()r Aindri Santi. Therefore, it is evident that most of the Sena records were 

land grants made to the Brahma.Qas on some specific occasions of rites and rituals. 

Anyway, there is no room for doubt that the Sun god received adoration from those 

orthodox Brahmanas by traditional way of Samdhyopasana along with the muttering of 

Gayatri. Brahmm;a Sarvasva 128 of Halayudhamisra, it is found that the Brahma:oas 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 

Guravarmisra speaks quite differently. Even if we accept the allegation as true at the end 

of the 12th century A. D., it would be unreasonable to hold that the Brahma.Qas in Bengal 

deviated from the daily practice of remembering three times the Gayatrl-hymn. The Sun 
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god began to be worshipped according to the Vedic injunctions in the natural solar form, 

as the repository of light, heat and all energies that sustain the living world. With the 

gradual expansion of the BriihmaQ.ical settlements in Bengal, there remains little scope of 

doubt that the cult of the Sun god in its Vedic form made its appearance. In addition to 

the Brahmanas, the upper-caste Hindus, at least to some extent, had Vedic sacrifices 

performed and the Vedas recited, mainly due to the inspiration and assistance of 

ritualistic Brahmans who had come from the west. 129 

Abundantly available are the references - both direct and indirect - to Sun worship 

m inscriptions during the Sena period. In verse 8 of the Barrackpore (District 24-

Parganas) Copper Plate ofVijayasena, dated in the year 62 1158 A.D.), Vijayasena has 

been described as the dazzling Sun on the top of the Golden mountain -

"'kanakagiriJirovarti-miirtm;datejah." In verse 5, Hemantasena has also been described as 

having become the Sun an object of veneration for the (three) worlds --

babhi:iva" .uo The Naihati Copper grant Vallalasena 131 (1159-11 79 

refers to the performance of the Hemasya Mahiidana Yajna by Vilasadevi, mother 

Vallalasena on the bank of the Ganges on the occasion of a solar eclipse. We learn 

from the Sanokhar Inscription of the regal year 9 of Vallasena, incised on a cast; 

that the case was gifted by the chief priest of the temple for the setting up of a Sun

image. 132 

Visvarupasena (son of Laksmanasena) and his son Suryasena were staunch 

devotees of Surya and it was in this period that Surya 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. Visvarupasena is said to have been seriously sick or 
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made captive, resulting in his abdicating the throne in 1210 A.D. in favour of Suryasena 

and again ascending the same five years later. 133 The possibility of prolonged and severe 

ailment of Visvarupasena seems to be most probable, which impelled him to profess the 

cult of Surya who has been described in the Bairhatta image inscription as the remover of 

all diseases c·,wmasta-roganam hartta "). 134 The Madanapada (Faridpur) Copperplate 

(1220 A.D.) 13 ~ and the Calcutta Sahitya Parisat Copper-plate ofVisvarupasena136 as well 

as The Edilpur (Faridpur district) Copperplate of Suryasena137 begins with an invocation 

of the God Narayana, the Sun and the Moon. In these inscriptions, the Sun god is 

described as the ''friend of lotus-beds, the source of deliverance of the three worlds 

d2.rkness and the wonderful bird of the tree of the Vedas. 

soaring high up on two alternately expanding white and black wings, of which one is 

and the other black the two fortnights)" Suchlike description of the Sun 

line 

kings· preference 

worship that was going on parallel with 

this mode of Surya worship may be seen 

as indicative of a strong undercurrent against the prevailing practice of worshipping the 

god anthropomorphically. It is worth mentioning that Visvarupasena has described 

himself as a devout worshipper of the Sun god (Parama-saura) in his two inscriptions. 

Even the Parama-Vaisnava Laksmanasena has been described as Parama-Saura in the 

Madanpada inscription. Evidently, it is nothing but a traditional attempt to associate one's 

predecessor with his own religious faith. Suryasena, like his father, has also identified 

himself as the Parama-saura. Both of them have been described as "Senakula

kamalavikasa-bhaskara". 
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Varman-Sena Age: Literary evidences 

Sun worship finds ample references in the contemporary religious and secular 

literary texts. There are many euolozical verses around the Sun in the Subhasita

ratnakosa, an anthology compiled by the Buddhist abbot Vidyakara who appears to have 

flourished in Bengal towards the first quarter of the lih cent. A.D. The position that the 

anthologist accorded to the section (no. 7) on Sun immediately after those on Siva 

(Sections 4 & 5) and Visnu (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 tour verses, \Vhich 

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 Surya as held by a few poets, though 

belonging to different ages, all the four verses are being quoted here. 138 

148. "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". Rajasekhara 
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149. I praise the disc ofthe rising Sun, 

red as a parrot's beak sharp-rayed, 

friend ofthe lotus grove 

an earring for the goddess of the east. Vidya 

150. Praise to the Sun. 

a gem in the serpent's hood that is the Eastern Hill, 

a golden flower in the sapphire-tree ofheaven; 

a farewell bowl for the captain-saint 

who sets out to cross the sea of transmigration. Varahamihira 

151. The Sun grows steadily trom its watered root 

reason 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. Mayura 

A number of verses of different poets on the Sun occur m the Devapravaha 

(Section on gods) of the Sadukti-karnamrita (1206 A.D.), 139 an anthology compiled by 

Sridharadasa under the patronage of Laksmanasea. This, no doubt, points to an important 

position of the Sun god in the prevailing religious horizon. In a verse (V.l6.l) of 
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Umapatidhara, a fellow poet of Jayadeva in the court of Laksmanasena, quoted in the 

Sadukt-ikarnamrita ( 1206 A.D.), salutation has been made to the east filled with 

fragrance, which constitutes a clear reference to Suryapranama, a popular mode of Sun 

worship since the Rigvedic age. Another verse (IV.6.5) of the same poet says eulogizing 

the Sun that Bhagavana Surya who beautifies all his lotuses simultaneously along with 

waking all up, is to be worshipped, even though he is heated. 140 Dhoyi, a court-poet of 

Laksmanasena, refers in his Pavana-duta to the Sun temple at (Triveni), ·while directing 

the messenger wind to salute the Sun god ( 'Raghukulaguru') and offer water to him on 

the bank river Ganges before departing from there. 141 Halayudha, a well-known 

of the Smriti digests of Bengal and a contemporary of 

Laksm anasena, showered a eulog; the Sun god the l'viangalacharana of his 

Brahmana-sarvasya thus: '"I eulogize the hharga (tejah) of Savita that gives light, like a 

lamp, to and svah. May the Sun god do good to us, who is 

the ornament cause or kahts, full of Vedas and the way to obtain 

the trivargm/n (three objects of worldly existence) - dharma, artha and kama. I adore 

the Gayatri Devi who is venerable in the three worlds and who is saluted three times even 

by Trilochana (Siva) himself'. 143 

Describing the advent of Surya along with the causes of his worship in his work, 

Halayudha says, "Savita is coming. What is the fonn of the Savita? Possessing qualities 

of stati 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 
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at Sunrise, People gratify the gods and in return, the latter give rain. Coming everyday to 

this land, the god Savita repeatedly helps in this cooperation between man and deity. 

Coming with whom? Along with the night. What sort of night? With black or gloomy 

night". 144
· As virtuous acts are not performed at night, hence the nighttime has been 

called black or full of gloom. This means: the god Savita who is the impeller of the 

actions of gods and men and who everyday appears witnessing the virtuous and sinful 

acts of mortals located in the workplace of the world, I worship him. 

According to the Brahmavaivarta Purana, 145 the Sun worshippers gain recovery 

from different kinds of illness. In this regard, it has been said in this text: "Brahma said: 

after taking a bath at the three periods of the day (i.e. dawn, noon and Sunset), 

adore the Sun devotedly along with mantra, you will be cured from """''"'"'''"" 

devotedly worship the Sun god tor one year with all the sixteen items of the ritual 146 by 

the hymn-- ' hring namobhagavate Suryoya paramatmane svaha', you are 

sure to get disease. I am giving you this wonderful armour147 of the Sun. Out of 

fear, ailment never comes dose to the possessor of this armour as the snakes fearfully run 

away at the sight of Garuda. 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 

to other's disciple of a wicked nature, the giver will have to court a sure death. The seer 

of this kavaca named Jagadvilaksmana 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 mahabranf, who is attacked 
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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 havisanna (boiled sunned rice and ghee ). 148 

In this connection, the Brihaddharma Purana 149 says, "He who worships the Sun 

would be healthy, wealthy and prosperous and repair to the holy immortal feet. He who 

worships the Sun repeatedly with utmost devotion and eat only at night, will go to the 

heaven." The same Purana 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 Brahmanas who immigrated to India from Sakadvipa has been known as the 

Sakadvipi Brahmanas and the descendants of some Sakadvipi Brahmana father and 

Vaisya mother are called the Grahavipras or Ganakas. 150 These Grahavipras officiated 

in the religious ceremonies. A reference to these Brahmans is also found in a verse in the 

Aryasaptasati where the grahasanti (propitiation of planets by sacrifices etc.) has been 

beautifully described in connection with a deep attachment of a lady-love for her lover. 151 

Besides, the ganaka (astrologer) class was very skillful 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 they have 

even found a mention in a verse in the Aryasaptasati while describing the deceitfulness of 

the lover towards his lady-love. 152 Naturally, these astrologers who are even called 

kaitavavid153 (Master fraud) were not at all an object of honour everywhere in the society 

and usually looked upon as patita (fallen, degraded or outcast) because they had given up 

the Vedic religion and got excessively attached to astrology. A branch of this class who 
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were known as Agradani Brahmana were also regarded as patita because they used to 

receive first gift of the funeral ceremony from the Sudras. 

Images: 

In addition to the epigraphic evidences, we have several images of the Sun god 

that much more strongly indicates the growth and development of the Sun-cult god from 

the 8th to the 12th century A D. and even later. The number of images of the Sun god, 

dating from the Pala and Sena periods, is very large. 

8th Century A.D. 

Three images of the solar divinity are known to belong to the 8th century A.D., all 

datable in its second half. Based on their find spots we can safely say that the worship of 

the god in image form was prevalent in Varendri and some parts of Uttar Radha. 

Continuation of earlier fashion as well as advent of new ones is clearly noticeable in their 

iconography. The terracotta Surya154 from Paharpur 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 Bodhgaya railings. The relief from Bhadrakali (Hooghly) 155 with a clear 

sign of emphasis on flatness not only echoes the two-dimensional art of Bharhut but also 

depicts the deity (Pl. 1 Oa) in full anthropomorphic form ignoring the prescribed rule of 

the Matsya Purana. 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 
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temple design in the Sun-icon indicates the popularity of temple-concept in the worship 

of the Sun god. Surya and his two attendants Dandi and Pingala are represented as 

wearing a pair of pointed boots, as it would be seen in the Sun icons belonging to the Pal a 

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 facing the viewer are open while those of 

the upraised 11ower are closed. This style of Surya image does not tally with that of the 

earlier images of the Gupta period when sometimes the divinity held three flowers 

instead oftvvo in each hand. The third grh century A.D. image 156 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 because of the strong Brahrnanical concept of the Sun 

worship and comparative weakness of the Champions of the Solar icons. The absence 

the Sun Images also speaks its distance 

philosophy. 

gth Century A.D. 

The ninth century witnessed greater popularity of the 

probably because of a wider belief in his curative aspect as wen as a stable Government 

and liberal religious policy under the Palas. However, out of the 26 ninth century AD. 

images noticed hitherto, all the 25 of known provenance hail from Pundravardhana- four 

157 from Rajshahi, one from Bogra,158 three from Dinajpur159 and 16 from Malda. 160 

Therefore, it is quite reasonable to think that image-worship of the solar deity became 

128 



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 different areas and increased belief in the rogahartta concept of the 

Sun god. The tradition of Sun worship as noticed among the Pundras in the Arseya 

Upanisad of the 4th century B.C. probably played a prominent role in the ever-increasing 

popularity of the anthropomorphic worship of the god in the Pundravardhana. Anyway, 

it is interesting to note that out of 16 Sun relieves from Maida 11 came from Gazole and 

the rest from Bamangola and Habibpur 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 

Pundravardhana 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 images161 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 udicyavesa or the deity's feet are left uncarved in accordance with the injunction of 

the Matsya Purana, 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 Gazole area where some followers of the Southern tradition of the solar cult 
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preferred to inhabit because of like-mindedness in cult-affiliation. Non-availability of 

Sun-idols from Radha, Vanga or Samatata may be attributed to the pre-dominance of 

orthodox Hinduism in those regions, where Satapatha Brahmana concept of the Sun as a 

golden plate might have been in much vogue. 

To comprehend the undercurrent a little more of the prevailing thought in the 

Sun-cult, a bit deeper dig might be made into the contemporary solar iconography. There 

is no room tor doubt that the Bengali artists, nay the devotees did not follow in all 

the iconological determination and arrangement of any contemporary text in fashioning 

the image Sun god. Whether the Sun-priests also followed the suit of the icon-

makers as idol-worshippers or they themselves dictated the iconological 

psyche tl.1rmer is to certainty. Anyway, a conscious 

predominance solar iconography is quite noticeable between the champions of alien 

emerged little more successful though the 

latter also succeeded in their to some extent. 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 uttariya with fluttering ends sometimes adorns the central 

passing over his arms. Surya is endowed with a kirita (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. 162 The god is frequently attended by 

Pingala and Dandi 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 Dandi's hand often vary. The left 

hand of Dandi is sometimes represented as endowed with sula or resting on a staff or 

placed on the hip while the right hand is raised to exhibit the abhaya mudra. However, in 
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almost all cases, both these attendants of the Sun god are adorned with 

Karandamukutas. 163 Mahasveta (Prithivi) makes a frequent appearance in front of Surya, 

exhibiting abhaya with her right hand and holding ak.samala (rosary) and kamaandalu 

(water-pot) in the left or holding aksamala in the right hand and kamandalu in the left 

one, Two consorts of the Sun god, Samjna (Sarenu or Rajni) and Chaya (Niksubha) enter 

the iconographic scene, though in a very tew images. They are represented as carrying 

lilies and flywhisks or showing abhaya-mudra with their right hands and placing the left 

on the hip. Usa and Pratyusa in archer pose are also seldom represented. Aruna 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. Surya' s ornaments consist of necklace, bangles, earrings and a jeweled 

girdle. He is tound in a pearl upavita in the images from Tanor, Rajshahi and ShanaiL 

Bogra (Pl. 7a). The Bogra image of the god also depicts him 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 relieves, horses are depicted as galloping to right 

groups of three with the seventh horse in the middle against a wheel whose 

spokes are shaped like lotus. Pingala and Dandi 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 prabhavali behind the head 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 

towards the end of the 9th century. The back slab in invariably rounded at the top and 
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plain except for occasional depiction of a foliated border and a lotus at the apex with 

flying vidyudhara 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. Growth of their sectarian devotion or bhakti 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 from the depiction of dress, ornaments tilaka and 

prabhavali and treatment of horses. The element of bhakli for the god is traceable in the 

desire of the donors to have their relieves carved at the pedestal. 

1oth Century A.D. 

Out of the 16 images of the Sun god identified as belonging to the 1oth century 

all but t\VO has again come from Pundravardhana and their distribution against 

. d .. ' I d. . . t' 11 R . h h" 164 '"' B 16 ~ 1 R 1611 1 o· · 167 m !Viuua 1stnct 1s as o ows: aJS a 1 · - _,, ogra · - , angpur · - maJpur 

- 2. Malda168
- 4. Faridpur 169-L Bankura 170 

-- L Hooghly 171
- 1, and 2 in VRMm most 

probably from Rajshahi or some adjoining area. Pundravardhana 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 Radha. 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 was 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 
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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 below the lotus at the apex is still not very common. 

Prabhavali has also started finding a place behind the head of the god, though on a very 

small scale. Pedestal of Saptaratha type seems to be much more popular than the other 

forms. Surya's standing in samapadasthanaka on a padmapitha is not very uncommon 

now. The only Surya image in Bengal standing in tribhanga is a product of this century. 

Pingala, Dandi, Aruna and Mahasveta are seen accompanying the Sun god in most of his 

representations. The arrow-shooting Usa and Pratyusa also appear in company the god 

in a number of icons while the god's consorts Samjna and Chaya are very seldom 

represented. High boots, sometimes ornamented, and dhoti in the body of Surya as well 

as his attendants go on being employed as before. Upavita and uttariya very often adorn 

the god. There might be sometime a jeweled katibandha encircling the waist of the god, 

from which dangles a sword at his left. Necklace, circular earrings or patrakundalas in 

his elongated ears and a high kirita 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 

. fi G d . R . hah' 173 Image rom o agan, aJs 1. 
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11 1h 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 174 images with known date (11th century A.D.) and provenance, 15 hail from 

Raj shahi 175 from Raj shahi or neighbouring areas, 2 from Bogra, 1 from Pabna, 6 from 

Dinajpur, 6 from Malda (Habibpur - 2). 1 from Jalpaiguri, 1 from Coochbehar, 4 from 

Dacca (Vikrampur - 3) and 1 from Comilla. However, from literary texts and other 

sources, we have come to know about several Surya images of unidentified dates and 

meager details from districts and regions such as Rajshahi (8), Dinajpur (3 7), Malda ( 4 ), 

Bogra (5), Jalpaiguri (1), Coochbehar (1), Dacca (17), Faridpur (2), Comilla (6), 

Noakhali (1). Murshidabad (1), Birbhum (8), Burdwan (3), Bankura (2), Purulia (1), 

Hooghly ). 24 Parganas ( 4 ). Midnapore Barisal (1 ), East Bengal (11 ), North Bengal 

12 and Bengal (14 ). They might have belonged to last two or three centuries of the Early 

are a indication of increasing popularity or extent of Sun worship in 

ancient this part of India. Anyway, it may be safely presumed that 11th 

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 

Vanga region. 

We may now look into the solar iconography ofthis century (Pl. 18a). During the 

11th and 12th centuries A.D. the decorative impulse and other details in respect of costume 

and attitude almost recall the Visnu icons of the same age all over northern India in spite 

of some regional traits. 176 In this later Pala age, we come into acquaintance with various 

anthropomorphic and theriomorphic impressions as accessory to the main divinity. The 
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back slab is invariably pointed at the top except for infrequent cases. At the apex is 

mostly the Kirllimukha, spewing out floral scrolls through the corners of its lion-mouth. 

The top may seldom be decorated with 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-headed throne back 

supported by two pilasters with kinnara musicians to right and left. The decorations of 

back siab may also consist of gaja-simha motif on either side. Sometimes we notice the 

figures of kneeling devotees at the extreme right and left or some portion of the base. The 

pedestal is mostly of Saptaratha or Navaratha type. Surya is frequently represented as 

j . . . . h K 1· d 177 Bh. h . 178 on a otus, whtctl m t e ota 1pa a or Jtargar Image · 

Issue the agni-kunda (sacrificial fire-pit). The representation of agni-kunda in a 

Sun-icon may be an indication growmg importance of sacrificial ceremony in the 

sphere. Subsidiary figures except Aruna and Mahasveta may also have 

individual footrest. 

The figure of Surya is usually carved partly in the round. The god goes on as 

represented in samabhangasthanaka on a padmasana, holding in each hand, a full-blown 

lotus the stalk. is accompanied by Dandi, Pingala, Aruna, Mahasveta, Samjna, 

Chaya, Usa and Pratyusa. This indicates the full development of the god's iconographic 

traits as well as the journey of standardization. Aruna is frequently seated on the head of 

a makara 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 Usa and Pratyusa may not be represented at ail 

or if depicted. may not be in the archer pose. Pingala who invariably stands to the right of 
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the god is found to his left in an exceptional case. 179 On the left stands Dandi, exhibiting 

the abhaya 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 sula or a sword. Surya is in udicyavesa. his torso 

very frequently being clad in short tunic and sometimes bare except for scarf and upavita. 

The god and his attendants are all clad in dhoti and wear high boots. 

Behind the head of the god. there is an oval or semi-oval and sometimes 

ornamental prabhavali with two borders. one plain and the other decorated with flower 

petals. In this period. we make our real acquaintance with idealized carvings of the 

prabhavali or nimbus behind the main deity. The celestial fire behind the main deity is 

arranged in the rare flamboyance of foliated patterns. The waist is generally encircled by 

a jeweled katibandha. All wear a profusion of ornaments on the neck, ears, arms and 

. I l I 80 h s d . . l 1 . h . wnsts. n two scu ptures, t e un go IS seen as wearmg vanama a. waJc 1s 

characteristic Visnu. This marks the beginning of Surya's assimilation with Visnu. In a 

Sun-icons. eight planets are also engraved, which. no doubt, emphasizes the 

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 

.vajnopavita, which is usually worn by the god, is replaced by a cord tied in the middle of 

the chest into knots like a channavlra, which is characteristic of Krisna Surya wears an 

uttariya as usual. The head of the god is adorned by a tall kiritamukuta topped by an 

amalaka (Pl. 17b ). Headgears of Dandi and Pingala consist of Karanda-mukutas in the 

Deopara (Rajshahi) Solar relief. 181 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 
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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), 182 

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 am/aka (Pl. l5b ). 

Surya is armed, as before, with a sword that hangs by his left side from a baldric, 

which passes over the thighs right to left. 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 frequent 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. In 1019 

A.D .. Kalachuri Gangeya occupied Tirabhukti, which was recaptured by Mahipala I in 

1 024 The same year. South Bengal had to face an invasion by the Cholas. The 

incursion that \Vas inflicted upon Bengal by Kalachuri Kama was paid back with a strong 

resistance in 1041 A.D. and ultimately there brought about a treaty between the two at 

Vigraha 

Srijnana. Again, 

1s seen having entered into a conflict 

1043. a Pala king. this time 

Kalachuri Kama. 

Jatavarman put an end to the rule of the Chandra dynasty to introduce their royal line in 

Vikramapur. Five years later, started the feudatory rule of Samantasena in Radha

janapada. In 1071, the Pal a king Mahipala II lost his lite in the people's revolt, which 

ultimately led to the founding of Kaivarta-rajya in Varendra under Divyok. The year 

] 100 A.D. witnessed the defeat and killing of Kaivarta king Bhima 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 

137 



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 udicyavesa 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 Vanga show eleven 

Adityas engraved in them. This is, no doubt, a conscious attempt to depict and worship 

Surya as one of the Adityas, however important he may be and to take care of not 

forgetting his other eleven counterparts. This indicates the unquestionable acceptability 

of one god Surya being put into question and distantly foreshadows his decline when 

emphasis would be laid upon the 'ekantika' worship of the 'Istadeva' due to the advent of 

monotheistic ideas from the South. 

12th Century A.D. 

Thirty-five images183 are found to have definitely been the products of the 12th 

century A.D. and their distribution184 against the find-spots is as follows: Rajshahi: 12185
; 

Rajshahi or adjoining area: 8; Bogra: 1; Dinajpur: 1; Malda: 5186
; Jalpaiguri: 1, 

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 Pundravardhana than in its other three counterparts 

namely Radha, Vanga and Samatata. Sun worship in V anga mainly revolved round Dacca 

and its adjoining area. The solar cult was, of course, not that unpopular in the Radha-

138 



janapada but here the Sun god was quickly being assimilated into the concept of 

Dharmathakur who was one of the most popular folk-deities in this region, originally 

possessing some ofthe solar attributes. 

The iconographic elements of the Sun-deity are not that different from those of 

the previous century (Pl. 17b). The back slab, which is invariably pointed at the top, is 

largely richly decorated. There is the 1\.irttimukha sign at the top except for very 

exceptional depiction lotus etc. Belo\\ on each side is a garland carrying flying 

Vidyadhara. sometimes accompanied by his consort Very often, we come across the 

throne back makara 

geese seldom appear on either 

having two pilasters on which kinnara mus1c1ans or 

The centaur-upon-elephant design (::;aja-simha) is 

frequently exhibited on the two perpendicular sides of the piece. The rampant lion has 

bet ween his jaws what appears to be the stalk of a lotus. Sometimes the god and some of 

s attendants be found as standing \\ithin the alcove of a temple suggested a 

trefolio arch. supported by a pair of richly carved pillars and topped amalaka (PL 

l8b). The pedestal is of mostly Saptaratha type, though the Navaratha form is not that 

uncommon. :'Vlale and female worshipper or donor couple (Pl. 17b) may also occur on 

either side the pedestal. Even the name of donor or the artisan may be found as 

engraved. 

The deity stands in samabhanga pose as usual on a padmasana. He is always 

accompanied by his attendants: Dandi and Pingala, Charioteer Aruna and miniature 

Mahasveta, t\VO consorts Samjna and Chaya and arrow-shooting Usa and Pratyusa. The 

prahhavali behind Surya'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. 1 9b) behind the 
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back of Surya frequently rises as high as the top of his crown. Aruna is usually sitting on 

the head of a makara, clutching the proboscis of the animal with his left hand. 

The god keeps wearing a kiritamukuta topped by an am/aka. However, the god is 

once seen adorned with karandamukuta 187 that is indicative of subordination in status. 

The deviation from Kiritamukuta, which is textually exclusive for Narayana, to 

Karandamukuta, however singular a case it may be, is probably an indication of a 

question about the relative status of the Sun god in a society predominantly under the 

impact of Vaisnavism, which really eclipsed the Sun-cult some decades after. Pingala is 

sometimes seen as wearing Jatarnukuta, 188 which is prescribed for Brahma and Rudra. 

This could be viewed as an endeavor to take Pingala who identifiable with Agni, out of 

the secondary rank in a Sun-icon by raising him to the status of Brahma and Rudra. It 

may seen as an effort on 

separate position for himself. 

of one of the principal attendants of Surya to curve a 

some cases, Dandi is also endowed with Karanda-

in place Kirita. The change towards inferior type of headgear for the Sun god 

or attendant or allotment of Jatarnukuta for Pingala, in all probability, points to the 

downward course of the solar cult. 

In the Sun-relief from Badhair (Tanor, Rajshahi), 189 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 trivali mark, which is characteristic ofVisnu, 

is found incised on the throat of the god in the icons from Rajshahi, 190 which again 

strengthens our supposition about the ongoing process of permanent 'solar eclipse' by 
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Visnu. Ringlets of hair, though seldom, continue to appear on the forehead under the rim 

ofthe crown and on either shoulder. 

The god and all his companions are invariably in udicyavesa, though dhoti or sadi 

cover 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 by a tunic or annour, the outlines of which intertwine to form 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 sword, which hangs 

along his ieft 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 largely 

contributed to the greater use of tunic or armour in the torso instead of keeping it bare as 

well as the usual possession of offensive weapons. 

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 

solar divinity, it would seem that the Vedic and Brahmanical religious concepts had 

merged. 191 Conceming the iconographic features of the Sun god in the early and late Pala 

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 'prabhavali', the 'kulah' 

caps on the heads of Dandi and Pingala, absence of any elaborate decoration, the separate 

'prabha' (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. 192 The profuse ornamentation of the 

relief, the pointed stela with the 'kirttimukha' design on the top centre (absent in the 

earlier group), the arrangement in several parallel layers of the companions (shown in 
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different sizes) of the main deity, the Indianised crowns ('karanda-mukutas') of Dandi 

and Pingala, definitely date a Sun-relief in the late or early Sena period. 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 ofhis guru, somewhere 

on the pedestal, starts from the ninth century A.D. and continues throughout the 

succeeding ages of early Bengal. 

Syncretic outlook in Saura Cult 

With the fuller development of bhakti element in religious thought, there came up 

difierent 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 different sects, 

good will religious tolerance or different cults simply merged with one 

another, as different members of the same family \vorshipped different deities. Besides, 

approved Smriti works like some of the Dharmasastras and the Manu- and Yajnavalka

Smritis did not advocate the cause of any cult in particular. Therefore, among many a 

follower of the authoritative Smriti works was developed a liberal attitude towards 

matters of religious faith. Many of the persons of higher order, usually Brahmanas 

known as Smartas, evolved a kind of worship described as Panchayatana puja, in which 

the principal deities of the five approved Brahmanical Hindu cults were the objects of 

veneration. The principal object of worship in it was usually in the form of an aniconic 

emblem that symbolized all the five cult deities. During the Sena-Varman rule in Bengal 

142 



when Brahmanical religion was greatly governed by the Smriti, Pancopasana became 

very popular. Laksmanasena, Visvarupasena and Suryasena were all staunch Vaisnavas 

but they were equally respectful to Sadasiva. Indeed, Visvarupasena and Suryasena were 

also devotees of Surya. In all his endeavors, Jayadeva was publicly known as a devout 

Vaisnava, but in fact he was a Smriti-versed Brahmana votary of the Pancadevata. He 

not only created panegyric for Radhamadhava, but also composed hymns of praise for 

Mahadeva as \\ell as verses on the yogic means of salvation. 194 Most probably, the poet 

Dhoyi was also a votary of Panchopasana like Jayadeva. 195 Most of the Sena kings were 

also followers of Pancopasana, as is evidenced by simultaneous show of reverence to 

Narayana, Mahesa and Surya in a few of their inscriptions as well as re:ference in the 

Prrvana-duta ( \ erse 28) to installation of both the Laksmi-narayana and Mahadeva 

images in temples in Suhmadesa. 196 The poet Vidyapati was not at 

V aisnava, nor a of Sahaj that he \vas a Brahman a 

as as a worshipper Ganga and 197 It is clear from 

above that during the last centuries of the Hindu rule in early Bengal, Surya received 

worship as a constituent cult-deity of Pancopasana from a large number of followers of 

this religious system. 

rapprochement between different sects is best illustrated by the 

syncretic Images. Features of the Sun god are traceable in the images of various cult 

deities. From the parings of the resplendent body of the Sun, which 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, many characteristic weapons, attributes, etc. were 

made for the other Brahmanical Hindu deities. The Gayatri mantra itself is conceived by 
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orthodox Brahmanas as Brahma, Visnu and Siva, in the morning, midday and evening 

respectively, each of which deity shines resplendent within the flaming solar orb. In the 

Markandeya Purana, Surya is invoked thus: "Brahma's, Siva's and Visnu's bodies are 

the same as the body of the resplendent Sun whose real nature is threefold indeed, may he 

be gracious!" Another invocation runs thus: "Adoration to Surya, who is the base of 

meditation, and who is one with Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva."198 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 Visnu, or Visnu as Narayana is well known. 

A black chlorite specimen 199 depicts the Sun god in padmasana endowed with four 

hands. In front of the bare-footed god are seated Mahasveta and Aruna driving a seven

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 Surya with those of Visnu. The composite icons 

with the features of Surya and Siva are comparatively few. One such can be recognized in 

a 12th century A.D. image found at Manda (Rajshahi), in which Surya and Siva are the 

constituents and which has been tentatively identified as 'Marttanda-Bhairava' by K. C. 

Sarkar?00 The compromising spirit between the sects of Sfuya and Brahma201 is revealed 

by the Ms. Pu$kara-Miihiitmya of the Padma PuraQ.a. An 11th century A.D. sculpture202 

from Mahendra (Kushmandi, West Dinajpur) depicting the composite figure of Surya 

with Brahma is available in the V. R. M. Museum. The deity in this case has six arms. In 

two of its hands, two lotuses are held, while the others display Varada-mudra, aksa-mala, 

abhaya-mudra and kamandalu. The increased number of hands, its solar features, the 
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rosary and water-vessel - the well-known emblems of Brahma in two of its hands, make 

it a composite icon. 

Apart from Brahma, Vishnu and Siva, reconciliation and rapprochement between 

rival gods and their creeds is also traceable from the direct association of Bodhisattva 

Lokesvara with Hindu cult divinities including the Sun god. A fragmentary relie:f03 of 

medieval Bengal depicts a 1 0-armed Surya-Lokesvara now preserved in the Ashutosh 

Museum. Of the extant four hands, a pair of right and left hands holds two full-blown 

lotuses. The other pair holds the aksamala and an indistinct object. The god wears 

jatamukuta in one head A seated miniature of the two-armed Dhyani-Buddha Amitabha 

appears on the crest of the image. The image has tentatively been identified as a 

combined representation of Surya and Lokesvara?04 

Sometimes, separate images of gods belonging to rival sects were grouped 

together a view to promote the religious tolerance among different sectaries. The 

worship such images in-group was also prevalent in BengaL An inscribed slab of the 

26th year of Dharmapala is carved with figures of Surya, Visnu and Siva (or Bhairava), 

each sitting side by side.205 Surya at the extreme right is shown holding two lotus

flowers, one in each of his hands and wearing boots on his feet. Visnu, extreme 

left, has four hands holding sankha, cakra, gada and padma. Siva (or Bhairava)206 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 

from the solar cult, which may be taken as the sign of the growing popularity, if not of 

assertion and encroachment, of the Sun cult upon Buddhism. One of the four most 
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important forms of Buddhist A valokitesvara-Lokantaha seen in Bengal is Simhanada

Lokesvara. the healer of Leprosy,207 who took the form and features of Surya. 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 Marici is the Buddhist 

counterpart of the Brahmanical Surya. 208 It is interesting to note that while the Buddhists 

in their desire to prove the superiority their own gods humbled Brahmanical gods such 

as Brahma. Visnu, Siva, Gauri, Ganesa. lndra etc., the Sun god never became the target 

of their attack. The borrowing of solar concept in creating and fashioning Lokesvara 

and Marici as well as the lack sectarian animosity ret1ected through 1cons 

harmony and amity two The frequent hostile attitude of the 

Brahmanical champions towards the Buddhists and the unreverential indifference of the 

former towards the solar priests foreign origin and non-Vedic practices might have 

brought t\VO cults close to each other. That is why the followers of Buddhism, 

probably. made the Buddha the brother of Surya (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 country.209 Appearances 

of small figures of gods such as Trinity, Visnu, Ganesa, Karttikeya etc. on the top of a 

few solar images remind us of the presence of parental Dhyani Buddhas in the Buddhist 

ICOnS. 

There were enthusiasts in every religion to champion and fight for their own. 

There was no dearth of mutual hostility between the various sects of Brahmanism. There 

were rivalry and jealousy between diverse Indian sects. The sectarian animosities found 
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vent through the milder channel of fabrication of mythological stories and construction of 

interesting images in illustration thereof. 

IV 

Navagraha Worship 

Navagrahas (nine planets) came to be worshipped as a component part of the solar 

religion. They also formed a non-sectarian object of worship. However, they are not 

mentioned m any inscription of the Gupta period. Presumably, their worship became 

prevalent in the post-Gupta period and occupied a place of great popularity and 

time not only among the Hindus but also to a certain extent 

among the Buddhists. This particular ceremony is known as Grahayaga or Svastyayana. 

Neither in the Vedic nor in the Epic literature do we find reference to this 

in the and some other Puranas as as the 

!ajnavalf...ya Smriti there are elaborate rules for the performance of Grahayaga to appease 

the Navagrahas. In Chapters 23] and 232 of the Visnudharmattora (Khanda 1) there are 

references to various kinds of actions which bring people under the inf1uence 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 etc.210 Yajnavalkya21 1 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. Grahasanti 212 

or Grahayajna213 was performed before launching on a military campaign. It was also 

occasioned to pacify evil asterism portentous to inflict misfortune and danger as well as 
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to avoid inauspicious happenings in religious performances. The planets were 

worshipped on some other occasions also. Along with the constellations, they were drawn 

in a circle on the ground and propitiated on the ceremonial ablution called Pusya

snana214 In order to make predictions about rainfall and crops an astrologer went to a 

place north or east of city or village, drew on ground planets and constellation, and 

worshipped them.215 

Navagrahas images were made of different materials. Their figures were also to 

be drawn on canvas in their respective colour or in mandalas made of scented paste 

(sandal-wood-paste). The Navagrahas also found lithic representation. In most cases, the 

Navagrahas, usually standing and rarely seated, were carved in a row, either on a single 

slab stone serving as an architectural piece in the medieval temples (e.g. a panel on 

a doorframe) or on lintels over the entrance doorway and sometimes on the torana of a 

Surya temple. According to Mr. Manomohan Ganguly,216 the introduction of these 

Images 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 an appendix. Perhaps slabs carved with the Navagrahas were 

also used for regular worship. 

Besides accompanying the Sun god, the Navagrahas are also depicted on 

the prabhavali of the Kalyana-Sundara or Siva-vivaha217 and the so-called 'Mother and 

Child' images. One image of Sesasayana- Visnu from Bengal depicted the group too. 

Separate representations of any particular one of the nine planets are extremely rare. Of 

the panels, a few bear signs of their original position as architraves, but most of them 

were independent object of worship. 
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The earliest reference to the Grahayajna in early Bengal is found in connection 

with Sasanka's disease as mentioned in late genealogical works of Bengal Brahmanas.218 

According to the tradition preserved among a section of the Grahavipra (also called Saka

dvipa) Brahmanas, twelve Brahmanas living on the banks of the Sarayu River were 

brought by king Sasanka in order to cure himself of a fatal ailment by offering sacrifices 

to the planets (grahayajna). Sasanka was cured and rewarded the Brahmanas who then 

settled in BengaL Planets like Ravi, Candra, Budha etc. are indirectly referred to many 

inscriptions from BengaL However, specific mention of Navagraha worship is found in 

the Sian (Birbhum) Stone Inscription (approx.1043 A.D.).219 In verse 55, mention IS 

made of the offering golden lotus by a king for the icons of the Navagrahas made 

silver ("cakre yo haimam Navagrambhojam"- Verses 54, 55). The gift of golden for 

the silver image of the Navagrahas takes it for granted that the worship of the nine 

planets gained immense popularity the Uuara Radha in the first half of the 11th century 

especially among a section of affluent people. It may also be presumed that the 

donor, like Sasanka, 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 AD.) or his son Vigrahapala III (1043-70). During the 

V arman-Sena 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.220 

The introduction of the Grahapuja everywhere in India is attributed to the 
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Sakadvipi Brahmanas. With their appearance in this country, the worship of the Sun 

became widespread and simultaneously the worship of the Navagrahas centering round 

the lord of the planets Surya came into vogue. The Sakadvipi Brahmanas are known as 

'Grahavipra' in the Bengal Purana (i.e. Brihaddharma Purana). It is surprising that those 

Brahmans many of whom were skilled in astrology came to be reproached as Brahmanas 

of a very low grade under the names of Bhojaka, Daivajna and Agradani. On the other 

hand, they have respectfully been mentioned as Pamktipavana in the Samvatsara sutra 

(2113) of the Brihat-samhita. Probably the chauvinism of the indigenous Brahmanas 

largely contributed to such reprehensible position of the Maga Brahmanas in the society. 

The N avagraha-panels, discovered so far in Bengal, are dated between the eighth 

and the 1 which goes to confinn the literary evidence that suggests the 

late appearance of the ritual known as grahayaga in the religious life of the people. The 

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 

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 Worship 

Because of scarcity of information 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 
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Puranic line. Very probably, the Vedic way of Sun worship through the recitation of the 

hymns and the offerings was prevalent among the orthodox section of the Brahrnanas and 

other higher classes. Samdhyopasana as a form of Sun worship must have been practiced 

by the conservative Brahmanas, a large section of whom had come from Northern and 

Western part of India. That Surya-namaskara was also in vogue is testified by the Gaya 

Sitala Temple Inscription. 221 All the four verses on the Sun incorporated in the Subhasita

ratnakosa refer to the Sun at sunrise, which shows that it was at the dawn that many 

Hindus, irrespective 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 evidenced by 

the Jagadishpur copper plate (447 AD.) which refers to donation oflands for a temple of 

the Sun god and for the expenses to be incurred in connection with the supply of 

offerings, oblations consisting of rice, milk and sugar (boiled together), as well as for the 

supply of perfume. incense and I etc. Image worship of the Sun god at home and in 

temple was undoubtedly popular. The Vedic homa forms an important part of the 

~vvorship; the mantras to be used are either Vedic or Puranic or both.222 

Sun cult was also influenced by the Tantric cult, which was becoming quite 

popular since the i 11
-8th The method of initiation under Tantric 

influence involved the choice and preparation of the ground, selection of spirituai 

preceptors and disciples, offer of arghya to the Sun with the mahfimantra, drawing of a 

mandala with the figure vf a twelve-petalled lotus in it, performance of homa and of 

tattvanyfisa and mantranyfisa, worship of the quarter-guardians to whom fish, meat etc. 

are offered.223 The mantras with Tantric symbolism are employed at every step. The 
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drawing of mandala, the performance of various kinds of mudriis and nyiisas are m 

accordance with the Tantric philosophy. The methods of performing abhiciira rites and 

bijas in mantras and practice of yoga have also been given and six acts viz. vaslkarm;za, 

iikar~·a1Ja, miira1Ja, uccii{ana, vidvesana and stambhana etc224 are also mentioned. The 

Sun-cult appears to have adopted Tantric practices in the later stage of the later Purfu;l_as. 

However, Sun worship remained free from the concept of a female principle as the cause 

of the universe so characteristically developed in the Tantric philosophy. 

The Sun was worshipped at dawn, noon and Sunset. Annual worship and annual 

car-festival were performed with the use of the Vedic and Puranic mantras. Seven 

different saptami tithis as well as twelve sukla-saptamis were also observed. 

Sun-sect 

The existence of a Sun-sect in Bengal may be traced since the 4th century B.C. ln 

the Arseya Upani$ad. 225 the non-Aryan Pm;tdras and the Surnhas who are described as the 

Sun worshipping tribes regarding the Sun as the highest reality, were, no doubt, the 

earliest class of the staunch Sauras. 

The deep-rooted element of bhakti, 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 Chandraketugarh. As parts of the Gupta 

Empire, P~dravardhana, Radha and Vanga certainly came within the main current of the 

bhakti-movement in North India. The Jagadishpur inscription226 shows that the 

construction of the Sun-temple and worship by means of the oblations of rice, milk, 

sugar, perfume, incense, lamp etc. is done by the indigenous people of India - the 
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Vaisyas. It was the cult of bhakti that contributed to the adoption of the temple 

tradition.227 The solar shrine in question was the result of a collective effort of three 

residents Ksemarka, Bhoyil and Mahidas. Thus, by the middle of the fifth century A.D. 

a full-fledged Sun-sect with 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 bhakti to Surya. The element 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 

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 Brahmanas who were 

known as Acaryas in Bengal were the main section of the Sauras.228 

Historical evidence regarding the existence of a separate Sun-sect in medieval 

Bengal comes from the inscriptions of Visvariipasena and Siiryasena who call themselves 

Parama-saura.229 From the beginning of the Gaya Gadadhar Temple Inscription230 and 

the Gaya Sitala Temple Inscription of Yak~apala231 with "Om namah Suryiiyd' and the 

dedication of the first verse to the Sun god, it appears that the issuers of these two 

inscriptions were Parama-Saura. Some epigraphic records on the pedestal of the Sun

images suggest that the images of the god were sometimes set up for his worship under 

the patronage of some leading persons of a locality. Obviously, the images were set up by 

the Sauras and for the Sauras. The existence of the Saura sect may thus be derived 
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indirectly from the available records. Most of the innumerable images of the Sun god 

found in Bengal were definitely meant for worship by the Sauras. 

The concentration of the find-spots of the solar icons in the district of North and 

East Bengal seems to suggest that the Sauras or the devotees of the Sun god mostly 

settled in those parts of Bengal. Further, the dating of most of the Sun-images from the 

seventh to the 13th century A.D. clearly suggests the increasing number and importance 

of the Sauras during this long span of time. However, the sect of the Sun was not very 

popular, which emerged under the impact of the indigenous tradition of bhakti and the 

Magian tradition of Sun worship. It seems that at a later period, the Sauras assumed a 

syncretic approach, as is best illustrated by the syncretic images. 

ARKAKSETRAS IN BENGAL 

The existence of a fev.,- Arkaksetras may also be traced in ancient Bengal. The 

'stotra' of a Sun god called Citraditya232 includes the names of all the important images 

of Siirya in India. A few of them, which may have been prevalent in Bengal, are 

Mw;uiirasvamf, lvfandara and Samba in V arddhamana. Mw;zdlra at the confluence of 

Ganga and Sagara is said to have been one ofthe three centres of Sun worship ofMagian 

type, other two being situated in Jndravana in the east233 i.e. Multan and Kalapriya 

respectively. The Gangiisiigara-samgama referred to in the Skanda Purana234 as the 

place where the morning Sun remained as Mw;zdirasviimfn may apparently suggest that 

the confluence of the river Bhagirathf and the Siigara (Bay of Bengal) was some times 

recognized as one of the places of Sun worship. Matsyapurana235 also refers to the 

greatness of the Gangasagar-samgama. However, from the Padma PuriiQa236 we come 

to know of the Gangiisiigara-samgama near Puru~ottomalcyhetra (modem Puri). 
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Mandara in Punyavardhana (Pm;dravardhana, North Bengal) can not be precisely 

identified. However. there is a hill called Mandara-Giri in the Banka sub-division of the 

district of Bhagalpur, at the foot of which there is a beautiful tank called Papaharh;zL 

where people come to bathe from a long distance on the last day of the month of 

Pausa. 237 The fact of taking bath in a tank on Pausa-samkranti reminds us of the Sun 

worship and Surya-Kunda. May be after the name of this Mandara in Bihar, there might 

have developed a centre of Sun worship in Pundravardhana. Whatever may be the case, 

there is no room for any doubt that Pundravardhana was the most important region Sun 

worship in Bengal throughout the ancient period, as is evidenced by the reference to the 

Pundras as the Sun-worshipping tribe in the Arseya Upanisad as well as the discovery of 

number of Sun images from dif1erent parts of this region since the early Gupta age 

down to the end of the period under review. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to think 

about the existence of arkaksetras in early North Bengal. Varddhamana is also identified 

as the present Bardhankoti in Din~jpur. 23 R Large number Sun images different types 

and periods have been discovered from this district. Most probably, the legend 

Samba's cure by Sun worship contributed to the popularity of the Sun god by the name of 

Samba in this area. It is from this district that the Bairhatta Surya image inscription has 

been fotmd, which has described the god as the remover of all diseases. We have already 

seen from the Jagadishpur inscription that the temple of the 'Sahasrurasmf (the Sun) was 

situated in Sambapura in Pundravardhana-bhukti. It appears that based on the healing 

aspect of Surya, the god named Samba became highly popular in Varddhamana, which in 

course of time developed into an Arkaksetra. 
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Thus, Sun worship had continued in early Bengal since the pre-Aryan times down 

to the end of the so-called Hindu rule. The Vedic as well as the Puranic form of Sun 

worship was prevailing side by side, though the latter stream was much more popular. 

Image of Surya came to be made since the second century B.C. and largely proliferated in 

the Pala-Sena age. Sun-temple in Bengal is reported from the middle of the fifth century 

A.D. Sun-sect also existed throughout the ancient period along with probable solar 

centres in Pundravardhana and Gangasagar-samgama. 
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