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JAIN SITES OF TAMILNADU

I am giving the iconographcal details of some of jain
sites of Tamilnadu
The depiction of Jinas (or Tirtharkaras) in Tamil Nadu has
some features that meet with the overall Jain tradition, and
some special characteristics. As usual, Jina statues in stone
or bronze are shown either standing erect in meditation
posture (kayotsarga or pratima) with their arms hanging on
each side of the body, or seated in meditation posture
(ardhapadmasana or sattvasana). Itis only in paintings that
dynamic representations are found.
The twenty-four Jinas do not necessarily have the same
importance when it comes to their depictions. The 23 Jina
Parévanatha and the 24" Mahavira are prevalent in our
corpus. The first Jina Adinatha and the 22™ Neminatha are
also shown frequently. In the Jain sites of Tamil Nadu, we Painting of the 24 Jinas (detail of the 5 last Jinas: Munisuvrata,
notice that the 8" Jina, Candraprabha, is comparatively well Namin tha, Nemin tha, P v van tha and Mah v ra) with their
represented. The same can be observed in Karnataka, but emblems (Birudur, din thatemple)
he does not seem to have the same prominent place in
other parts of India.
Whether standing or seated, Jinas are represented with the
triple umbrella over their heads.
In our corpus, the Jinas are often shown flanked by the
yaksa or yaksi associated with them.
In the course of time, to each Jina has been associated a
special emblem (lafichana) which may be an object or an
animal. In isolated images of specific Jinas, it may or not be
depicted. Examples in our corpus are:

the moon-crescent associated with the 8" Jina,

Candraprabha

the lion associated with the 24" Jina, Mahavira
However, the emblem tends to be depicted in systematic Bahubali
sets of the 24 Jinas.
Jain rock sculpture of Tamil Nadu shows interesting
examples of the depiction of a specific episode in the life of
the 23" Jina, Parévanatha, namely his victory on the heretic
Kamatha.

|

e

Episodes of the life of din tha (Kosapalayam, din tha
temple)

Bahubaliis not a Jina, but he is respected almost as much as
a Jina. One of the sons of the first Jina, Adinatha, he
symbolises renunciation, perfect asceticism and self-
control. When engaged in a terrible fight with his half-
brother Bharata, as they were both competing for the
kingdom, he finally decided to renounce worldly life in order
to avoid more deaths. In sculpture, Bahubali, also called
Gommatesvara, is best known by the colossal statue which
was erected in 981 CE at the top of Vindhyagiri hill in
Sravanabelagola (Karnataka). There he is shown standing
erect, without the slightest move, while creepers, ants, etc.
climb his legs and entangle his arms. This is the perfect
symbol of steadiness and interior peace. It seems that
Bahubali image was especially popular in South India and in
the Western Deccan (Ellora). Examples are found in Tamil
Nadu as well. In the Malainatha temple in Melsittamur is a
beautiful rock-cut sculpture showing Bahubali,
Parévanatha, Adinatha, Mahavira and Ambika Yaksi. A big-
size image (21 feet high) of Bahubali is found in Uppuvelur
The 24 Jinas carved on a big boulder, having the same near the Adinatha temple.

iconography (rock shelter site in Tirunatharkundru)
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Rock-cut sculpture in the Malainatha temple in Melsittamur,
with Bahubali in the foreground

Large-size statue of Bahubali in Uppuvelur near the adinatha
temple

Yaksas and Yaksis

The cult of yaksas and yaksis (or yaksinis), deities
associated with trees and the natural world, is very ancient
in India, and it has been widespread among Buddhists,
Jains and Hindus. It is difficult to ascertain precisely when
the yaksas and yaksis have been integrated into the Jain
pantheon; the figuration of a yaksa-yaksi pair flanking a
Jina seems to have appeared about the mid-sixth century
CE, and it became a regular motif around the eleventh
century (the yaksa being usually placed at the Jina's right,
and the yaksi at his left).

These yaksas and yaksis are considered as minor Gods and
Goddesses, attendants of the twenty-four Jinas. They are
often referred to in Jain literature as $asana-devatas,
deities protecting the teachings ($asana) of the Jina. They
usually flank the Jinas on stone slabs or rock carvings; later
on, with the development of a popular cult to them,
individual representations (stone carvings or bronze
statues) were also produced. The yaksis Ambika and

Padmavati in particular have become very popular
Goddesses in the course of time and may be worshipped as
independent deities.

The growing popularity of these minor deities in the Jain
pantheon is largely due to the fact that they could be
approached by the devotees for help in worldly matters,
unlike the Jinas which are perfect beings free from all
worldly bondages. Whereas the Jinas' withdrawal from the
world is emphasized in their iconography by their inactive
posture, the absence of attributes and gestures (except the
meditation gesture), the worldly action of their yaksa-yaksi
attendants is indicated by a variety of attributes and
gestures showing their role as protectors and boon-givers.
They are generally described as bestowers of material and
spiritual welfare and as protectors of the Jain religion,
community and sacred places.

Jain canonical works mention twenty-four yaksas and
twenty-four yaksis, associated with the twenty-four
Tirthankaras. Those most often met with in Tamil art are
Dharanendra Yaksa, Padmavati, Ambika and Jvalamalini
Yaksis.

Dharanendra and Padmavati

Dharanendra and his wife Padmavati, attendants of the Jina
Parsvanatha, are very popular $asana-devatas. The story of
their association with Parsva is told in many different
versions in Jain literature. According to some they were, in
their previous existence, two snakes burnt to death in a fire
lit by a Brahmin ascetic named Kamatha. Parsva, still a
prince, came to their assistance. Reborn as naga king and
queen in their next life, they protected the meditating
Parsva from a storm caused by the demonic reincarnation
of the ascetic.

Dharanendra and Padmavati are easily identifiable by their
snake characteristics. Dharanendra is commonly depicted
as a snake raising behind Paréva and whose multiple heads
shelter the Jina's head. Independent images of the yaksa
show him in human form with several snake-hoods
crowning his human head. In that case he is commonly
endowed with four arms holding an elephant-goad
(ankusa) and a noose (pasa) in the upper hands and
showing the fear-dispelling (abhaya) and boon-giving
(varada) gestures with the main hands. His mount is a
tortoise.

Padmavati, when depicted on Parévanatha images, is
commonly shown with two arms, holding an umbrella to
shelter the Jina, placed on his left side. Independent
images show her mainly with two or four arms. In the four-
armed type, she holds an elephant-goad (ankusa) and a
noose (pasa) in the upper hands, while the main hands may
show a fruit, a flower, the fear-dispelling (abhaya) or the
boon-giving (varada) gesture. Her mount is a cock or a
snake called 'cock-snake' (kukkutasarpa).




Parsvanatha attacked by Kamatha and protected by
Dharanendra and Padmavati (the yaksh is holding an umbrella
abovethe Jina's head). (Atchippakkam, Parsvanatha temple)

Dharanendra and Padmavati (Birudur, Adinatha temple)

Dharanendra on his turtle
mount (Chinnambedu,
Parsvanatha temple)

Ambika/

Kusmandini/Dharmadevi
Ambika or Kusmandini,
more often called
Dharmadevi in Tamil Nadu,
is by far the most popularly
worshipped yaksi in Jain
Tamil temples. She is the
yaksi of Neminatha, the
22" Jina, but is found
associated in art with many

| other Tirthankaras.

A story, told in different
versions in Svetambara
and Digambara traditions,
explains how she beacame
a yaksi. In her previous
existence, she was once
thrown out from home by
her husband because she

Padmavati (Tiruppanamaur,
Puspadanta temple)

yaksi and her husband as a
lion, the yaksi's mount.

These events of her
previous birth are alluded
to in the Goddess'
iconography; she is usually
shown near a mango tree,
holding a mango branch
and accompanied by her
sons and her lion mount.
Strangely, in the images of
the Goddess in Tamil Nadu,
the mango tree is replaced
by an areca tree (there are
a few exceptions, as in
Sembattur). In addition to
the children and the
mount, a maid also
accompanies the Goddess.
The vast majority of images

gave to a Jain monk the
food prepared for a Sraddha
ceremony and meant for
Hindu Brahmins. Ambika
(then called Agnila
according to Digambara
tradition) and her two sons
found shelter under a dried

''mango tree which

miraculously began to bear
ripe mangoes so that they
could feed on them. When
the repentant husband
finally found them, Ambika,
fearing her husband's wrath
and looking for a place to
hide, jumped in a nearby
well and died along with her
sons. She was reborn as a

Padmavati
(Anandapuram,
Anantanatha temple)

show her with two arms. In the oldest images she is either
standing or sitting, and the position of her hands and her
attributes are quite varied. From the 16" century onwards,
almost all the images depict the Goddess with two arms,
holding a flower and making the boon-giving (varada)
gesture. In some rare instances, the boon-giving gesture is
replaced by the fear-dispelling (abhaya) gesture (for
example in the Adinatha temple in Cuddalore and in the
Appandainatha temple in Tirunarunkondai). In other rare
cases, the Goddess may have four arms; for example in the
Mahavira temple in Vembakkam (the Goddess exhibits
discus, conch, fruit and abhaya gesture), or in the
Parévanatha temple in Perani (ankusa, pasa, flower and
varada-mudra). A unique depiction of the Goddess in
fighting attitude is found in one of the rock shelters in
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(Vallimalai, rock shelter site)

Once a great number of
Jain ascetics migrated
from North India to the
South, in order to avoid a
twelve-year famine;
when reaching
Tirumalai, they were
provided food by the
yaksi. Another local
tradition links the
Goddess with Karandai
and with the reputed
monk Akalanka. One
day, Akalanka was
invited to take part in a

(Isakulathur, Mahavira temple)

Kilakuyilkudi. There, a
set of three Jinas is
flanked by two
Goddesses, one seated
and peaceful, the other
one riding a lion,
bending a bow towards
someone riding an
elephant. Unfortunately
the details of the carved

{ relief are not very clear.

Some local traditions
associate the yaksi with
specific sites in Tamil
Nadu, especially
Tirumalai and Karandai,
both located in
Tiruvannamalai district.

(Uppuvelur, Adinatha temple)

debate with Buddhist
monks. He was put in a
difficult situation by the
Buddhist monks who are
said to have been
dishonest during the
controversy. The yaksi,
who resided in the
temple of Karandai,
came to Akalanka's
rescue. By her grace, he
was able to defeat the
Buddhists and to
demonstrate the

(Kalug;ﬁmalai, rock shelter site)

117-118.)

Jvalamalini

Jvalamalint is the yaksi of
Candraprabha, the 8"
Tirthankara. Various
stories explain how she

became a yaksi. This

Goddess is particularly

popular among the
Digambaras in South

India; her cult developed

in Karnataka. A famous

text, the Jvalamalini-kalpa,
written by Indranandin in
the 10" century, tells how
the monk Helacarya, at the

head of a South Indian

(Karunthattankudi,
Adinatha temple)

F
|
{

greatness of Jain teachings. (A. Ekambaranathan 2002, p.

(Tirumalai, Kundavai temple)

monastic lineage (the
Dravida Sangha), initiated
the worship of Jvalamalini
in order to save one of his
female disciples who was

| possessed by an evil spirit.
This is said to have taken
| place on Nilagiri Hill, which

some authors locate in

k| Karnataka while others

identify it with Ponnur Hill
in the Tiruvannamalai
district of Tamil Nadu.
According to available
literary and archaeological
evidences, it seems that
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Jvalamalint's cult has gained importance much later in Tamil
Nadu, from the 17" or 18" century onwards.

Her name, Jvalamalini, means 'Flame-guarlanded' and
indicates her powerful and protective nature. She is
especially worshipped for protection against disease and all
kinds of evil. In accordance with her name, she is generally
depicted with a halo of flames around her head. In most of
the images, she is shown with eight arms, and carries
attributes such as disc, trident, bow, arrow, shield, noose,
flag, spear, fish, or sword. She often shows the fear-
dispelling gesture (abhaya-mudra), sometimes the boon-
giving gesture (varada-mudra). Her mount is a buffalo.
Brahmadeva

Brahmadeva is one of the minor deities often met with in
the Jain temples of
Tamil Nadu.
Brahmadeva or
Brahmayaksa, more
or less identified with
the attendant of
Sitalanatha, the
tenth Jina, is a
guardian deity
particularly popular
among the
Digambaras of South
India. However,
Brahmadeva images
from Tamil Nadu are
. quite different from
~ those found in
Karnataka. The Tamil
Brahmadeva
obviously borrowed
his iconography from

TILY o W
B (.‘??lz‘arugavuc Rsabhana%a z‘;mp/e)
the Hindu God Aiyanar.

He is usually shown seated on his elephant mount or on a
seat, with his left leg folded and resting diagonally upon the

(Cuadalore, Rsabhanatha temple)

seat or the elephant's back. A yogic band (yogapatta) is
often tied around the waist and the upraised knee. Two-
armed, the God generally holds an unusual attribute, a
crooked stick or whip, in his right hand, while his left hand is
dangling, the elbow of the stretched left arm resting on the
knee of the upraised left leg. The God's attribute is given
various names in texts describing Aiyanar-Sasta, such as
centu, a Tamil word meaning 'horse-whip', or vakradanda, a
Sanskrit word that can be translated as 'crooked stick'.

In order to distinguish the Jain Brahmadeva from the Hindu
Aiyanar, a small seated Jina is often depicted on the God's
headdress (usually a halo of long hair, more rarely a tiara).
The God is sometimes accompanied by his two wives,
generally called Pirna and Puskala in texts (such is the
case, for instance, in the Adinatha temple in Odalavadi, in
the Mallinatha temple in Mannargudi, or in the Adinatha
temple on Cuddalore).

According to A. Ekambaranathan, the cult of Brahmadeva
seems to have gained popularity from the 16" century
onwards, as is reflected by Jain sources such as the
Appandainathar Ula (Appantainatar-ula) which eulogises
Brahmadeva of the Tirunarungondai temple as Mahasasta
and Hariharaputra, and as one who protects dharma and
frightens bhiitas and pisacas. He is described as having four
heads and two arms, holding a crooked stick, and riding an
elephant (Ap. Ula, 49-64). Ekambaranathan cites another
text, the Stothiramalai (Stotramala@), which informs us that
Brahmadeva is a guardian deity of the Tirunarungondai
temple, who rides on his elephant mount around the temple
at night, holding his crooked stick. The God is described as
protecting his devotees from all evils (St. 80-91).
(Ekambaranathan, 2002, p. 155-157).

Images of monks, nuns, teachers

Apart from Jinas and minor deities such as yaksas and
yaksis, Jain saints and teachers, mostly Digambara in
Tamilnadu, are also paid homage in temples in the form of
carved or painted images (although they are more

Wall-painting showing Digambara monks and a lay
devotee (Tirumalaj, Kundavar temple)
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Woman paying homage to a monk on a poster
(Peravuy;, Mahavira temple)

Bhattaraka, carved on a pillar of the Parsvanatha
temple in Melsittamur

commonly referred to
as munis, acaryas,
and maharajas, while
the nuns are usually
called matas. In
sculpture, the male
ascetics are
differentiated from
the Jinas by a gesture
(usually the teaching
gesture), and by
attributes (rosary and
book held in the
hands, peacock-
feathered broom and
water-pot laying at
the feet of the
ascetic). Images of
bhattarakas, powerful
Jain clerics owners of
land and spiritual

Sculpture on a pillar of the Parsvanatha temple in
Melsittamur, showing Digambara monks in the 'food
posture'

commonly commemorated by their footprints, padukas).
These images (stone or bronze sculptures, wall paintings,
or modern posters) are meant to remember and honour Stone image of Visakha acarya (Ponnurmalei)
renowned teachers of the past and local saints. These
revered ascetics are considered as exemplary individuals .
and embodiments of the Jain teachings. The monks are lo be continued.....
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