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              Preface
 
              The articles collected in this volume were presented at the 7th Annual Asian Studies Symposium, held in September 2016 at Leiden University. This conference brought together young scholars interested in developing new and integrative approaches to the study of primary historical sources from South Asia. The studies in this volume were presented at two different panels, which addressed material culture and philosophy, respectively. Papers were presented by Elizabeth A. Cecil, Sanne Dokter-Mersch, Divya Kumar-Dumas, Mirjam Westra, Laxshmi Greaves, Lewis Doney, Himal Trikha, Evgeniya Desnitskaya, Ana Bajželj, Gregory Forgues, Marie-Hélène Gorisse, Jonathan Duquette, and Lucas den Boer. We are pleased to also include Peter Bisschop’s article within the Text, Image, and Material section.
 
              The current volume was supported by the ERC Synergy project ‘Asia Beyond Boundaries: Religion, Region, Language and the State’, with which both editors were affiliated. This interdisciplinary research project was hosted by the British Museum, the British Library, SOAS, and Leiden University from 2014 – 2020. The project aimed to improve our understanding of the Gupta Period (4th–7th century CE) and its legacy in South and Southeast Asia by working across disciplinary boundaries and regions. This interdisciplinary approach also characterises the contributions in this book. As a volume in the Beyond Boundaries series, this work contains a collection of studies that work across geographical, chronological, disciplinary, and historiographical boundaries. The contributions are linked by a shared emphasis on engagement with primary sources and methodological innovation that participates in broader trends currently animating the study of Asian history and religions.
 
              In addition to thanking all of the authors and the anonymous reviewers who have helped to create this book, we would like to recognize the following people and organizations: Lewis Doney and Michael Willis as editors of the Beyond Boundaries series; Kristen De Joseph for valuable editorial assistance; the International Institute for Asian Studies, the J. Gonda Fund Foundation, and the Society of Friends of the Kern Institute for funding the conference that occasioned this volume.
 
             
           
         
      
       
         
           
            Introduction
 
          

           
            Lucas den Boer 
              
              

            
 
            Elizabeth A. Cecil 
              
              

            
 
          
 
          The contributions to this book address a series of ‘confrontations’ – for example, debates between intellectual communities, the interplay of texts and images, and texts and objects – and explore the ways in which the legacy of these encounters, and the human responses to them, inspired cultural production in early South Asia. The book employs the idea of ‘confrontation’ as a lens through which to examine historical moments in which individuals and communities were confronted with new ideas, ideologies, and material expressions. Some of these encounters could be qualified as agonistic, as expressions of community identity and practice vied for normative status. Yet this active term also describes occasions of dynamic exchange and interaction between historical agents and the social and material contexts that defined the lived and intellectual spaces in which they operated. While the legacy of cultural production in the Gupta Period is often categorized as canonical, and thus suggests a fixity of form and idea, the studies included in this volume draw attention to the processes and contexts in which the ‘classical’ took shape and the subsequent reception and revision of its cultural forms.
 
          
            1 Intellectual and Lived Spaces
 
            The confrontations that this book presents originated in intellectual and lived spaces that were mutually influential. The different chapters explore how the lived spaces of writers and artists influenced their ideas and creations, and how texts, objects, and images reflect the identities of their makers. Instead of studying the primary sources as ends in themselves, the authors use these sources as the means to investigate the lived context of their creators. By looking at the materials from this perspective, the sources reveal how philosophical, religious, and artistic activities contributed to processes of identity formation and the negotiation of boundaries between communities. In addition to contributing new perspectives on the development of intellectual communities and the ideological parameters of philosophical traditions, this volume works to situate these cultural developments in their social and historical contexts.
 
            We use the term “lived space” to refer to the sociocultural worlds in which the authors, thinkers, and artists, whose works are discussed in the following chapters, operated. Adopted from the work of Henri Lefebvre,1 “lived space” is part of a conceptual triad that also includes “conceived” and “perceived” space. Whereas the latter two operate in largely ideational realms, lived space is the locus of culture and social activity and provides a productive frame for the papers included in the first section of the book. While the highly theoretical world of philosophy may appear to map most closely on the similarly abstract category of “conceived space”, we have chosen the term ‘intellectual space’ instead. This term recognizes the notional spheres in which philosophical discourses work to locate themselves while, at the same time, it draws attention to the social embeddedness of the philosophers and schools that the authors examine. Even in the case of doctrinal differences and opposing philosophical traditions, the contributors show that individual thinkers occupied a shared ‘intellectual space’ in which they investigated a common set of questions concerning the formation and expression of authoritative knowledge and the manner in which that knowledge could be embodied by human (or more-than-human) agents. To begin to access these intellectual and lived spaces in the premodern world requires situating not only text, but other forms of religious media and cultural production in their shared contexts. Although addressed to discrete cases and places, each of the chapters that follow proceed from this shared perspective.
 
           
          
            2 Sources and Boundaries
 
            The individual contributions to the volume address a wide range of material and textual sources and cultural contexts – from Tibetan bells and Jaina teachers, to traditions of Sun worship and the poetics of argumentation. Given the variety represented, the question naturally arises regarding what ties these discussions productively together? The answer is the use of primary source materials to explore the shaping of cultural and intellectual communities. A close engagement with primary sources underpins each of the discussions in the book. Engaging with both textual and material evidence, in their work the contributors also trouble the persistent binary that often separates these bodies of historical evidence by showing how premodern cultural agents negotiated and synthesized their sources. Moreover, by tracing patterns of bi-directional influence it becomes evident that using one body of evidence to corroborate the claims of another (i.e. simply looking for a textual precedent for an image or vice-versa) is far too simple and minimizes the innovative and imaginative ways in which cultural producers made use of the materials at their disposal.
 
            In addition to questioning persistent binaries in the classification of source materials, the contributions included in the first section work to complicate the very categories of ‘text’ and ‘material’ by tracing the historical development of particular practices through different modes of cultural production. The practice of Sun worship, for example, is shown to have been shaped by a rich legacy of purāṇic narrative in conversation with traditions of ritual rules and prescriptions (i.e. śāstra) popularized by competing religious communities. Material production, too, is a multi-faceted category. By including monumental sculptures for worship, ritual objects, temple adornments, and the frame for inscriptions, the category of ‘material’ is shown to be as complex and varied as that of ‘text’.
 
            The studies included in the second section trace the development of knowledge communities in ways that challenge the idea of fixed boundaries between intellectual traditions. These traditions, in fact, are shown to be the work of enterprising thinkers who borrowed, responded to, and refined the ideas of their interlocutors from across Brahmanical, Jain, and Buddhist lineages. In addition to recovering dialogue between communities often held to be distinct, established forms of argumentation, too, are not restricted to the category of śāśtra as ‘knowledge system’, but worked across literary genres and were influenced by poetic works, prose ritual manuals, and epic exemplars.
 
           
          
            3 Overview of Contents
 
            The articles in the first half of the volume address the intersections of textual, material, and visual forms of cultural production. These contributions focus on three primary modes of confrontation: the relation of inscribed texts to material media, the visual articulation of literary images and, finally, the literary interpretation and reception of material religious media. Discussions of the relation of text and material culture have tended to privilege literary semantics and imagine a unidirectional pattern of interaction, whereby textual forms inspired images and guided material production. These articles aim to re-describe these interactions through focused case studies that incorporate a variety of media, ranging from individual objects and monuments, to sanctified spaces and religious landscapes.
 
            The second part of the volume focuses on confrontations both within and between intellectual communities. The articles in this section address the dynamics between peripheral and dominant movements in the history of Indian philosophy. Texts belonging to peripheral movements, such as the Jaina tradition, often apply creative strategies to position themselves in relation to their intellectual rivals. This process of boundary formation is a driving force behind philosophical developments and ideological changes. Instead of solely focusing on the philosophical merit of specific positions, the contributions in the second part of the book explore the relation between philosophical texts and the ideological and social realms in which these works evolved.
 
           
          
            4 Text, Image & Lived Spaces
 
            The articles of the first half of the volume are in dialogue with current works that examine religious centers and built landscapes as sites of community building and which emphasize the strategic use of images and inscriptions to materialize social affiliations. These essays are also influenced by studies that emphasize the effective agency of architecture, objects, and images in shaping South Asian history. Recent examples include F.B. Flood, Objects in Translation: Material Culture and Medieval ‘Hindu-Muslim’ Encounter (2009) and R. Eaton and P. Wagoner, Power, Memory, Architecture: Contested Sites on India’s Deccan Plateau, 1300–1600 (2014). While working to situate and contextualize the creation of material religious media within the social and geographic contexts in which it was produced, the contributions are also attuned to the reception and legacy of particular objects and images. They consider how images may have been explained by later viewers, how objects were made meaningful, and the ways in which the memory of a historical moment could be received via material forms.
 
            In “The Enigma of the Centauress and her Lover”, Laxshmi Greaves explores an enigmatic, yet important, iconographic topos found in the art of the Kuṣāṇas, Kṣatrapas and Guptas; namely, a centauress (that is, a figure with the torso of a woman and the lower half of a horse) bearing on her back a human male in regal attire. The pair are sometimes joined by a devotee or a celestial being such as a vidyādhara. This type of image has been found at several sites including Sāñcī, Bādāmi, Rājghāṭ, Lakha-Dhora and Mathurā, with undoubtedly the most magnificent example hailing from the stepped pyramidal brick monument known as ACI, located at the heart of the ancient city of Ahichhatrā in Uttar Pradesh. Readings of this fantastic figure have tended to rely on the identification of a textual source to explain the unique image: ranging from it being simply an emblematic representation of a kinnara-mithuna dallying in the hills; to the celestial nymph Urvaśī, with her husband; or Manu Vaivasvata (Prajāpati) on the back of the Earth Goddess who has temporarily assumed a half-mare/half-woman form. All of these interpretations are problematic in one way or another. By moving beyond a textual explanation for the identity and popularity of a visual form, Greaves considers how the image may have functioned within the structural contexts and broader visual programs of the monuments and landscapes in which it was encountered and viewed.
 
            With her study, “Visual Story-Telling in Text and Image: The Nāga as Inhabitant of the Ocean and the Netherworld”, Sanne Dokter-Mersch address the intersections of narrative and image. As in the study of Greaves, Dokter-Mersch also works to explain the features of an iconographic form. But in this case, the image itself it not obscure; rather, it depicts one of the most widely known moments from early Vaiṣṇava mythology. From the Kuṣāṇa period onwards, stone images of Viṣṇu in his boar manifestation (varāha) appear across India. Most elements in these material representations of the myth can be explained from an iconographic or textual point of view. One ubiquitous element of the images, however, cannot be explained by recourse to the textual sources that recount the manifestation of the boar avatāra: namely, the presence of one or two nāgas, or mythical serpents, coiling under Viṣṇu’s foot. Reading text and image together, Dokter-Mersch argues that the artists’ imaginings of the nāgas expresses a cosmological vision that, while also present in the literary narratives, takes on an innovative form in sculpture.
 
            Both Greaves and Dokter-Mersch take as their respective foci the material and visual expression of narratives. For Greaves, the connection between text and image is not straightforward, and her analysis points to spaces of material production and uses of images without a clear literary parallel. For Dokter-Mersch, the early Indic literary and visual sources are rich sources for representations of the varāha myth. But popularity does not equate to uniformity. Even within the parameters of a well-known narrative, authors and artisans found space for innovative modes of expression.
 
            This question about the possibility of innovation within established cultural parameters is addressed in an engaging way in the contribution of Peter Bisschop, “Vyoman: The Sky is the Limit. On the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa’s Reworking of the Liṅgodbhava Myth.” While the Liṅgodbhava myth is well known and tells of the origins of Śiva’s worship in material form, specifically the liṅga that serves as his emblem, Bisschop draws attention to a remarkable adaptation of this myth in the context of Sūrya worship recorded in the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa. The Bhaviṣyapurāṇa authors revised the Liṅgodbhava myth told in chapter 3 of the Śivadharmaśāstra and turned it into a myth about the manifestation and worship of Sūrya’s vyoman, a mysterious object presented as the supreme form of the Sun god. While the Liṅgodbhava narrative describes the origins of a familiar object of devotion (i.e. the Śiva liṅga), the identity of the vyoman as an object of worship is more difficult to trace. Does the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa’s description of the Saura emblem represent a textual innovation, or does it describe an actual object? By reexamining these narratives alongside ritual objects typically known as saurapīṭhas in art-historical literature, Bisschop shows how the authors of the Bhaviṣyapurāṇa used a familiar narrative to reinterpret a comparatively abstract ritual object as an iconic form of the Sun.
 
            Part one concludes with Lewis Doney’s work on “Temple Bells from the Tibetan Imperial Period: Buddhist Material Culture in Context.” This contribution outlines how the tradition of bells and gongs in monasteries along the Silk Road, focusing on Khotan, met Chinese bell-casting technology. Then what the design of extant imperial Tibetan bells and their epigraphy tell us about their form and function, their links with songs and praise, and their relation with Buddhism and power in Tibet. Like the contribution of Bisschop, Doney also takes as his focus the evolution of the visual and ritual functions of an object. He, too, considers the integration of text alongside the development of iconic bell ‘types’. But in this case, the materiality of text is expressed in a different way, since the bells themselves function as text bearing objects. And in ways that participate with the other three essays in this section, Doney offers some glimpses into how these bells were remembered in Tibetan Buddhist historiography and art of the post-imperial period. This consideration of ‘reception history’ is an aspect that parallels Bisschop’s study of textual reworking. In both cases, a formal template is adapted and reworked to develop a new mode of expression within the framework of ‘tradition’.
 
           
          
            5 Philosophy & Intellectual Spaces
 
            The articles in the second half of the volume address different sorts of philosophical confrontations. Even though the history of philosophy is often presented as a series of ideas that evolve independently from their wider socio-historical setting, scholars are becoming increasingly attuned to the ways in which philosophical developments have been influenced by the historical contexts of particular thinkers. Important recent studies in this respect are V. Eltschinger, Buddhist Epistemology as Apologetics: Studies on the History, Self-understanding and Dogmatic Foundations of Late Indian Buddhist Philosophy (2014) and J. Bronkhorst, How the Brahmins Won: From Alexander to the Guptas (2016). The authors in this part of the book explore how specific philosophical standpoints can be situated in a wider temporal and cultural framework. Their work demonstrates the methodological value of analyzing philosophical views as elements within a multi-dimensional historical setting. On the one hand, this facilitates a better understanding of the historical texts. On the other, it turns the philosophical texts into relevant sources for an investigation of their socio-historical contexts.
 
            In the chapter “Nonagonistic Discourse in the Early History of Indian Philosophical Debates: From Brahmodyas to the Mahābhāṣya” Evgeniya Desnitskaya investigates the continuity between the ancestral ritualistic verbal contests (brahmodya) as attested in the Vedas, and later forms of debate and dialogical textual structures. For this purpose, she focuses on the instances of nonagonistic argumentation in the brahmodyas, the Upaniṣads, and the Mahābhāṣya with the aim of revealing shared patterns and identifying possible affinities between ritual debates, the philosophical strategies of the Upaniṣadic thinkers, and those of the ancient grammarians. Desnitskaya’s study shows that discussions that predate the period of classical philosophical debate (vāda) do not fit the agonistic pattern that later became normative. In the first section of her article, she discusses the classical brahmodyas that are found in the Ṛgveda and the Brāhmaṇas. In the second section, the author analyses the development of the brahmodyas and the early philosophical debates in the Upaniṣads. The third part of her article deals with nonagonistic discussions in Patañjali’s Mahābhāṣya. The article offers several novel interpretations of the primary sources and provides a stimulating account of the early development of philosophical debates.
 
            The two chapters by Marie-Hélène Gorisse and Ana Bajželj deal with Jaina philosophy. This topic is particularly relevant for an exploration of philosophical confrontations since the Jains have a long history of negotiating their space as a minority tradition within the wider cultural environment. Their well-known theory of ‘non-one-sidedness’ (anekāntavāda) is an important element in their attempt to distinguish themselves by creating a model that accommodates the views of others. This perspectivist model provided the Jains with a tool with which to incorporate aspects of rival views within their own theories while, at the same time, claiming intellectual superiority over their opponents. This dynamic is clearly visible in Marie-Hélène Gorisse’s study, “The Legitimation of an Authoritative Discourse in Jainism”. This chapter analyses the strategies employed by Jaina thinkers to establish the authority of the Jaina scriptural corpus. The first sections of her study provide an overview of seminal accounts on verbal or scriptural authority (āptatva), which is based on key passages in texts such as the Tattvārthasūtra and the Nyāyāvatāra. Gorisse shows how this debate was strongly influenced by the view on verbal testimony (āgama) that was upheld by the Naiyāyikas. After providing a general overview of the development of this debate, Gorisse provides an in-depth analysis of the discussion on authority in Samantabhadra’s Āptamīmāṃsā. This work establishes the superiority of the Jaina perspective by pointing out the inadequacy of the one-sided views of the rival movements. Gorisse’s study shows that the development of Jaina philosophy has to be studied in tandem with the developments in their wider intellectual environment and that the Jains represent a unique voice in the Indian philosophical landscape.
 
            The chapter “Clay Pots, Golden Rings, and Clean Upper Garments: Causality in Jaina Philosophy” by Ana Bajželj investigates the philosophical merit of the Jaina view on causality. In previous studies, the Jaina view has been described as a middle ground between two rival theories. On the one hand, there is the view that an effect is pre-existent in its cause (satkāryavāda), which can be found in the Sāṃkhya tradition. On the other, there is the idea that the effect radically differs from the cause (asatkāryavāda), as defended by the Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika tradition. Other scholars have labelled the Jaina view on causality as ‘sadasatkāryavāda’, since it combines aspects of both positions. Even though such a position might seem attractive at first sight, some scholars have questioned whether the Jaina solution provides a persuasive philosophical alternative or whether the Jains simply refuse to choose sides. In her study, Bajželj addresses this question by analysing important primary sources on the Jaina theory of knowledge. To this end, she focuses on Amṛtacandra Sūri’s Tattvadīpikā. The chapter contains a large number of translated passages from Amṛtacandra’s work and provides a rigorous analysis of his ideas on causality. The author demonstrates that the Jaina theory was not an ad hoc solution but that it offers a genuine philosophical alternative to the views of the other movements.
 
            Gregory Forgues’ study, “Charting the Geographies of ’Ju Mi pham rNam rgyal rGya mtsho’s Perspectivist Approach to the Two Truths”, shows how an early medieval Buddhist debate continued in the writings of the 19th century Tibetan scholar Mi pham. In this chapter, Forgues focuses on Mi pham’s presentation of the relation between the concealing truth (kun rdzob, saṃvṛti) and the ultimate truth (don dam pa, paramārtha). Previous scholarship has characterised Mi pham’s views on this subject as ambiguous or even inconsistent. However, the author argues that Mi pham uses several models that relate to different stages of understanding and that his account as a whole provides a coherent theory. Based on a careful reading of the primary sources, Forgues analyses the different perspectives that can be distinguished in Mi pham’s work. This analysis reveals that Mi pham teaches Madhyamaka through a series of ascending views. These views correspond to (i.) the views of beginners who distinguish between nirvāṇa and saṃsāra, (ii.) Svātantrika Madhyamaka, and (iii.) Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka. The corresponding goals of these three perspectives are (i.) to introduce beginners to two truths, (ii.) explain the nominal ultimate, and (iii.) point to the actual ultimate. As such, Forgues demonstrates that Mi pham’s inclusivist account provides a hierarchical soteriology that skilfully combines several opposing views on the nature of the two truths.
 
            The contributors to this volume address a wide range of historical confrontations that shaped intellectual and lived spaces in early South Asia. We hope that the topics and disciplinary approaches in this book offer a stimulating confrontation which will facilitate a fruitful dialogue across the different disciplinary boundaries in the field of South Asian studies.
 
           
          
            Notes

            1
              Henri Lefebvre. The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith. Cambridge, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991.
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              1 The Enigma of the Centauress and Her Lover: Investigating a Fifth-century Terracotta Panel from Ahichhatrā
 
            

             
              Laxshmi Rose Greaves 
                
                

              
 
            
 
            
              1 Introduction
 
               
                Among these lesser gods that keep their place on the fringes of the orthodox are to be found spirits of the Earth and of the Mountain; the Four Guardian Gods of the Quarters with Vessavana-Kuvera at their head; Gandharvas, heavenly musicians; Nagas, the snake-people who have their world beneath the waters of streams and tanks, but who sometimes are identified with the tree spirits; and Garudas, half men, half birds who by kind are deadly foes of the Nagas. These diminished godlings must be regarded as the last remnant of a whole host of forgotten powers, once mighty and to be placated, each in its own place. Strange beings of another sphere, they could not wholly be passed over either by Brahman or Buddhist.1
 
              
 
              The race of kinnaras – divine composite-creatures usually with human heads and torsos, and the lower bodies of animals, often horses, or birds2 – can be added to this eclectic group of celestial beings or ‘godlings’ described by Vincent A. Smith. This paper is concerned with early visual depictions of equine kinnarīs (centauresses), and particularly those in the company of a male with human form.3 Generally speaking, we find two major iconographic depictions involving centauresses in India (Figure 1).4 The earlier, predominant type shows a centauress carrying a regal-looking male on her back. Between the third century BCE and the sixth century CE this image appears to have held a degree of popularity and we find it adorning Hindu and Buddhist monuments alike and on small portable terracotta discs. The second type, which emerged at the start of the eighth century, portrays a male figure in the act of subduing a small centauress. Both of these iconographic types appear to have fallen into obscurity after the early medieval period and the original identity of these flamboyant pairs have since been lost to collective memory. The aim of this paper, then, is to attempt to determine what these images might have signified or represented, taking into account the possibility that their meaning may have evolved or even transformed over the eleven–hundred years in which they were being produced. It is plausible that the surviving centauress sculptures could illustrate a variety of myths or possibly even different episodes of the same myth.
 
              
                [image: ]
                  Figure 1: Map showing location of known centauress images in India.

               
              The methodological approach taken in this paper involves analysing text and image in conjunction. That is to say, since the types of images in question ceased to be produced after the early medieval period, and their architectural and archaeological contexts are, for the most part, lost, unknown, or in a severely ruined state, parallels or clues to the identity of the centauress and her companion have been sought in religious texts. Consonant with the antiquity of centaur(ess) imagery, most of the texts which refer to this breed of mythical creature were composed at an early date, with some texts post-dating the most ancient of the images.
 
              While it is essential that art historians in the field of South Asian studies actively engage with textual sources, and vice versa, this approach inevitably throws up a number of searching questions, pitfalls and challenges. In other words, we face confrontations when merging the two disciplines. By identifying an image, it becomes imbued with meaning, significance and context, and thus the stakes are high. To quote Donald Preziosi, “… the principal aim of all art historical study has been to make artworks more fully legible in and to the present.”5 It is not uncommon, then, for images to be wrongly affiliated with specific textual narratives in order to satisfy the need for a solution. Occasionally, obscure or divergent details present in an image are ignored. This tendency to bypass or hurry over inconvenient details or nuances undermines the evidence that points to a complex, hugely diverse and creative artistic culture in early India, teeming with singularity, non-conformity and place-specificity. This is especially the case for imagery produced before the mid-fifth century CE, because after this point in time Hindu temple iconography becomes increasingly formalised. Minor irregularities in early imagery include details such as attributes held by a deity which find no mention in the texts, while more significant ‘deviations’ take a radical departure from mainstream iconographic conventions. In addition, many unique deity images survive, some of which may have depicted local gods. A fifth century image recently found at Ahichhatrā, for example, portrays a three-headed, six-armed ithyphallic Śaiva deity, each of the heads sporting a third eye, a flaming head of hair, and a trifurcated tongue with an eye. This fearsome deity wields a trident and is possibly in the act of stamping on a demon (the image has suffered damage). Since a deity of this description does not feature in the texts, we can only make an educated guess as to his identity. A possible interpretation is that he represents a composite form of Rudra and Agni.6
 
              Occasionally, a confrontation between textual studies and art history manifests itself when the dates of comparative visual and textual material do not correspond. Thus, it has sometimes been argued that an image cannot be a representation of a well-known myth embodied in the texts, despite visual evidence to the contrary, because the earliest known textual account of the myth post-dates the image. A story, however, might be in circulation orally (perhaps in a variety of different tellings) for a considerable length of time before being absorbed into a Purāṇa, an epic, or into another branch of literature.7
 
              This paper, then, begins with the premise that there are traditions, divinities, or myths that have not survived in writing, or indeed, may never have been written down in the first place, with the only relics surviving in a visual medium. Sometimes, to the frustration of the art historian, these visual relics refuse to relinquish their secrets. As will shortly become evident, the images that concern us in this paper, do not explicitly recall a known textual narrative. As a result, the discourse here will necessarily be of a somewhat tentative nature. This paper will nevertheless seek to demonstrate a more enquiring, thorough approach towards the type of complex, obscure imagery that is often paid little attention in literature on ancient or early South Asian art.
 
              The paper will focus chiefly on the most spectacular surviving image depicting a centauress and a male with human form: a terracotta plaque hailing from the ancient city of Ahichhatrā in the Bareilly District of Uttar Pradesh. This plaque was one of several recovered from the upper terrace of the largest of Ahichhatrā’s many temples; a stepped pyramidal brick monument known as ACI or Bhimgaja, situated at the very centre of the fortress city (Figure 2).8
 
              
                [image: ]
                  Figure 2: The pyramidal brick temple structure known as ACI or Bhimgaja, located at the heart of the fortress city of Ahichhatrā in the Bareilly district of Uttar Pradesh. Photograph courtesy of the Archaeological Survey of India.

               
              The Śiva temple which once crowned the monumental terraces of ACI is no longer extant, but owing to the vast scale of the square platforms the structure still dominates the surrounding landscape for quite some distance. The form of ACI recalls to some extent the great stūpas and sanctuaries built under the Kuṣāṇa kings, such as the breath-taking Kaneśko-oanindo-bagolaggo (Sanctuary of Victorious Kaniṣka), a monument built in terraces carved out of a hill in Surkh-Kotal in the Baglan province of Afghanistan (ancient Bactria). Such monuments might be considered as awe-inspiring, magnificent statements of dynastic power, markers of territorial ownership, and tangible manifestations of religious devotion.
 
              ACI probably dates to the Gupta period, circa 450 CE, although the structure continued to be expanded, altered and renovated up until the eleventh century CE.9 Upon approaching the monument, steps on either the east or west (the front entrance) would have been ascended, and the dark corridors of the platforms circumambulated. The walls of the penultimate terrace were adorned with large terracotta relief plaques, many of which depicted manifest forms of Śiva, or myths involving the god.10 The subject matter of the surviving panels would appear to focus overwhelmingly on self-mastery and the overcoming of sin, with fierce forms of Śiva or Rudra being most prevalent.11 After observing these powerful images, the devotees would then proceed to the surmounting temple (now lost), enshrining the monumental liṅga: the potent “sign” of the unmanifest Śiva.12 Moreover, they would have been greeted with arresting views of the surrounding city through the doorways of the porches, or from the external pradakṣiṇa-patha (circumambulatory walkway), as though standing at the summit of a mountain. It should be noted here that there may have been restrictions over who had access to the temple, or even to different levels of the monument. There might have also been a protocol attached to who could ascend which flight of steps.
 
              The characters depicted on the Ahichhatrā panel have previously been interpreted as representing a nameless kinnara-mithuna dallying in the hills; the celestial nymph Urvaśī with her husband Purūravas – a subject popular in early Indian texts; and Manu Vaivasvata (Prajāpati) seated on the earth goddess who has temporarily assumed a mare form. Each of these readings is problematic in one way or another and will be explored in this paper.
 
             
            
              2 The Panel
 
              The Ahichhatrā panel survives in its entirety and depicts a kinnarī with a male figure of smaller proportions seated on her back (Figure 3). In the upper-right hand corner of the plaque hovers a vidyādhara (celestial being) carrying a garland. A tree with bowed branches against a background of hilly or mountainous terrain is depicted in the lower register.13 The square face of the kinnarī is strikingly similar to that of the nude female in another panel from ACI. Elsewhere I have very tentatively identified the latter character as the apsarā (celestial nymph) Urvaśī, standing before Sage Nārāyaṇa, although there is a strong possibility that she instead represents the goddess Pārvatī in the presence of Śiva (Figure 4).14
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                  Figure 3: Terracotta plaque from Ahichhatrā ACI, measuring 64 x 64 x 9 cm. National Museum, New Delhi.
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                  Figure 4: Terracotta plaque from Ahichhatrā ACI, measuring 65 x 73 x 9 cm. National Museum, New Delhi.

               
              Like the latter female, the centauress also wears large hooped-earrings and has a comparable though considerably more elaborate hairstyle in a trefoil arrangement. No doubt this gorgeous hair-arrangement ornamented with beads and a lotus flower is supposed to indicate her extraordinary beauty and elevated status. She holds her right hand up in the tripatāka gesture while she places her left hand with seeming affection over the left shoulder of the male rider.15 Interestingly, her male companion also makes the tripatāka mudrā with his right hand, the same hand which he uses to tenderly caress her chin (Figure 5). The tripatāka gesture is a fascinating detail since it generally indicates speech or dialogue; the pair then, are engaged in conversation.16 Both wear a ring on their little fingers. The breasts of the centauress are bare though her décolletage is adorned with two necklaces, one an ekāvalī (single strand of pearls), and a long scarf that flutters in the wind behind her. Between her breasts hangs a sacred thread (yajñopavīta). On the lower half of her body sits a saddle (paryāṇapaṭṭa) with a tassel dangling from its hem. Running under her tail is a band (kakṣyābandha) with a zigzag design and an ornate medallion at the centre (cakraka). The kinnarī has two hind legs but no front legs and her tail and hoofs have been finely executed.17 The male is bedecked in finery including a crested-turban, earrings and, across his chest, a channavīra ornament with an embossed disc at the centre. He holds a bow in his left hand and is clothed in a striped dhotī. The foot and lower leg of the man have been naturalistically modelled with the foot having a delicate arch. The scarf of the kinnarī blows against his chest and flaps behind him in a delightful attempt to convey a sense of movement.
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                  Figure 5: Detail of the centauress plaque from Ahichhatrā ACI. Note the tripatāka mudrā made by both characters.

               
             
            
              3 Further Centauress/Rider Images
 
              Two further terracottas depicting so-called kinnara-mithuna were found at Ahichhatrā. The first is a simple disc produced from a single mould showing a kinnara pair. This was found at ACVII to the west of the ancient fortress (Figure 6).18 The second fragmented plaque, which comes from ACIII located a few hundred metres southwest of ACI, has a flat base (possibly free-standing or part of an architectural element) and possesses relief depictions on both faces of a centauress with rider.19 Only a leg of each rider has survived but Agrawala asserts that anklets were worn. Based on this detail, Agrawala identified the riders as female. Several male deities in plaques from ACI, however, wear anklets and such might be the situation here. Rare examples do exist, though, of male kinnaras carrying women. Indeed, an unusual relief on the Great Stūpa at Sāñcī depicts a pregnant female seated on the back of a centaur; while an intriguing fragmented Gupta period terracotta plaque from Nachar Khera in Haryana, portrays a centaur carrying a slumped figure with human form (Figure 7).20
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                  Figure 6: Alexander Cunningham’s plan of Ahichhatrā published in Four Reports Made During the Years 1862–63–64–65 (Simla: Archaeological Survey of India, 1871), Plate XLIII.
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                  Figure 7: Gupta period fragmented terracotta plaque from Nachar Khera, Haryana, in the collections of the Jhajjar Museum, Haryana.

               
              Agrawala likens the ACI panel to a Kuṣāṇa period red-sandstone depiction from the Jamalpur Mound, Mathurā, housed in the Government Museum in Mathurā (Figure 8).21 This temple bracket is carved on each face with a composition remarkably close – though less ornate – to that of the former plaque, indicating that the artists at Ahichhatrā were following an iconographic model already established by or during the Kuṣāṇa period. The heads of the relief figures on both sides are lost which suggests that they may have been deliberately defaced. On both faces a male figure is portrayed seated on the back of a kinnarī who has a nude torso. As in the Ahichhatrā relief, she wears a kakṣyābandha with a medallion at the centre, located horizontally across her lower body. She also wears a large band or necklace which she takes hold of with her right hand as though trying to detach it. This act does not necessarily have a negative connotation. Indeed, it is a relatively common gesture in Kuṣāṇa period art and may even have a suggestive meaning.
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                  Figure 8: Kuṣāṇa period stone relief carving of a centauress with a male rider from Jamalpur Mound, Mathurā. Photograph courtesy of the American Institute of Indian Studies.

               
              On one face of each of the three masterful pillars from Bhuteśvara, Mathurā, on display at the Indian Museum in Kolkata, is sculpted a voluptuous, smiling yakṣiṇī standing on a prostrate dwarf. The yakṣiṇī depicted on the central pillar wears a very large and no doubt weighty, multi-strand necklace which she takes hold of with her right hand. In her left hand she holds a swag of fabric which hangs sensuously from her girdle. There is no indication here that the yakṣiṇī is distressed; quite the contrary, she is cheerfully subduing a dwarf beneath her feet. The male figure in the Jamalpur bracket is holding an article in one hand. The handle looks somewhat like the hilt of a knife, but the upper part of the object is ovoid in shape and therefore not typically blade-like. Indeed, it resembles a mirror held by a seated female figure carved on a Kusāna period ivory panel from Begram in Afghanistan. And compellingly, the centauress in Figure 10 holds a mirror.22 The kinnarī is galloping across a mountainous terrain and, as with the Ahichhatrā depiction, her upper body is twisted awkwardly towards the male figure. Again, movement has been expressed through a shawl fluttering behind the man.23
 
              Agrawala also informs us that, aside from at Mathurā and Ahichhatrā, images of kinnara-mithuna were found at Sāñcī, Bādāmi and at Rājghāṭ.24 The small Śuṅga period terracotta hollow disc from Rājghāṭ, housed in the Bharat Kala Bhavan in Varanasi, and described by T.K. Biswas as a rattle, depicts a centauress turning her head to face the male seated on her back.25 He holds leaves and fruits in his right hand perhaps indicative of fertility.26 Another terracotta roundel believed to date to the Śuṅga period is housed in the Government Museum, Mathurā. It is in a fragmented state but depicts a centauress and male rider embracing. Again the kinnarī turns to face her companion. A worn roundel from Kauśāmbī dating to the Śuṅga or Kuṣāṇa period, on display at the National Museum in New Delhi, portrays a kinnarī with a male rider (Figure 9). The kinnarī twists her body to face her male lover. The pair seem to be holding hands, or at least touching each other affectionately. Behind the rider stands a male attendant or devotee. A Gupta period terracotta moulded-disc from Lakha-Dhora near Raṅgamahal in Rajasthan illustrates a loving kinnarī with male-rider scene on one face, while the reverse is ornamental. A male devotee with his hands held together in añjalimudrā joins the couple, suggesting that this is an auspicious scene.27 It seems somewhat unlikely, though not impossible, that a nameless kinnara-mithuna would be the object of worship and adoration. Likewise, K.N. Sastri highlights the irregularity of the presence of the garland-bearing vidyādhara in the Ahichhatrā ACI plaque.28 These examples suggest that the characters represented here are probably not merely emblematic.
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                  Figure 9: A hollow terracotta disc from Kauśāmbī housed in the National Museum, New Delhi.

               
              To the best of my knowledge, the earliest surviving depiction of this type of image is that carved on a stone pillar – part of the railing surrounding the Great Stūpa at Sāñcī, dating to circa the Śuṅga period (Figure 10).29 This carving in low-relief is situated within a roundel and shows a centauress with her body twisted to face the viewer rather than her male companion. She holds a garland in her right hand, and a round object with a handle – possibly a mirror – in her left hand. The handsomely dressed male rider rests his right hand on the left shoulder of the kinnarī. His scarf flaps in the wind behind him conveying movement and reminding us that these characters are not intended to be thought of as static. Floral confetti surround the couple lending the image a joyous ambience. Attention might be drawn here to the garland which is also a feature of the Ahichhatrā ACI panel. In the Sāñcī image, however, the garland is held by the kinnarī, while in the latter image it is held by a subordinate celestial being.
 
              
                [image: ]
                  Figure 10: A roundel carved onto a railing pillar at the Great Stūpa, Sāñcī.

               
              Centauresses also found favour with the Early Cālukyas in northern Karnataka. One such image survives in situ at the Mālegitti Śivālaya Temple (c. 700 CE) on the outskirts of ancient Vātāpi (modern-day Bādāmi, Bagalkot district, Karnataka) (Figure 11).30 Perpendicular to the lower left-hand side of the ornately carved entrance leading through to the garbhagṛha, is a surprising relief of a large-scale crowned male figure with a small centauress standing upright on her hind legs. As with the centauress in the Ahichhatrā panel, she does not possess forelegs but has human arms. In her lowered right-hand the centauress clutches onto a rope-like article that hangs over her bare left shoulder. Her left-arm is raised above her head. The crowned, two-armed male figure holds a large club with a conch-like hilt in his right hand. A description in the museum at Bādāmi alleges that the male figure is tugging at the hair of the crowned centauress with his right hand. Interestingly, in the same hand the male figure holds an item that could potentially represent a noose (pāśa). Both characters in the Bādāmi image have a serene and somewhat detached countenance but this does not necessarily carry much meaning since such expressions are quite commonplace in early Indian sculpture, even in scenes of violent conflict. Significantly, the male figure places his left foot on the arched rear of the centauress – a pose which is typically one of subjugation or even of vanquishment. This composition has markedly little in common with the centauress images already described and it is possible that a different myth or scene is being represented here. Though the inner sanctum of the temple enshrines a liṅga, Michael Meister and M.A. Dhaky assert that the temple was originally consecrated to Sūrya or Āditya since the sun god, flanked by the two goddesses of dawn, is depicted in pride of place at the centre of the door lintel above the entrance to the garbhagṛha. Moreover, Garuḍa or Daṇḍi, and Piṅgala act as door guardians.31
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                  Figure 11: Centauress sculpture next to the entrance to the inner sanctum of the Mālegitti Śivālaya Temple at Bādāmi.
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                  Figure 12: Centauress sculpture on a pillar of the Durgā Temple at Aihole. Photograph courtesy of Elizabeth A. Cecil.

               
              The final centauress image to be explored in this paper is one that adorns a pillar on the eastern side of the entrance to the honey-coloured-stone apsidal Durgā Temple (c. 700 CE) at Aihole, fifteen miles northeast of Bādāmi (Figure 12). An inscription on the gateway to the temple tells us that the monument was originally dedicated to Āditya (Sūrya). The damaged sculpture has much in common with the image from Bādāmi. It portrays a large-scale crowned male figure resting one knee on the rear of a small centauress who stands to his left. As with all the centauresses featured in this paper, the Aihole kinnarī is unclothed on her upper-half but wears jewellery, in this instance, two beaded necklaces and a snake armlet. The face of the centauress is missing (possibly having been deliberately vandalised). She places a hand on the left thigh of the male figure. His hands are lost, but his left arm rests above the head of the centauress and it is possible that he was portrayed pulling her hair or harming her in some way. This hypothesis is strengthened by the sculpture on one of the adjoining faces of the same pillar. This image depicts a large-scale crowned female tugging at the hair of a subjugated kneeling male figure, his head pulled backwards.32 The Bādāmi museum describes the centauress reliefs from Aihole and Bādāmi as each depicting a dvārapāla (door guardian) preventing Chāyā (Savarnā) from entering the shrine and casting a shadow across it.33 This myth will be examined below.
 
             
            
              4 Myths Associated with the ACI Panel Depiction
 
              Before exploring the various textual narratives involving kinnarīs, it might be proposed that since the centauress with male rider images are found not only in temple or stūpa contexts but also on portable terracotta medallions, this image type might have been regarded as possessing talismanic powers, quite possibly for aiding strength and fertility – qualities commonly associated with horses in South Asia.
 
              Returning now to the Ahichhatrā ACI plaque, Agrawala writes:
 
               
                The kinnara-mithuna was a popular motif in the time of Bāṇabhaṭṭa, who refers to it as being pursued by prince Chandrapida and then disappearing on a hill-top (achala-tunga-sikharam=aruroha). It is stated that Śiva as Dakṣiṇāmūrti should be the object of special adoration by kinnaras, devas and others. This plaque may, therefore, have been juxtaposed with … [the Dakṣiṇāmūrti plaque], in the frieze of the temple.34
 
              
 
              Mythical kinnaras feature in Bāṇabhaṭṭa’s seventh century play, Kādambarī.35 The story narrates that while out hunting on his horse, prince Candrāpīḍa spies a pair of kinnaras in a forest. He wishes to capture them but as he approaches they flee.36 He follows, chasing them for miles until they disappear over the top of a mountain. Aside from its later date, other aspects of the play assure us that this is not the story depicted in our plaque. Not once does Candrāpīḍa alight upon a kinnarī, nor does he have any dalliance with one – the object of his affections being the heroine of the tale, Kādambarī.
 
              Agrawala believes the plaque to be depicting a fleeting reference in the Rāmāyaṇa to a kinnara-dvandva (a kinnara couple) frolicking on the hillside, a theory also supported by K.M. Shrimali.37 However, only one of the figures on the ACI plaque can be described as a kinnara, thus this is not a representation of a kinnara-dvandva.
 
              K.N. Sastri suggests that the panel depicts Prajāpati (Manu Vaivasvata) riding to the heavens seated on the back of the earth goddess who has temporarily assumed the form of a mare.38 This scene occurs in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 14.1.3.25 which reads: “Thou (Earth) are Manu’s Mare, for, having become a mare, she (Earth) indeed, carried Manu, and he is her lord, Prajāpati.”39 Moreover, the passage is elaborated upon by its commentator, Harisvāmin, who notes that:
 
               
                In the course of performing this particular ceremony, the ritual of solemnly touching the earth and inaudibly whispering the incantation was extraordinarily auspicious and beneficial to the performer (Yajamāna). In times gone by this Earth converted herself into a mare and carried her lord Manu Vaivasvata (to heaven), because he (Manu) was her husband etc.40
 
              
 
              Sastri argues that a passage in the Viṣṇudharmottarapurāṇa which describes Prajāpati leaving the city of Ayodhyā for heaven in his corporeal frame, adds weight to his theory.41 However, no mention of a mare, or indeed any vehicle, is made in this latter tale. The Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 1.4.4 describes a less savoury story in which Prajāpati in the form of a stallion pursues his daughter Uṣas in the form of a mare. From their coupling humans and animals were created.42 Some of the Brāhmaṇas instead narrate that Uṣas morphed into a deer and Prajāpati a buck.43 The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa myth corresponds well with the iconography of the Ahichhatrā panel except for the earth goddess being described as a mare and not as a centauress. It is imperative, though, that we query the popularity, or lack thereof, of this story in the Gupta period. To the best of my knowledge, this brief episode does not feature in another extant text, suggesting that it was not well-known to the general populace, making it an unlikely choice to adorn a fifth century CE temple, unless the story had endured in oral tradition or in texts that have not survived.
 
              Few tales survive which speak of a kinnarī and a human or divine lover, although one of the most popular Buddhist jātakas (tales) from the Divyāvadāna (also found in other Buddhist texts) tells of the rescue of the kinnarī Manoharā by Prince Sudhana.44 In this story, though, the kinnarī is described as a human-like woman and not as a composite creature.45 Another Buddhist story in the Mahāvaṁsa 10.53.88 (c. fifth century CE) centres on a beautiful equine yakṣinī called Cetiyā and a Sri Lankan prince (and later king), Paṇḍukābhaya. Cetiyā roams around the Dhūmarakka Mountain. She is described sometimes as vaḷavarūpa (with a mare form) and sometimes as vaḷavamukha (with the face of a mare). The prince spies her and goes in pursuit. She flees and renders herself invisible. Eventually Paṇḍukābhaya threatens Cetiyā with his sword and she surrenders. She becomes advisor to Paṇḍukābhaya, who bridles her and takes her into battle.46 The presence of a Buddhist narrative on the Śaiva temple at Ahichhatrā is, however, highly unlikely. Moreover, the tale is not a romantic one and no suggestion is made of a loving or passionate relationship between Paṇḍukābhaya and Cetiyā.
 
              The text accompanying the Ahichhatrā ACI plaque at the National Museum in New Delhi describes the image as portraying King Vikrama (elsewhere known as Purūravas) with his lover, the celestial nymph Urvaśī. This interpretation initially appears convincing, in part because the myth of Urvaśī and Purūravas was popular in early India, and certainly so during the Gupta period. Secondly, the terracotta plaque appears to represent a loving scene between an exquisitely beautiful celestial being and a regal or god-like warrior figure. A dialogue of eighteen verses in the Ṛgveda (10.95. 1–18) is the first recorded version of the Purūravas-Urvaśī myth, but as Barbara Stoler Miller writes:
 
               
                The Vedic hymn presupposes a floating body of stories about the pair, suggested by scattered references elsewhere in the Veda, and by the hymn’s own vagueness: the author appears to have written a dialogue epitomizing events with which he assumes his audience to be familiar.47
 
              
 
              The obscure conversation in the Ṛgveda takes place between the mortal but mighty king Purūravas – who we are informed was nurtured from birth by the gods so that he would later fight the dasyus (enemies) – and the celestial water nymph Urvaśī who has been married to the king for four years. Urvaśī has abandoned her husband because he has not kept to certain conditions. The narrative consists of his desperate pleas for her to stay, and Urvaśī’s persistent refusal. During their conversation she recalls how they used to make love three times daily although reluctantly on her part. In addition, we are told that eating only a drop of ghee a day satisfied her hunger. Urvaśī reveals that she is pregnant (or has already had a son) and agrees to send Purūravas the child. Finally, she promises that after his death he will rejoice (with her?) in heaven. Lightning and the bleating of lambs are mentioned, and both feature centrally in later variations of the myth. The story is further developed in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa (11.5.1.1–17). Here, Urvaśī is said to adore Purūravas and allows him to make love to her three times daily but never against her will. She sets further conditions for their marriage including that he must never let her see his nudity. They live happily together and have a child. The gandharvas, however, long for her to return to the heavens and so they formulate a plan; they steal the beloved lambs (who Urvaśī calls her sons) from her bedside and Purūravas, wishing to prove his manliness, leaps out of bed in a bid to rescue them. At that moment the gandharvas dispatch a flash of lightning, illuminating Purūravas’s naked form. Immediately Urvaśī leaves him. Sometime later Purūravas chances upon Urvaśī bathing in a lake with her companions and begs her to return. Urvaśī promises to spend one night with the king. In an unexpected twist of fate, the following morning the gandharvas offer Purūravas a boon; he asks to become one of them.
 
              Variations of the myth are also found in the Baudhāyana-Śrautasūtra, Mahābhārata, Matsya Purāṇa, Viṣṇu Purāṇa, Harivaṃśa and elsewhere. During the Gupta period, Kālidāsa adapted the story for a play entitled Vikramorvaśīyam. Briefly, Kālidāsa’s version of the story unfolds as follows.48 King Vikrama (Purūravas) rescues the celestial nymph Urvaśī from the clutches of the demon Keśin and they fall in love (significantly Keśin is a horse demon). At one point the king muses about how impossible it seems that an old sage (Nārāyaṇa) could have created such an astounding beauty.49 Indra allows her to marry Vikrama on one condition: that she must return to the celestial realms once the king sees the face of their first-born child.
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