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M. Frenger

Sun Image

[INTRODUCTION

Stone sculptures depicting the sun god from

Mathura are well known. Kusina exam
as Mathura Museum, Acc. No. 67

normally small depictions with a heigl
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more than 15-20 cm showing the god seated in a

chariot. In all

by two or four horses galloping to «

riot itself, only the fr
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reduced to a simple horizont

The close relationship between the iconog s
of the sun god in these sculptures and that of the
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1967. 189f.).

his right hand and the sword hanging from his left

Features like the short club held in

side as well as the dress with the boots, the coat

and a flat necklace, are common both to depictions

of the sun god and to those of the Kusana rulers

themsel Club and sword are prominent at

tributes for example in the famous Kaniska sculp-
ture from Mat. For the dress, portraits of the
Kusana rulers on their coins can serve as a
comparison, especially because the small space
available led to simplifications similar to those seen
in the sun images. The connection between roval
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1a iconography and the depiction of the sun

ed by the fact that another

god is further unc

iconographic type appears in which the chariot is
replaced by a lion throne (Srivastava 1972, pl. 12b).
These reliefs, as well as a number of largely
unpublished fragments lacking both the chariot
and the lion throne, are only identified as images
of the sun god on the basis of their close resem

l‘l\".lh'x: to the lI‘.J!'it.\[ f.i:-_'\ili'(\'n.
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Kusana u'li]|_"lll]t'w of the sun _l_',ﬂd also seems to

I'he predominance of non-Indian dress in a

support the theory of a foreign influence, i.e. a
non-Indian sun cult coming from either Iran or
th
3

1
5

Central Asia, which reached India together w
or even before Kusana rule (Srivastava 1972, 2
Gail 1978,

of an older indigenous tradition such as the chariot.

) and which only incorporated parts

[t 1s the aim of this paper to re-examine the
evidence provided by images of the sun god from
Mathura, but

1

so images of the sun god that

from Mathura —

Cult Icons or Emblems ?

predate the Kusina period and originate from

other places in India, in order to develop an

alternative view of
|

dandi

the iconographic developn

yus purpose of

in Mathura up to the Gup
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iefs identified as the sun god are preserved

1ers 1in Vi

among ot
Anantagumpha in Khanda
probably a Jaina cave. The best known example

-a no. 19 in Bhaja and in the

iri/Orissa, which 15

belongs to the vedika of the stupa at Bodh Gaya
(Srinivasan 1992, pl. 5) and can serve to recapit-

ulate the iconographic features of a pre-Kusana sun

In all these reliefs the sun god stands in 2
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carefully depicte
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chariot, his right hand raised in front of his chest.

A parasol is visible over his head and he is

accompanied by one or more female attendants, in
the case of the Bodh Gaya Siirva by two female

archers, aiming at two small male figures to the

left and right of the horses. Turban, parasol,
chariot and even the gesture of the main ngure

itself are features characteristic of a roval person.

They can be found for example in one of the jata

<A

medallions from Bharhut (Klimburg-Salter 1995,

) and 1in the reliefs at Sanci showing royal

processions, where the male figures driving either

cat. no. A1

tended as

a biga or a quadriga are certainly not in

depictions of solar gods but rather of kings or

princes. Only a strict frontality was obviousls
reserved for the sun god; the reliefs of kings and
The
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princes arc In contrast L'l&'}TI\_'[L'tl 1n 'pZ'UHll.‘

close connection between the two I\‘nmrgr.]Pq
a source of uncertainties concerning the identifi-
cation of some pre-Kusina images. The terracotta
Museum (

slague in the Patna rivastava
plag the Pat

pl. 7a) often referred to as the earliest image of the
sun god in India, does not show any element that
could not be used as an argument for its identi-
ticaion as a king, and 1s therefore of doubtful
identification (Lacour-Jalouneix 1983, 24; Gail 1978,
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Fig. 2. Lintel with scenes from the life of the Buddha.

['he third example 1s that of the head of a female
wearing a medallion with the sun god as an
ornament over her forehead. It is in the reserve
collection of the Lucknow Museum (Acc. No. 46.80;
Rosenfield 1967, pl. 18) "
ltaps be regarded as a sign of the u][gmm affil-
iation of the lady wearing it,

l."(‘ no UL]}L:!'

I'his ornament may per-

but there seems to
case of an adorant wearing a piece of
ry indicating his or her religious preference.

If this medallion is not to be taken as a purely
decorative object, the intended reference is perhaps
only to the general qualities of the sun as the
bearer of light.

These three examples illustrate that the em-

blematic use of sun images as an impm't.m[ but

not central element of larger compositions is well
documented at Mathura. It may be remarked that
this is also in accordance with depictions of the
sun in the Gandhara

region. Here, sun images

appear either on pillar capitals or as ornaments
placed in the central rosette of the turban worn
by some bodhisattvas. Although the ideas under
lying these depictions of the sun god are not
identical with those of the Mathura reliefs — the
use of a circle as a frame for the composition is
hardly ever applied in Gandhara — their placement
indicates that the sun images carried a symbolic
meaning here, as well.

The three images discussed above share one
feature with the other Kusina sun images in stone;
t

1at 1s the reduction of details in the image in order
to make it more easily recognisable within a
limited space. Compared to the elaborate reliefs of
pre-Kusina times with detailed depictions of the
chariot itself, the horses, and with additional

figures next to the chariot, the Kusana sun images

Lucknow Museum Acc. No. B.208. Red sandstone. Photo M. Frenger.

Fig. 3. Vardha holding the discs of sun and moon. Mathura
Museum Ace. No. 65.15.4, Buff sandstone. Photo M. Frenger.

show only a minimum number of features. The
chariot is reduced to a simple recess, the horses
are only summarily depicted, and besides the
round frame into which the whole umnposi[iun is
placed nothing else is shown. It is pmla
this was not only due to the lack of space; in the
only larger HLU]PILEI& of this type, on display in
the Mathura Museum (Acc. No, 00.D.46; Klim-
burg-Salter 1995, cat. no. 83), the ;1\-;1i]'.11‘riiil}' of
more space did not lead to an addition of more
detail to this heavily reduced composition. One
pe¢ ssible explanation is t
it was simply not necessary to include a lot of

at

14t in its use as an emblem




446 M. Fy

detail; it was, on the contrary, more effective to
have an image reduced to only a few elements
essential for identification. The horses were sut
ficient to symbolise the chariot, and together with
the upper half of the sun god and the circle as a
frame, were \".u\"lgh to allow the viewer to rec-

ognise the sun.

CHANGES OF ICONOGRAPHY AFTER THE KUSANA

PERIOD

The iconographical changes to the Kusana sun
image during the transitional phase to the Gupta
period did not take place in an organized way, at
least in regard to the chariot type. Among the
reliefs fmm Mathura there are several nulmulu
which must be regarded as c.\}'u'1||nun‘1| stages. It
would take too long here to discuss every stage
of the development in derail, but the essential
changes can be shown in two examples now in the
Mathura Museum (Acc. No. 87.107, fig. 4; Acc.
No. 56 : 5

4016, fig. 5).
['he first and most eye-catching change is in the

depiction of the chariot. The number of horses is
increased. Instead of two or four horses the seven
.t o i w1t} 1 1113 fath - | 31 1Y1 A T~ % . ' 1 e . 3 -
Sun god with chariot. Mathura Museum Acc. No. horses mentioned in Rg-vedic descriptions of solar

k enotted: sandstone: PHOT 1. Frenge }
Pink spotted sandstone. Photo M. Frenger gods are introduced. It is important to note that

the additional horses are not simply added on both
sides. Tt was intended to make the addition and
number obvious, and to achieve this the sculptors
had to carve a central horse — a much more difficult
sculptural solution.

Another si
complexity of the chariot itse f. In '\u-l\mm. sun

ficant change is in the growing

images the body of the chariot was dxphlul

realistic manner, showii 4 all elements of it, |m|Lu.-
ing the front and sides of the chariot body and
the

minimal element of the composition, but later the

shaft. The Kusana images reduced it to

body of the chariot became visible again and was
depicted as an architectural structure. Several sim
ple mouldings indicate the walls, and the upper
edge consists of a kapota, sometimes even showing
window. This architectural
iginated from Mathura
and spread from here across Northern India.

a central candrasi

concept ot t the L']L‘n'in' or
I

Hss\n'\ er, the changes also continue within the
l\i 1\1\' l| ]‘L' \'l]'l"u'r'l'

Besides the sun § god himself, seated either in the
old Kusina way or in padmasana, his former
attendants, the female archers, make their come-
back (fig. 5). Prominent in the Bodh Gaya sun
i'1 1ge \L'\L'l'Jl ;'CH'lLl!iL'H IE‘L'1:!I'L_', Ilh'_\ Ull"lplL'[L'l.\
disap }wurui in the Kusina sun images, only to
return in the first sculptures showing traces of the
Gupta style to become two of the standard attend-

ants of the sun god.

The dress of the sun god cannot be judged from
the badly-worn examples of this type. Only the
change in headgear can be detected. The sun god

no ll‘li;'\l.'l wears a flat cap or the equally flat hair




Sun Images from Mathura — Cult Icons or Emblems ? 447

knot. Instead, the simple kirita crown also worn
by Vaishnava gods of this time appears; an analogy
' identifi-
cation with Visnu or Krsna at a point when a

that might indicate the beginning of an id

brahmanical sun cult was only just beginning to
be established.

The last of the important iconographical chang-
es i1s the introduction of a new set of attributes.
[nstead of the club and the sword of the Kusina
sun images the god holds two objects in his raised
hands. Although they are badly worn off in one
of the sculptures (fig. 5), they can be identified as
two loop-like objects in the other (fig. 4).

The general direction of all these modifications
is clear. They all show for the first time the will
to create an explicitly brahmanical image of the sun
god in which the ancient vedic and epic concepts
overlie the royal aspect of solar iconography which
played such an important part in both Kusana and
pre-Kusana images of the god. The changes dem-
onstrate a definite desire to create an image dif-
ferent from the older concept used as an emblem,
and this new need to create a much more detailed
image is probably an indication of the rise of new

religious and political requirements.
[he second important type of Kusina sun

: : L = :
image, the god seated on the lion throne, loses its

importance and finally disappears after the end of

Kusina influence. Although such remarkable and
famous examples of this type as the one in the
Mathura Museum (Acc. No. 12.269; Rosenfield
1967, pl. 43) and that in the Ashmolean Museum
(Acc. No. 1972.45; Harle 1974, 44, pl. 51) were still
produced in Mathura during the transitional phase

between the Kusina and Gupta styles, this type

never gained any importance outside the Mathura
region and was given up almost completely in
favour of other iconographic forms.

The type which filled the gap was a newly
invented iconographic form which developed during
the Gupta period, best represented by an example
in the Mathura Museum (Acc. No. 595; fig. 6) and
was about to become one of the standard
iconographic forms. It would be too much to say
that this form replaced the older lion-throne-
image, but the decline of the older form and the
invention of the new probably took place within
the same period of time and at least one small,
unfortunately very worn sculpture shows a kind
hy (Mathura Museum, Acc.
No. 15.938; fig. 7). The lions beside the throne

of mixed iconog:

have been replaced here by two standing attend
ants similar to those flanking the representation of
the standing Strya. This introduction of a new
standing sun god attended by two male figures
raises several questions. The iconography of this
type 15 a combination of features derived from
older Kusana dress, such as the broad necklace and
the almost triangular c¢ wering of the chest, as well
as elements unrelated to any older Indian model
such as the long shawl hanging over the elbows,

':\"\i '\\':[\!] I:|-:|I.'

Red sandstone. Photo M. |'|'L‘I|'_['_I.

male attendants. Matl
Museum Ace, No. 15.938. Red sandstone, Photo M. Frenger

Fig. 7. Seated sun god




detail; was, on the contrary, more effective to
have an im:-,;__'- reduced to only a few elements
essential for identification. The horses were suf-
ficient to symbolise the chariot, and together with

e circle as a

the upper half of the sun god and tl
frame, were enough to allow the viewer to rec-

ognise the sun.

CHANGES OF ICONOGRAPHY AFTER THE KUSANA

PERIOD

The iconographical changes to the Kusana sun
image during the transitional phase to the Gupta
pu]ml did not take place in an organized way, at
least in regard to the chariot type. Among the
reliefs from Mathura there are several sculptures
which must be regarded as experimental stages. It
would take too long here to discuss every stage

of the development in detail, but the essential

changes can be shown in two examples now in the
Mathura Museum (Acc. No. 87.107, fig. 4; Acc.
'.\d:ll. 56.4 H:llr\ !II_',:‘I

The first and most eye-catching

is in the

L|LP'\.1|\||1 ut the chariot. The m.mlm of horses is

increased. Instead of two or four horses the seven
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Pink spotted sandstone. Photo M. Fr

gods are introduced. It is important to note that
the additional horses are not simply added on both
sides. It was intended to make the addition and
number obvious, and to achieve this the sculptors
had to carve a central horse — a much more difficult
sculptural solution.
Another significant ¢
complexity of the chariot itself. In pre-Kusana sun

1ange is in the growing

1mages the body of the chariot was {{LPlL[(Ll
1\.l|l\[lL manner, showing all elements of it, m\l‘ld
the front and sides of the chariot body and

|]u- shaft. The Kusina images reduced it to a
minimal element of the compesition, but later the
body of the chariot became visible again and was

depicted as an architectural structure. Several sim-

ple mouldings indicate the walls, and the upper
uiw consists of a ka pota, mmulmu even showing
a central candradala window. This architectural

nated from Mathura

concept of the chariot or
and spread from here across Northern India.

However, the changes also continue within the
body of the chariot:

Besides the sun god himself, seated either in the
old Kusina way or in padmasana, his former
artendants, the female archers, make their come-
back (fig. 5). Prominent in the Bodh Gaya sun

image several centuries before, they completely

1a sun images, only to

disappeared n the Kusa
return in the first sculptures showing traces of the

Sun god with chariot. Mathura Museum Acc. No. (;UI—“T.l Sty le to become two of the standard attend-
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sandstone. Photo M. Frenger. ants of the sun god.
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The dress of the sun god cannot be judged from

the badly-worn examples of this type. Only the

change in headgear can be detected. The sun god

no longer wears a flat cap or the equally flat hair
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knot. Instead, the \'i|11pfu kirita crown also worn
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The last of the important iconographical chang-
es is the introduction of a new set of attributes.
[nstead of the club and the sword of the Kusina
sun images the god holds two objects in his raised
hands. Although they are badly worn off in one
of the \Lulpmrm (tig. 5), they can be identified as

two loop-like objects in the other (fig. 4).
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image is probably an indication of the rise of new
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the same period of time and at least one small,
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of mixed iconography (Mathura Museum, Acc.
No. 15.938; fig. 7).
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type 1s a combination of features derived from

older Kusana dress, such as the broad necklace and
the almost triangular covering of the chest, as well
as elements unrelated to any older Indian model

such as the long shawl hanging over the elbows,
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Fig. 6. Standing sun god with male artendants. Mathura
Auseum Acc. No. 595. Photo M. Frenger.

Red sandstone.

Mathura
Museum Acc, No. 15.938. Red sandstone. Photo M. Frenger.

7. Seated sun god with male attendants.
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