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ABSTRACT

The cult of the Saptamatrkas—the seven mother goddesses—represents one of the most
distinctive strands of Hindu goddess worship, blending local, tribal, and pan Indian
traditions. Their veneration is attested from early Puranic texts and inscriptions, and
their iconography evolved significantly between the Gupta and medieval periods. Initially
depicted as fierce emanations of major deities (Brahmi, Mahesvari, Kaumari, Vaisnavi,
Varahi, Indrani, and Camunda), the Matrkas were shown in group panels, often
accompanied by Siva or Virabhadra. Over time, their imagery became more elaborate:
each goddess acquired distinct mounts, weapons, gestures, and ornaments, reflecting
both sectarian affiliations and regional artistic styles. The terrifying aspects of Camunda
and Kali, the martial symbolism of Varahi, and the maternal yet protective qualities of
Brahmi and Vaisnavi illustrate the spectrum of divine femininity. Archaeological finds
from regions such as Rajasthan demonstrate how local traditions shaped their
representation, with variations in posture, attributes, and ritual context. The worship of
the Matrkas was not confined to collective cults; several, notably Camunda and Varahi,
attained independent status as autonomous deities. Their iconographical development
thus reflects the dynamic interplay of theology, ritual practice, and regional artistic
idioms, underscoring the centrality of mother goddess worship in the evolution of Hindu
religious art.

Keywords: Saptamatrkas, Mother Goddess Worship, Early Medieval Rajasthan, Hindu
Iconography, Sakta Traditions

1. INTRODUCTION

The concept of the seven sister goddesses is discussed in various texts.1 We gets
detailed information about her emergence and the iconography in Aranyak Parvan
of Mahabharat, §alya Parvan of Mahabharata, Brhata Samhita, Kumarika khanda of
Skand Purana, Varaha Purana etc. Agni Purana also discusses about the emergence
of Skanda cult in association with heterogeneous Matrka tradition. The story of the
emergence of SaptaMatrkas is given in Puranas. In Markandeya-Purdna, about the
origin of the Sapta Matrkas is elaborated. The numbers of Matrkads differ in various
texts: sometimes these are seven, sometimes eight are mentioned. Varaha Purana

1 Shivaji K. Panikkar, Saptamatrka Worship and Sculptures D.K. Printworld, New Delhi 1997. p.55.
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2Varaha Purana

TR I Hedl JuTeard] faf-aaT |
aeuenfeoft &t ar af ae fag: 11
eyl g fawpny fafaffar |
FEUN FIfHaT I T I T |l
RN T A FaHT TRART |
UG RUl =0 a3 ot fafadd |
e T Yolal 3T 3 ATaR: I

additionally added Yogesvari in the existing number.2These seven sisters either
were the ‘seven mother’ of the god Skanda or this was a generic term used for pre-
Aryan, non-brahmanical conjoint mother goddess ancestor cults.3

All the Matrkas are to be shown seated and caring weapons appropriate to their
male counterparts. They are shown seated upon padmasanas in the sculptures. The
images of Asta-Matrkas are found from Mandor, Kekind and Baroli. Gangadhar
inscription of Malav Samvat 480 from Jhalawar, which talks about the Sapt-Matrkas
temple is of a great historical significance.* All these Matrkas are sitting in lalitasana
position. These Mdtrkds don’t have their vehicle. These Matrikas figures do not have
Ganesa or Virabhadra or Siva in the middle in dancing form as is prescribed. In
Mandor and Abaneri, the same thing can be seen. Sapt-matrka images mostly find a
place in Siva temple e.g. Badoli Siva temple, Siva temple at Mandor so on.5
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Figure 1 Saptamatrka on the Upper Left Top of the Torana, Baroli Temple

Figure 1 follows the sequence mentioned in Mayamatam and on the left to the
goddess can be seen Gane$a.6 Brahmdni in Figure 1 is four headed, with a
karandamiikuta. In her upper two hands are a Sula and book. The lower right hand
is in Abhaya mudra and the lower left is taking kamandal. In the image of Mahésvari,
face is mutilated, upper left hand is holding a snake and the lower right hand is in
abhayamudra, and the other two arms are broken. Vaisnavi is depicted with gada,in
upper right hand and cakra in upper left arm, her lower right hand is in Abhaya

3 R.Mahhalakshmi, The Making of Goddess: Korravai-Durga in the Tamil Traditions, Penguin Books, 2011, p 79.

4]. F. Fleet, Inscriptions of the Gupta Kings and their Successors, Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, vol. IIl. (Calcutta, 1888), pp. 76-78

5 This also has been observed by R.Mahalakshmi that Saptamatrka concept in the eighth century in the region continued to find place in the Siva
temple. R.Mahalakshmi, The Making of Goddess p. 288.

6 Mayamatam,

AIUT A&0f 3&d RITH RIFAT 9|
STl ARy 99 PR Jwrdt qut |l
RIS T ATl FHIelt AT |
femarRurfel dRysfaret |
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mudra and lower left has Kamndala. Kaumari is depicted with four heads in her

upper two hands holds a Sakti and kukuta. Her lower right arm is in abhayamudra
and lower left has Kamandal. Indrani is engraved with ankusa in upper left and vajra
in the upper right. The lower right hand is in abhayamudra and left is having
Kamandal. Varahi is holding gada in her upper right hand and lower left holds
Kamanda, remaining two arms are broken. The last goddess is Kankali Camunda.
Her upper right hand’s weapon is broken; she holds kapala in her lower left hand
and sucking blood with her upper left hand. Her bones and veins are visible beneath
the skin, and she is depicted with a sunken belly. To her left stands Ganapati, shown
with four arms. During the 9th-10th century CE, the images of Matrka and Navagraha
were simultaneously carved on the lintel of entrance gates.

1) Brahmani
According to Matsyapurana, she, resembling Brahma, is four-faced and four-
armed. She is to be depicted seated upon a swan, holding rosary and Kamandal.” Rao

points out that as per Amsumadbhéddagama, in the back right and left hands carries
a sula and aksamala respectively; the front right and left hand are in the abhaya and
varada poses.

According to Mayamattam, She has four heads, large eyes and her complexion
is molten gold. She has four arms, bearing the gesture of Varad (boon giving) and
Abhaya (fearlessness), along with a trident and a rosary. Seated upon a red lotus,
she has swan as her mount and emblem. She portrayed in the likeness of Brahma
and dressed in a tiger skin.® According to Agni Purana, Brahmani is to be
represented in a fair complexion, riding swan and carrying in her hands rosary,
water pot, rosary and one hand with auspicious symbol.10

According to Rupamandana, she is seated upon a swan and in her hands carries

a rosary, water pot, a scripture, a book and in her two uplifted hands she holds

auspicious objects.!! Figure 2 & Figure 3 both are the form of goddess Brahmani
depicting her with four heads and four hands but varies as per the icon holding in
her hand. In Figure 2, she holds sruka and scripture in her upper right and left hand
respectively. She holds aksamala and kamandalu in her lower right and left hand
respectively. In Figure 3, she is holding Sula and aksamala in her upper and lower
right arm respectively and holding child with lower left hand and holding
kamandalu in the upper left hand.

7 Matsyapurana, Geeta Press Gorakhpur, p. 1003

St SEreR aqdedr gyl

BUIRREGT B HERFAGHIST: |

8 T.A.Gopinath Rao, Elements of Hinu Iconography, Vol 1, Part 1], 1914, p 384.

9 Mayamatam

Tqadan faRael aadbrEaaAYT |
RETHIRATEHTTERTAGYST ||
RFAUITATI T gHaTg T T |
STt SRIaH AT ATHTHTT
10Agni Purana
TR It smeft sremTamrIq~aa
FUSTEUIAT a8 g

11 Rupamandana
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Figure 2

Figure 3 Brahmani, 10th-11th Century CE, from Mungathala at present in Ajmer Museum

2) Vaisnavi

According to Matsya Purana, Vaisnavi resembles Visnu seated upon Garuda.
She is four armed and bestows boons and holding conch, discus and mace. She also
can be shown accompanied by a child.12 According to Mayamatam, she holds a conch
and discus and makes the gesture of Varada and Abhaya. She has beautiful eyes with
black complexion. She is associated with Pippala tree, Garuda is her emblem and her

12 Matasya Purana

qurd} fawesh TS THufRyar 11
TQAIgY IRl AGIBIGIERT
RIGRIRTAT a1y STcidh=T SHf~aar i
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13Mayamatam
GED R Gdl aREHIUTIOBTH |
QI TgrmEaul df dianeRgaaH T 1
uagragad TeSdsrarig-iy |
Uit HRAT g faspworyfRany I

14 Rupamandana,

Qure fawRres TESIUf TRy |
TISTgY el ASTIHIGIRT | |

15 Agni Purana,

STAH YR T qH ATy |

mount. She is adorned with Visnu’s ornaments.13 According to Rupamandana, out of

her four arms, she grants boon with one hand and holds conch, discus and mace in

the others.1*As per Agni Purana, in her right hands she holds conch and discuss and

in the left hand bears the mace and lotus.15

Figure 4
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Figure 4 Vaisnavi, 8th-11th century CE, Chandravati

In Figure 4, she is depicted with four arms. She holds in her hand gad3, cakra,
rosary with varada mudra and kamandala. It was a part of three Matrka panel at the

ruin temple of Candravati. In Figure 5, she is depicted with four arms, her upper
right hand is broken and in the upper left hand she holds lotus. In her right and left

lower hands, she holds rosary with varada mudra and kamandala.
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16 Matsya Purana
SN E Rl TR TaTeRTH I
TSGRt 3ot Ara-ag ygar |
JeTEHauUIy feaamRonyfam I
17 Rao op cit.

18 Mayamatam

19 Agni Purana

Uell 7191 gore Hewnal q Rl |

Figure 5

Figure 5 Vaisnavi, 8th-11th century CE, Chandravati

3) Indrani

According to Matsya Purana-she holds vajra, trident, and mace and seated upon
elephant and having thousand eyes.16Rao while quoting Devi- Purdna points out that
she carries the ankusa and the vajra only.1” Mayamatam states that she shines with
the radiance of the moon color and wears a tiara. She holds a noose and the lotus.
She is associated with Kalpadruma tree.18 According to Agni Purdna, Indrani should
be represented as having a thousand eyes and holding the vajra in her hands.19 In
Figure 6, she holds, Anku$a and Vajra in her upper left and right hands respectively.
In her right and left lower hands, she holds rosary with varada mudra and

kamandala.
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Figure 6
R
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Figure 6 Indrani, 8th-11th century CE, Chandravati

20 Matsya Purana
HRRT 0T qUT AR Fell |
TP U THRT T-ERRRT |
FHURAE ARG avaledl agysT I
21 Mayamatam
et Taaaurt = YTt gueaey |
RETHIGE AHEHTAEHTGATH I
SterAg et T uoff g T |
TaAgHAgad HRAG qudle-iH I
22Agni Purana
RIERARGN
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23 Rupamandana
TR YehclodT JUHTRIRIRYT |
FUAAE g aRal 9 Iy ||

4) Mahesvari

According to Matsya Purana, Mahesvari is in the form of Mahe$vara, she is
adorned with crowned with matted locks and bears the crescent moon, she rides
upon a bull. With her four arms she carries skull, trident, club and with gesture of
boon giving.20According to Mayamatam, she is depicted with three eyes and a
radiant red complexion. Her emblem is bull and her hair is coiled into a crown. She
holds trident and rosary of beads. She is associated with sandalwood tree and
mounted on the bull.2t According to Agni Purdna, Sankari is to be represented as
seated on a bull, carrying bow and arrow in her right hand and a cakra and bow in
her left hand.22 According to Rupamandana, she is mounted on the bull, four armed,
holding a skull, trident, club and one hand in the varad gesture. 23 Figure 7 depicts
her with four hands and holding trident and snake in the upper right and left hand
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24 Matsya Purana

FAREUN HIART AYRARATET|
TFATEALR] TG ARIRILRT Hll |l
BRGIIITAT HhATHERT qLT|

25 Rupamandan

FURFT HIHART AGRARATEHT |
TFITALR] TGy TRIRITGIERT ||

respectively. In her right and left lower hands, she holds rosary with varada mudra
and kamandala.

Figure 7

Figure 7 Mahesvari, 8th-11th century CE, Chandravati

5) Kaumari

According to Matsya Purana, Kaumariis depicted riding the peacock and in the
form of Kumara. She holds trident and spear.24 According to Rupamandan, she looks
like Kumara and rides a peacock. She wears red garments and holds Sila, sakti and
gada.zs

According to Apardjitaprccha, Kumari is six faced and sits on the peacock. She
holds the aksamald, sakti, kukkura and kamandalu.?6 According to Mayamatam, her
complexion is red and emblem peacock. Her hair is tied with ornaments and she
holds a spear and cock. She is associated with udumbara (Gular) tree.2” According
to Agni Purdna, she is two armed and holds a spear in her hand. She rides peacock

26 S K.Panikkar, Saptmatrka worship and sculpture, p 66

27 Mayamatam

TfddgageRon |
aqaull TRTdRT SR YfvrT I
REIHITHT T HSHHTHIRAU
Al RURIIERT HgReawTarg- |
IGIERIAT 3t HIARY HRIA Feft: |
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28Agni Purana
DR RIS Yo wfdae fgarga |l
29 Matsya Purana

IRTE! d Ga&aTiH AiguIaR JRyam|
RGN gat RRymRemof |
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30 Rupamandan

IRTE! g Faeat AfgsIuR JfRyar |
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AT fearufa gdanfafamir

31 Agni Purana
GIIHERT Yl AT AeH eIy |
QUSRS EINITCHT aRTG! HIQWIaT | |

and dressed in red garments.28 In Figure 8, Kaumari is depicted with four hands. She
holds spear in upper right hand and Kukkura in her upper left hand. In her right and

left lower hands, she holds rosary with varada mudra and kamandala.

Figure 8

Figure 8 Kaumari, 8th-11th century CE, Chandravati

6) Varahi

According to Matsya Purana, Varahi is seated upon a buffalo and resembles
Vardha she bears fly whisk, mace and discus and the destroyer of the lord of
demons.2% According to Riipamandan, Varahi should look like Vardha. She sits on a
buffalo, strikes the bell and holds flywhisk. She holds gada and cakra and for the
welfare of the worlds, she annihilates all disease.30According to Agni Purdna, she is

seated upon a buffalo and holds danda (staff), conch, and mace for subduing

enemies.3!
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According to Mayamatam, Varahi is dark in hue and display the gesture of
varada and Abhaya She holds plough and club. She is tusked, broad bodied, dressed
in black garment and buffalo is her mount.32According to Apardjitapraccha, Varahi
is described as boar faced and riding on a buffalo. She holds aksamala, khadaga,
ghanta, and kamandalu.33 Varahi in Figure 9 has been dated around 10-12th century.
It is found from Mungthala in Sirohi. She is sitting upon a buffalo and in her four
arms are holding gada, $ankha, cakra and holding child with one hand. Figure 10 is
from Chandravati. Her face resembles to Varaha and has four hands. She holds a
hala, khapar, aksamala and kamandalu.

Figure 9

Figure 9 Varahi from Mungathala, at Present in Ajmer Museum

32 Mayamatam

IRETHIGET d IRTS! HUAHT |
B guad Y@l gHaN: JHdT ||
SEAU T RETHAGUSHI-adT |
eyl g HEeIust fdicHgeleaard ||
PUMSRERT ¢df FafRuYRA |
HRYGATY I HigTeaTTaTs-iH |
33 Shivaji k. Pannikar, Saptmarka Worship and Sculptur, D.K.Printworld, 1997, p. 66.
ShodhSamajik: Journal of Social Studies 261



https://shodhsamajik.com/shodhsamajik/index

Dr. Virendra Singh Bithoo

34 Matsya Purana,
TTeTRaSTTeRT dgg as ARTRIEE|
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SPTHRIAaeH pared RG]
DHUTCTHICT Gdl HUSHTSTAHSTH I
FHUTG aTHE g ANyl
AfRTSBIa o fUToT fadenT gfém &2 I
TSRT FrrgRT a1 fAafar fadied
HRIAAG dgd PHed AT AT I
TAMUST FHUCT al GIUHERT JIHTI
fETaT: P! A8 IRTHRIT HUTr! I
GRARIGHRON qef-easregaT

35 Mayamatam

Figure 10

Figure 10 Image of Varahi from ruins of Chandravati temple

7) Camunda

According to Matsya Purana, She holds a sharp sword, long tongue, hair
standing upward with fragmented bones. She should be depicted with a tusked,
terrifying face and wearing garlands of skulls. Skull in left hand and spear in the right
hand,seated upon vulture or crow. Camunda is clad in tiger’s skin, Kal1 is naked and

Kapalini rides a donkey34

According to Mayamatam, she holds a skull and trident, hands in varad and
abhaya gesture. She is eight-armed, bearing trident and skull. In her left hand she
carries staff, bow, sword, shield, noose, and arrows; also, a drum and trident. mace,
bow, sword, shield, noose and arrow. Her emblem is the vulture. She possesses three
eyes, all completely red. She wears garlands of heads as sacrificial thread. Her mount
is a corpse. Her other features: thin-bellied, fleshless-faced, skeletal mouth is wide
open, tongue is long, clad in tiger skin, with flaming hair and serpent as her
ornaments, she is kali-emaciated, dark complexioned and dwells beneath banyan
tree and her face is terrifying and tusked.35
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36 Agni Purana

IrUST Hienel wfamar g Ham |
e SfRMRT a1 Seddsht He |
FiftreferT I wure UfeRr A ||

37 Rupamandan

SUTAT &fiurcET @ TTiE HEe T |
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AIYUST U el fAH Ao |
Ty a1 Ushden FHiimTeriRi<ar ||

According to Agni Purana, Camunda is depicted with hollow eyes, fleshless,
three eyed, skeletal in essence, with hair standing upwards and a thin belly. She
wears a tiger’s skin, and in her left hand she holds a skull and spear.3¢ According to
Rupamandan, she appears dreadful, with tusks, an emaciated body and hollow eyes.

Her arms extended in all directions, a thin belly and bears weapons such as club,
discus, arrow, elephant goad, sword, shield, noose, bow, staff and axe. She moves
among corpses, red-hued with deformed face, fierce in nature.3”

Figure 11 of Camunda from Chandravati belongs to 11-12 century. This is a
white marble image. It has eight arms and three eyes. In her right four arms, she

holds a trisula, damru, aksamala, and khadaga; in the four left arms she holds cup of

skulls, khatwanga, skull and sucking blood with her lower finger. Corpse is shown
below the image. She is wearing skull garland also. In region of Sirohi district, most

of the images of the Camunda shows the goddess sucking blood with the lower
finger of her left hand.

Camundais considered one among the saptamatrkas and astamatrkas. Camunda

is one of the most venerated goddesses in all over the Rajasthan. She is not only
worshipped together with the seven matrka but also venerated independently in
her own right. In Chandravati, there are a number of Camunda images. They can be
seen alone and also in groups. The image of Camunda can be seen in the temples of
Nilakanta-Mahadeva at Nana, Somanath in Pali, and in Belar temple.38

We have separate temples of Camunda; for example Sunda Mata temple is
dedicated to Camunda Mata. We have in Achalgarh many images of the goddess
Camunda and a separate temple is dedicated to the goddess Camunda there too.
Figure 12 is depicted on the outer wall of Kiradu temple of Badmer. As we can see,
most of the sculpture is broken, but we can still see the corpse lying down at the feet

38 A Progressive Report of ASI, Western Circle, March 1908, p.44.
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of the goddess. Figure 13 is of the goddess Camunda from the temple of Harihara II,
Osian. This image depicts the war of Camunda with Canda and Munda and she is
killing to the demon. She has four arms: in the upper right is a #isila, and in the
lower right is skull cup. The upper left holds a noose and the lower left holding the
head of the demon.

Figure 11

Figure 11 Camunda (9th-11th Century CE) Chandravati

Figure 12

Figure 12 Image of Goddess Camunda from Kiradu Temple, Badmer
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Figure 13

Figure 13 The image of the goddess Camunda from the temple of Harihara II, Osian

2. CONCLUSION

Saptamatrkas are known as ferocious as well as boon giver goddess. They get a
very important place in the early medieval period due to the increase in tantric
practices. Iconography of these goddesses reveals them as the counter part of their
male deity. Sculptor has not followed strictly any particular prescriptive text while
making Ayudh in their hands. In most of the figures discussed earlier, we can see
that out of four hands one is engaged in holding Kamandal and other in grating boon.
It is also very much evident that by the 8th-9th century CE, planetary iconography got
its standardized form holding kamandala and gesture of granting boon. Kamndala
symbolize to the inner purification, spirituality and detachment. Graha and Matrka
both got the place at the lintel of the entrance at the same time. So kamandala it is
not the result of the textual prescription but of the Brahmanical approach which
transform the aggressive and violent behaviour of these Matrka into benevolent
goddess. Many trees are associated with these goddesses which again help to
assimilate the tribal culture in the main stream.
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