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J ainism and J aina Bronzes 

HINDUISM, JAINISM a nd B UDDHISM are the 
three principal religio ns of India. Hinduism 
developed as an offshoot o f Brahmanism, which 
was the most ancient re ligio n of India. Whe n 
Brahmanism became the relig io n exclusively of 
Brahmans, the highest caste, j a inism came into 
ex istence as a revo lt against this situation a nd 
was open to other castes. Fina lly, Budd hism was 
founded in the .fi ft h cen tury B. C. T here are 
many theories concerning the relative antiquity 
of these re ligions, but discussio n o f this proble m 
is inappropriate here. 

Jain ism has always been con fi ned chie fl y to 
India and has scarcely spread outside tha t 
country. The notable tra its of j a inism are the 
numerous splendid tem ples, statues and works 
of art, the mon ks, who a re dedicated to the 
pursuit of lea rning a nd pena nce, and the influ
ence of the ascetic communi ty ove r its lay fo l
lowers . T hese characte ristics have led to charity 
and acts of benevolence, mainly in the fie ld o f 
temple-construction, fasting, ceremonial wo r
ship, vegetarianism a nd the consequent uplift 
of the Jaina lay communi ty. 

Although two br-oad d ivisio ns later devel
oped within the faith-the Di gambara (sky-clad) 
and the Shvetambara (white-robed)- the Jainas 
form a commun ity with a basic re ligious unity. 
They worsh ip twenty-fo u r T irthan karas (also 
call ed Jinas) , not as celestia l beings but as 
human beings who rea lized their true selves, 
attai ned the highest knowledge and thus were 
freed from bondage. Such e mancipated souls 
are man y, but among these the T irthankaras, 
who established and o rganized the j aina 
church, known as Sa mgha--composed o f 
monks, nuns and laymen (both men a nd 
women)-are the "make rs o f the fo rd to cross 
the ocean of mise ry, bondage a nd rebi rth" a nd 
are worsh iped in Ja ina temples as godhead s. 

They are not, ho weve r, Creators. Freed from 
a ttachments o r ave rsio ns of any sort, t hey d o 
no t favor or frown upo n any creature . T heo
reticall y, they are wo rshiped for their va rio us 
virtues; in practice, however, Jainas wo rship 
them just as fo llowers o f other religio ns wo rship 
their god or god s. 

The diffe re nce between the two ma in j a ina 
sects mentioned above is that the forme r insists 
o n complete removal of all posses io ns includ
ing ga rments, while the la tte r allows white robes 
to be worn . T his has been refl ected in their 
image-worship, beginning in the ea rly centuries 
of the Christia n e ra, and the differences beca me 
acute by the end of the fifth centu ry, tha t is, 
a bou t a thousand years after the death of the 
last T irthanka l-a, Mah avira, in 527 B. C. T he 
images worshi ped by the Digambaras sh ow no 
a pparel or ornamen t, while those o f the Sh vet
ambara sect wear a lower ga rment (d ho ti). 

Although Buddhist a rt is better kno wn than 
j a ina, neverthe less the latte r produced innu
merable images in brass, copper and stone, and 
even in precio us a nd se miprecious gems. T hese 
a re still worshiped in j a ina shrines in a lmost a ll 
of the states o f India. A g reat many have found 
their way in to museums in India, Euro pe and 
Ame rica, as we ll as in private collectio ns. 

T he representatio n s of T irthanka ras a re 
shown either singly o r in groups of three, fi ve , 
twenty-four etc. Since the images o f the Tir
thanka ras resem ble one another, they can be 
ide n tified only by the distinguishing marks 
shown either below the feet of the Jina o r on 
the pedestal o f the fi g ure. In earl y Jaina a rt the 
ide n tifying symbo ls o f T irthankaras were not 
shown, bu t the na me o f the Jina was g iven in 
the inscription o n the pedestal. In the a bsence 
of either of these practices, identificatio n o f the 
jina becomes very di ffic ult , as is shown in man y 
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1. Tirthankara figure, Digambara sect. 
From Centra! lndia, eighth century. 

3. Vimalana/ha, the [hilteen/I! Tilthan
ham, dated 1717. Above: front view; 
opposite page: side and back with in
senptlOn. 

2. Rishabhanatha, the fint Tirthankara (front and back). From Central India, dated 1316. 
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fi gures discussed late r. T he Jinas have tlVO arms 
and are either sea ted on a lotus pedesta l in the 
posture of meditation (padmasana), ) with both 
hands lying in their laps, or sta nding in medita
tion, in kayots01ga pose. 2 All the figures have 
slender, youthful, beautiful bodies and pleasing 
countenances. 

The seated T irthankara figures are very 
similar in postures to those of the Buddha; the 
only difference is that figures of Buddha have 
two garments, whereas the Jinas either wear 
on I)' the 10IVer garment or are nude, depending 
on which Jaina sect they belong to. 

T IlE Ivl usEU M OF ART A ' 0 ARCHAEOLOGY has in 
ir s coll ection twelve Jaina bronzes, representing 
both sects. All the sing le figures, except two 
relating to tribal style, will be described first. 

. A bronze figure of J aina T irthankara (Fig. 
I) IS of the Digambara sect, standing in kayot
sarga pose on a pedestaJ.'l Owing to the absence 
of any emblem or inscription it is difficult to 

identify the T irthankara, but it can be dated to 
about the eighth century , and it is probably 
from Central India. It seems to be the earliest 
Ja ina bronze in the co llection. The figure is 
much worn as the I-esu lt of worsh ip for a lo ng 
time. 

Figure 2, of the same sect, represents the 
first Jaina Tirthankara Rishabhanatha (also 
ca lled Ad inatha) wh o can be recognized by the 
bull shown on top of the pedestal in the center: ) 
T he Tirthankara sits in padmasana position o n 
a cushion placed upon a throne su pponed by 
a lion at each end. This throne, ca ll ed simhasa na, 
is used especia ll y for gods and empero rs. Below 
the bull is a sma ll standing figure which is no t 
entirely clear. St ill lower, on the front face of 
the pedestal supporting the throne, is an in
scription beginning at the right and running to 
t he left all around . It indicates that the bronze 
was installed in the Samvat year 1373 (A. D. 13 16) 
by d isciples of Subhakirtti deva, of Mula 
Samgha. The head of the Jina shows no llshnisha 
(a protuberance) on top of the head, as is com
mon ly seen on figure of T irthankaras and 
Buddhas. The modeling of the face a nd body 
seem to be typica l, a lthough figures in this style 
are not we ll known and few are published. 
However, the ph ysiognomy has a certain simi
larity to a few Ja ina sculptures in the Nagpur 
Museum, on the basis of wh ich one can tenta
tive ly assign these to Cen tral India, possibly the 
Raipur District. Th is is a rare specimen of the 
bronze art o f the region. T he profile of the face 
shows a long nose and lo ng, wide eyes, such as 
are more common ly seen in Western India, but 
the physiognomy is typical of Centra l India. 

The thirteenth Tirthankara, Vimalanatha, 
is shown in Figure 3. :; His symbol is the boar, 
represented by the sketchy incised figure in the 
rectangular box in the center of his seat. The 
figure is made of solid cast bronze. The model
ing indicates a fa ir ly late date for this bronze. 
An inscription a round the back and sides of the 
seat notes that the image lVas consecrated in 
Samvat year 1774 (A.D. 17 17) by Shri Vijaya
kshama Suri of Tapagachchha. T he low seat 
supported on shon legs and decorated with a 
vine scroll is unusua l. T he thick girdle and the 
name o f the monk and his group (mentioned 
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in the inscription) indicate that the bronze be
longs to the Shvetambara s~ct. T~e style shows 
that it was probably made In GUJ~rat. . 

Parshvanatha, the twenty-third Tlrthan
kara (Fig. 4),6 is regarded by. modern scholars 
as a historical personage. He hved two hundred 
yea rs before the death of Mahavira, the twent~
fourth and last Tirthankara. Because of his 
close affinity with the snake, figures of Parshva
natha usually have a seven-headed snake-hood 
as a canopy above the head, as shown in this 
simple figure. The Tirthankar~ sits in ardhapadm
asana7 posture on a seat with an open-lotus 
petal design in front; there may have been a 
lower portion of the pedestal and legs, now lost. 
The motif of the open-lotus petal suggests a 
date around A.D. 1200-1225. 

Parshvanatha is represented as a main fig
ure with two other Tirthankaras in a group of 
three Jinas (Fig. 5).8 He is seated in padmasana 
postUl-e on a cushion resting on two lotuses in 
relief, upon a rectangular pedestal. Behind him 
rises a cobra with seven hoods enclosed in a 
circular strip (partly missing) representing a 
halo. On either side stands a Jina in kayotsarga 
posture, each having his whole body enclosed 
in an oblong halo. The figures of these Jinas 
cannot be identified owing to the absence of 
accompanying symbols. On the right side of the 
pedestal is a seated male attendant, Yaksha,9 
car rying a citron in his right hand and a money 
bag in his left . He is the Jaina counterpart of 
the Hindu Kubera. On the left side of the 
pedestal is a two-armed Yakshi (the female at
tendant) called Ambika, carrying a child on her 
left arm . 

The Yaksha and Yakshi, the devotees ofthe 
Tirthan kara and defenders of his religion, 
usually guard the corners of the pedestal on 
which he is seated. Jaina texts also assign Yak
shas the positions of fly-whisk bearers in the 
retinue of a Tirthankara image. From the 
Gupta period (fourth century) onward their 
figures are inv~riably appended to the sculp
tures of the TlI-thankaras. The bronze under 
discussion was cast by the lost wax process, with 
some parts cast separately and joined on later 
as is obvious from a study of the back of th~ 
Image. The eyes and eyebrows of the figures 
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4. Pa.rshvanatha, the twent),-thil'd Til1hankam. Above: front 
view; below; back view. Date ca. 1200-1225. 



5. Parshvanalha wilh two othe1' Jinas. Left: f1'onl view; right; back view. From Western India, dated ca. 1052. 

6. Gmup of five TiTthankaras (front and back views), dOled 1126. 

43 



44 

7. Chovisi - all twenty~rOUT .finas - with 
Sh Teyam.sanatha as principal deity 
(Imnt and back views). 



are rendered by simple incised lines, probably 
after casting. The style is typical of Western 
India (Rajasthan or Gujarat). The arrangement 
of the figures is derived from an earlier Western 
I ndian tradition known at least as early as the 
seventh century. Especially noteworthy is the 
way of representing the lotus at the end of a 
long stalk, arrang~d !ike a scroll. A s~ort, only 
partly legible InSCrIptIOn on the back gives Sam
vat 1109 (?) as the year of the image's consecra
tion, equivalent to ca. A.D. 1052. 

A group of five Tirthankaras (Fig. 6) has 
the largest figure in the center, seated in padm-

asana posture on a simhasana. 1O Since this figure 
wears a snake-hood, he may be either Parshva
natha or Suparshvanatha. On either side the 
Jina stands in kayotsarga pose in front of pillars 
supporting a semicircular arch. At the junction 
of the pillars and the arch are seated two other 
Tirthankaras in padmasana pose. None of these 
four Tirthankaras can be definitely identified. 
The bronze is much defaced and worn through 
worship, by being bathed, cleaned with a brush 
and rubbed dry with a cloth. The back of the 
bronze shows an incomplete inscription giving 
a date Sam (= Samvat) 1183, corresponding to 
A.D. 1126. 

A GROUP OF ALL the twenty-four Tirthankaras 
is called chovisi or chalurvimshalipatta (Fig. 7). 
The one in the center is the principal deity, 
seated in padmasana pose, while the remaining 
twenty-three are shown in seated or standing 
postures around him ." An inscription on the 
back of this image states that it was installed in 
Samvat 1497 (A.D. 1440) and that Shreyamsa
natha, the eleventh Tirthankara, is the principal 
deity. The arrangement of the remaining fig
ures is typical; it was popular all over Gujarat 
and Rajasthan during the medieval period. On 
the very top of the bronze is the Mangala Kala-

8. Samavasarana, ' of gods, of the Digambara sect. hom Gujamt. The inscrijJ/ioli arollnd 
the top of the baldachin (right) gives the date as about 1477. 
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9. Bronze in folk style, daled ca. 1421. 

sha (auspicious water pot). On the right of the 
simhasana of the main figure sits his Yaksha 
Ishvara holding a trident in the left hand, while 
on his left is his Yakshi Cauri; both are seated 
in laLitasana pose (at ease). 

On the raised rectangular base are repre
sented the heads of navagrahas (nine planets). 
This practice of howing nine (or eight) heads 
of the planets on top of the pedestal is common 
to a number of bronzes from Western India. 
On the extreme ends of the elaborate recessed 
pedestal, male and female worshipers as donors 
of the image are seated facing each other. It 
is not known where the bronze was found, but 
it must have been cast in Cujarat or Rajasthan, 
as suggested by the recessed pedestal. The tri
angular top suggests a type of superstructure 
called phamsanal 2 in texts dealing with architec
tural tradition. 

Samavasarana l3 (Fig. 8) is an assembly of 
gods, human beings and animals attending the 
sermon of a Tirthankara. 14 For this purpose a 
special structure is erected, square or circular 
in plan, having three separate fortifications, one 
inside the other, at specified distances. In the 
intervening spaces sit different classes of beings. 
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J O. Tirthankara (/l'Ont and back), date and origin unknown. 

The edifice is entered from four directions, and 
the center is a raised platform or dais on which 
the Tirthankara sits and delivers the sermon. 
So that those on all sides can see him, four 
identical images of the Tirthankara are placed 
on the dais, each facing in a different direction. 
In the upper (square) part of this bronze the 
four identical images are seated in padmasana 
pose on the dais in a pavilion. Their heads are 
shaded by umbrellas (chatTa), symbols of sover
eignty. The lower (circular) portion represents 
the assembly with the three fortifications . The 
four entrances are indicated by double incised 
lines and the human beings by incised dia
mond-shaped designs with crossed lines above. 
On top of the pavilion is a baldachin and on 
top of this an inscription, now partly defaced, 
seems to give a date Samvat 1534 (?), about A.D. 

1477. This indicates when the bronze was made 
and consecrated and also shows that it belongs 
to the Digambara tradition. The style of the 
image is that of Rajasthan or Cujarat, probably 
the latter. 

Figure 915 shows an example of folk style 
rendered in a peculiar way . The bron.ze is a rare 
type, and though late and crude, an mterestmg 



II. Three Tilt llllnkaU/s (front and back), jJossibl)' of 
the twelfth cetlilll)'. 

specimen the like of which has not yet been 
published. The Tirthankara sits in padmasana 
pose under a triple umbrella joined by bars to 
a semicircular arch supported by thin pillars. 
On the front of the a rch, at the bottom, a re 
two tiny elepha nts; on the fronts of the two 
pillars are two garland bearers, and be low them 
two yakshas represented as fly-whisk bearers. 
The simhasana and the pedestal are crudely 
fashioned. In the center of the pedestal is a 
small standing figure , somewhat defaced. 
Usually this place is reserved for a goddess, 
Shanti devi. On top of the pedestal are nine 
small heads representing nine planets, four on 
the right and five o n the left. The bac k bears 
a partly legible inscriptio n. The date is not quite 
clear, but seems to read 1478 (?), A.D. 1421 (?). 
The back of the ha lo is unusually e laborate. 

The Tirthankara with five-headed snake
hood 16 (Fig. 10) is of peculiar style. He sits on 
a semicircular pedestal, along the top of the 
front of which is a row of stylized lotus petals. 
The provenance is not known, and no Jaina 
Tirthankara image of this type of tribal style 
has yet been published. For this reason the 
figure is important. 

The three nude Tirthankaras shown in 
Figure 1117 pose under a trefoil arch , the ends 
of which run straigh t down to the top of the 
pedestal. The central figure is somewhat taller 
tha n the two at the sides . All three stand under 
the stylized triple umbrella. The modeling of 
all the figures is crude. Large, long eyes and 
straight noses with wide nostrils suggest a n early 
m edieval Western India n tradition. Two atten
dants, one at each side of the Tirthankaras, 
carry long objects, very crudely indicated Ay
whisks, which these two yakshas carry in all 
Jaina traditions. An inscription on the back (Fig. 
II , right) gives the date Samvat 1104 for the 
insta llation of the image. This does not seem 
to be a date in the Vikrama era of 57 B.C., since 
the script of the inscription is defi nite ly later. 
If the date is in the Saka era which a ntedates 
the Christian era by seventy-eight years, it 
would be equiva lent to A.D. 11 82. Even this date 
appears to be somewhat early for the script, but 
if it has been read correctly the bronze must 
date from the end of the twelfth century. 
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12. Figure In-obabi)' oj/he goddess Ambika. 

Yakshi Ambika,18 shown in Figure 12,19 has 
already been mentioned in relation to Figure 
5. The faces of all the figures were worn down 
during worship. There is no inscription. The 
rendering of the tree above the head of the 
goddess is peculiar; its top portion is mutilated. 
According to Jaina mythology, however, the 
tree under which the goddess sits is the mango 
tree, and the tree in this bronze thus is meant 
to be a mango tree. The goddess sits in the 
lali tasana pose, with one foot tucked up. The 
right foot rests on the back of a lion, her mount. 
In her right hand she seems to carry an object 
which looks like a much worn fly-whisk, but 
usually Ambika carries a mango branch . At each 
side of the goddess is a worn figure, and a third 
stands in front of the pedestal, but Ambika 
usua lly has only two figures of her two sons (one 
on her lap, the other standing beside her). Since 
our identification of the tree is also doubtful, 
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the identification of this image must remain 
tentative. 

The ]aina bronzes in the Museum of Art 
and Archaeology of the University of Missouri 
represent both sects of ]ainism, as we have seen. 
The periods range from the eighth century to 
the eighteenth. Most of the bronzes represent 
the Western or Central Indian tradition, but in 
general a wide variety of types and styles is 
represented. 

UMAKANT P. SHAH 

Deputy Director, OrientaL Institute, Baroda 

SARLA D. NAGA R 

University of Missouri-Columbia 

I Both legs are crossed and locked with soles of the feet 
upward. In the ardhapadmasana one foot is placed as in 
padmasana, while the other is neither crossed nor locked 
with it, but simply rests below the other, as illustrated 
in Figure 4. 

2 Standing straight with arms hanging down in an easy 
way, without stiffness or tension in any limb. 

3 Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of Mis
souri-Columbia, Ace. No. 70.170. H. 10.3 cm. Gift of 
Dr. Samuel Eilenberg. 

4 Ace. No. 66.160. Total H. 14.2 cm. This and all the 
following bronzes are the gift of Dr. and Mrs. Samuel 
Eilenberg. 
Ace. 0.66.164. H. 14 em. 

6 Ace. o. 63.3.25. H. 7.8 em. 
7 See note I. 
8 Ace. o. 65.167. H. 13.9 em. 
9 U. P. Shah, "Yaksa Worship in Early ]aina Literature," 

Journal oj the Oriental Institute 3 (1953) 54-71 ff. ; B. C. 
Bhattacharya, The Jaina Iconogmph), J (Lahore 1939) 90 If. 

10 Ace. No. 65.160. H. 11.2 em. 
II Ace. No. 65 .166. H . 26.4 cm. 
12 A type of stepped pyramidal roof with all the s teps 

diminishing on all sides as they ascend, popular In the 
medieval period in Gujarat and Rajasthan. A typIcal 
example can be seen on the sabhamandapa (assembly hall) 
of the temple built by Vimala Saha at Delvada, Mt. Abu. 

13 U. P. Shah, St'udies in Jaina A,·t (Banaras 1955) 85-96. 
14 Ace. No. 66.165. H. 17.9 em. 
15 Ace. No. 66.158. H. 19 em. 
16 Ace. No. 63.3.24. H. 14 em. 
17 Ace. No. 65.169. H. 19.8 em. 
18 U. P. Shah, "Iconography of the ]aina Goddess Ambika," 

Journal oj the Univmit)' oj Bomba)' 9 (1940) 147-169. 
19 Ace. No. 66.209. H. 8.6 em. 




