ANCIENT SCULPTURES OF ASSAM
( Pre-Ahom period )

Nishipada Deva Choudhury

“Indian sculpture is rarely found alone, it had to serve archi-
tecture chiefly as ornament of the latter”.t Dr. Sankalias obser-
vation is quite correct. The sculptures of Assam, serve as the
decorative parts of temples, namely walls, ceilings, pediments,
doorways and lintels etc. The majority of the sculptures that have
been found in this region represent various gods, goddesses and
other semi-divine figures. The sculptures of Assam may be classified
according to the following groups :i—

1. Human figures

2. Animal figures

3. Ornamental figures

1. Human figures :—Representation of human figures other
than those of deities is limited to a few examples. The earliest
instances are found in some terracotta plaques from Da-parbatia.*
One of these plaques containing human figures and illustrated by
R. D. Banerji, is shown seated crqssed-legged, having a broad chest,
proportionately then waist and well-formed hands and legs. The
head of this figure is broken and missing. This may be dated

to 6th cy. A.D.?

This may be well compared Wi
and Bengal. Figures of similar ty
Birat in the Rongpur district and Paharpur in the R

Another human figure from Gachtal, now preserved in the
Negaon park, is shown seated in Sukhdsana (easy posture ). ‘He
wears a full tunlc and dhotl, the waist covered by a piece
of cloth ( kattbandha). He wears turban on the head.®

A stone slab, containiog 2 male human figure with good phy-

sique, is preserved in the Assam state Museum.

th the medieval art of Assam
pe have also been found at
ajshahi district.¢
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Another dangce scene is noticed on a doorjamb, 13{‘“gdiv?§ed
the D.Cs residence, Tezpur. The central vertical band is g
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dflncer on the bottom. A stone slab from Paschim Tatabasa cont-
ains a female dancer, and she wears gamkharu (Assamese type of
bracelets), necklace, mala, kundala, and anklet.

In the ruins of Bamuni hill many faces of the square bracket
( Pattikas ) bear oblong panels with vase relief. One of them
bears the figures of a male and 2 female dancing side by side.
In the Singri ruins, some figures of maids, damsels in dancing pose
and the like are to be seen. A large door-sill (silali) from Hanh-
f:hara, Sibsagar, is now preserved in the state Museum, Guwahati,
is made of two pieces. Two running lions are shown on both
the parts of the silali and two dancing scenes are depicted in the
usual way the dancing female figure in +the middie panel (Khattaka),
to the right of this figure a female figure beating on a kettle-drum
and to the left a bearded male figure beating on a drum.

An octagonal stone pillar is preserved in the Assam State Museum
whereon a beautiful dancing scene is carved. It depicts, in each

alternate facets, altogether four human figures, two males and two
females, playing on instruments and dancing. The first female
which is followed by a male

figure is shown in dancing posture,
playmg on a flute. The third one is a female playing on a Vina,
and the last is a male playing on 2 Kettle-drum. This type of

dancing scene is uncommon. This is one of the most interesting scenes

depicted on sculpture of Assam.

An interesting dancing scene depicted on terracotta plaque from

Kukurmuta, is now preserved in the Assam State Museum. A male
female figure is dancing and a

figure is shown playing a drum, 2
male sitting and coaching the dancer. Here it represents the guru
or the Music teacher imparting lessons to the girl who is dancing

in his front. Dance coaching scene in sculpture is rare. This may

be dated 10.11th centuries. A.D.'7

Three terracotta plaques bearing dancing figurines are founq at
a human couple in dancing

Kundilnagar, The first plaque bears .
Posture, The left hands of the couple are show resting on th‘elr
hips and holding a stick. The right hands are uplifted  bolding
damarg (), Their ears are perforated, the eyes and the. mouths
are wide open. They have snub noses. Their hai1: style is arran-
ged as ending in spirals. They wear short draperics.

In the Deopahar ruins, an interesting dancing figure 1S noticed.
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Here is shown a sikhara- of foliage with amalaka and pa
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ssing the erotic sceneg on their right side. A male and 2 raised
are shown seateq, the female i shown  with her left leg d for
horizontally, keeping her left hand vertically on the grOU“breast
Support, the male is shown ip the act fondling of the left over
of the female, The male figure is gcep in a copulating pos€

. legs ©
1€ body of pe Male lying between the raised e fn 8
tye female, The seconq niche contains a male and a fema

. ar¢
de.
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h.ls left .one is embracing the female. The male is seated on the
right thigh of the female. The female has kept her right leg in
?:cllcle a way that the male can sit on the thigh, and her left leg
e dPI on the. chair for support; with her left hand. she has emb-
aced the shoulder of the male. Both wear various . ornaments.*®

F}VG stone blocks containing erotic sculptures are now prese-
rved in the Assam State Museum. The first block bears two erotic
scenes. The first one is that of 2 male forward horizontally on the
seat with a female seated her lap of in the same . direction of the
n{ale, The male is fondling the preasts of the female with both
his_hands.  They.are shown in copulating pOSture.. ‘The scene is
almost in profile and shown in relief®® \
The second one of the same block showsa male figure seated
cross-legged, with the female seated on his lap. They “are facing
°af’h other. The female is keeping her legs apart. The legs are
raised over the hands of the male and the male is shown as drawing
the hips of the female by both his hands, towards him. The female

t‘imbraces the neck of the male by both her hand

One stone slab depicts 2 lady engaged in sexual union with
nd.the bull mounting her

a.bull. The lady is shown kneeling, 2
from her back side. The bull raises “his .tail and seems to be full

of passion.ss .
. . The sexual union between man and animal is also noticed
in Madankamdev. Where 2 man is engaged in sexual union with a

she deer.2®

s.ﬁ 4,

A great numbef of erotic sculptures have been Anoticed at
Madan Kamdeva and Pingalesvar. * '
Besides human figures, animals and birds -are noticed in copu-

lating posture. Such 2 scene from Na-Nath Than is depicted

on a pillar ; male deer is seated upoD the back of the female
deer, in the act of coition. A frieze from Deoparbat shows a royal
' ' i Another frieze from

archer shooting a deer couple when in coition. other if
Madan-Kamdeva shows @ DO couple engaged in coition.”

" Erotice sculptures aré also poticed at Singri ruins, Hayagriva
Madhava temple, Hajo Kamakhya, Kharghuli Namghar, Deoparbat,

Dolgovinda and other places: : .
_ iiiy. Scenés from epics . Friézes ( Rupap
the .most -interesting feature of the edifice. inasmuch :

attika') are by far
as they show
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. : o
in a series of panels scenes either drawn from Hindu mythology
or domestic life, including a few of an erotic character.

A frieze from D:
Laksmana seated, whil
cation, and Hanuman
with reverence, The s
from the Ramayana
of Rama for the pro
the Mahabharata sto

opahar having five panels, shows Rama and
e Sugriva is kneeling before Rama in suppli-
and another monkey are watching the scene
cene portrayed evidently relates to the scene
n which Hanuman succeeded in the friendship
tection of Sugriva. Another frieze represent.s

1y of Pandu, who shot a deer couple in col-
tion. The third frieze Tepresents a scene from the Mahabharald
namely, the Garuda Gar vabhanga or the extermination of Garudas
pride.2®

mporary life, :—The depiction of sc?ﬂ“'s
life on the temple walls, gives us some idea

ese days. Scenes depicting
the social life are p of them are described here-
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one of them,so

umerous, and g few
gri shows six Women s
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e; the second a M
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. d
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the second one shows them lying on the ground with one over-
powering the other; and the third one represents both lying stra-
ight in opposite directions, the right one holding the legs of the
other, who seems to have surrended.®*?

Some beautiful sculptures are noticed at Kamakhya. To the
right of the western forana on a Prakara, two sculptures are to
be found, carved on two stone slabs and fitted into the prakara
of late construction. The first depicts a scene of worship. Here
the house-holder is seen doing his daily worship. He is seated
in utkatikasana and doing japa.®®

The second slab contains a beautiful scene of mother and
child. Here the female figure is seated putting her left leg verti-
cally, and the right leg spread horizontally on the seat, and
holding a baby on the lap. The baby is seen sucking the right
breast of the mother who leans her head on the right shoulder
out of affection for the baby. The baby raises his legs up out
~ of joy. The mother holds the baby with the hands. The scene
is avery realistic one. A similiar sculpture is noticed in the same
place. Indeed, such realistic sculpture of mother and child is very

rare.s¢

At Tarabasa a figure of weight carrier on a piece of pillar
of sand stone is noticed. The man is shown carrying a loaded
basket on his head, and while just lifting up from the ground
such a heavy weight, his legs become bent and wide apart. But
he gathers strength by pressing his right hand on his right knee
cap. On another face of the same block is shown a figure of a
female carrying a pot in her left hand and a stick in the right
one. A part of a door jumb, from D.C’s residence, Tezpur, now
preserved in the Assam State Museum, depicts a female figure with
a basket on the head and some monkeys trying to catch the
basket. Sculptures depicting secular theme are found throughout

Assam, though not in great numbers.®?

—In the art of Assam, sculptures showing

Animal figures @
dorn the walls, ceilings, pillars,

animals are quite numerous. These a
door frames etc. of the temples.

Elephants are very common in the ancient art of Assam, and
the elephant bust was used as the royal insignia in early times.
A row of elephants, gajathara appears as the moulding of the
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rum? of Siva temples of Assam. Figures of bulls were sculptured
Sp.eclally in Saiva shrines, and as vahana of Siva, Nondi i3 noticed
with the Siva images. A seated Nandi showing astaraka. on ‘the
back is seen at Buda Gosainthan. Another bull from Akasiganga
has an astaraka on the back and with the bell hanging from the
neck., The bull noticed from Numaligarh, adorned with astaraka
on the back and wearing bell-garlands, is found in a seated po§ture.
Two bulls from Gachtal, now preserved in Nagaon park, wearing

astargka are seen.4®

The elephant, the lion and the bull were treated as important
animals in the past and those found places in icons and arts of
Assam. The lion is shown as the vahana of goddess Durga or
Mahisamardini. The elephants is shown normally as the vahana of
Indra. However, this animal is shown as the Vahana of Manasa
fllso in an image of the deity from Silghat, and also Nagaraja
Image, both are now preserved in the Assam State Museum. The
figure of the seated bull are generally supposed to be the represen-
tation of Nandi, the vehicle of Siva.

Besides the animals mentioned above, other animals, such as
horse, deer, bear, pig, tiger goat, and monkey are also found in
Assam. At Akasiganga, COWS and bull are found sculptured on
stone slabs. Carved horse, deer and tiger are noticed on the pillars
and on the friezes from Na-Nath than, Gachtal .and Madan

vKamdeva. Carving of a bear on the capital of a pillar occurs
se and pig are found in Mahamaya-

in Kawaimari. Sculptures of hor :
than. Figures of horse are found in the images of Surya ih Assam,
as in other regions. A terracotta plaque from Kundilnagar shows
a horse with the saddle and the briddle. At Deoparbat 2 slat is
seen, bearing the scene of the shooting of a deer couple by a

royal archer. Again, a scene shows an ascetic pushing a goat.4*

Birds are also depicted as decorative motif in the ancient. art
of Assam. Among the birds, geese, \peacocks and owls a.re. noticed.
flying geese with long necks occurring on the door jatflbs _Of
Daparbatia are remarkable. Independent sculptures of birds are
met with in the terrocotta P m Kundilflagar. Oné plaque
shows a pair of peacocks W dies twisted . around each
other in a loving embrace. plaque shows 2 falcf;n

s a wolf with

carrying a heron: Another

laques fro
ith their bo
The second
terracotta plaque show!
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flying prosture. In addition to the in
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Vahanas.ss
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; Among the composite animal figures, the makara, whose mouth
is that of an alligator or crocodile with a tail resembling that of an
animal ; kinnara, the mythical deity half man and half bird, and
Garuda are found in the art of Assam. Garuda is the Vahana of
Visnu; makara and kurma ( tortoise) are the vahanas of the river
goddesses, Ganga and Yamuna respectively. The figures of Makara,
kurma and Garuda are noticed in the doorframe of Daparbatia.
Makara and kurma are also found in the doorjambs of Majgaon,
Kurma is also found as the incarnation of Visnu in the Dasavatara
pillars from Colepark, Visnupurithan ( Kawaimari ) and Assam State
Museum, ¢8
d as grotesque in the art of
we notice some other
and horse, the
Such figures are
¢ hybrid form of

Vyala (lion) is generally depicte
ancient Assam. In addition to these figures,
grotesque motifs, such as hybrid form of woman
face of horse (?) and the body that of woman.
known as kinnaras (centaurs). We also notice th
Fluman being and snake, or human being and fish; the upper portion
is human and lower portion is that of a snake or fish, in the
doorjambs from Daparbatia and the lintel from Sankha Devi temple
ruins, and chang-choki (kawaimari). Another is a massive capital
with huge kirttimukhas facing the four cardinal points with a Nagi
With folded hands (hybrid form of woman and snake) shown on

all the four corners of the capital.*®

The depiction of dwarfs was not a common feature in the art
&_Ind architecture of Assam. The stunted pot-bellied figure, noticed
In a Terra-cotta plaque from Ganesh pahar and Mayang wears a
lower garment, Chhannavira and heavy kundalas.®® The dwarfs are
also noticed in a frieze from Deopahar, and a good number from

Madan Kamdeva ruins.

Ornamental designs : Thes¢ are divided into three classes :

i) Architectural designs.
i) Geometrical designs.
iii) Floral designs.

i) Architectural designs : The caitya-window (Candrasala) motif
occurring almost invariably at all periods of Indian monlumems may
be called an architectural designs.®* The early form of this ornament
imitates the window-like hollow portion on the tacadc. of the caitya-
caves at Bhaja, Kondane, Bedse, Karle, junar, Nasik, Pitalkhora
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e daata”. Cgt?l'z“; zzi?:l f)cfaa temp]e, wall anCtlyI::: of caity-
mar.ked e thed :))n the lintels etc. Two d,ﬁ‘erent.s a trefoie where
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"‘Il‘al‘::eti):te;i:r ILI;QP the sunken panels is entirely cov;;'; gavaska d"'s'.gz
trical patterns with a - hajf rosette in the fze(;lt::' ornamental shf::d
(circular window), perforated (surisa) win Oo’st common, deplra_
design and replica sikharg designs are the m]ike stupa and pY!
in the ancient art of the region. The' dgr’ne- '
midal roof are opher architectural motifs, ceilings of shrin®

Geometrica] designs are mostly found on the
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conce

. : e the

and also on pjjars, Purely geometric designs ar

circles of decreasing

irst, thl:ce
diameters placed in an oclag‘_)&‘ : tooth ll]lf
circles from below are cut deep and decorated “:; design of 3:rc .
thing, The next four cirgles illustrate the geomelt“r3 cusp look llls:t’;1
like cusp ang circle. The inner most circle‘a“d t ign is not fou
half openeq flower, Th;s type of geometrical desig
in Assam, The geo

di -
. sa

. jon ha
metrical desigy noticed in the reg

erent appearance, G

seen:
. ions are
Dimapur, various gemetrical design
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was
blld’

Flora] designs comprisj
leaf decora

p
r and
g leaf and flower, crecpe

tions, are comm,

. lotus
only found. Of the fioral desrlng: s’i.e.
the mogt favourite, wpicp, Was carved in various forms,
blown and fy); flowers,

0
The pedestals (asana)
AT¢ mostly founq i

the
» qQuite Jarge and ¢jp

Visvap

Iti-pe
the shape of full-blown m]lcl)tus cd g
shrines contain a full-blown isvapad™
Cularin size, which is ca]]ed‘; Coleparr
adma designs are noticed @ Deopaha’
ar, Changchoki, Pashim Tarabasa, carve oc
adan Kapg, V2 and otpe, places, Lotuses are also

X tel is noticeq from Dewal khanda.
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(padmakosa) design
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! d
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12th centuries have
below the 8ana of the deity.s+ found i
e .
The pot-and-foliage (ghata-pallava) motif is also to b
this Tregion, The yq

with
from whicy Spring out flowers
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falling downwards, decorates usually the lower part of the pillar of
the Gupta temples, known as the purnakalasa the bowl of plenty,
typifying a renewed faith, the water nourishing the plant trailing
from its brim, an allegory which had produced the vase and flower
motif, one of the most graceful formsin the whole range of Indian
architecture.55 According to Sankalia, this motif has come from
the floral motif on the medallions on the railings of Bharhut and
Sanchi stupas.s® The first instance of this motif in Assam is noti-
ced on the doorjambs of Daparbatia and another from Deopahar.
The flowers are more luxuriant in the Deopahar than the former.

. Another design, which is nmamed sstring course’ scroll or creeper
Is essentially floral.s7 This floral design is commonly met with in
the doorjambs, lintels, pillars and other architectural features of
this region. Most of these are winding and undulating scrolls
containing flowers and foliage of various kinds, and cover the leading
bands of lintels and doorjambs. A splendid floral example is in the
trefoil are on black schist from Bamunipahar. Kirtimukha is depi-
cted at the top, a rosette is in the centre, and it contains mean-
dering creepers of different styles.se i

A frieze containing spirited human figures in fast motion is
one of the interesting designs noticed in Deopapar. Another inte-
Testing design is found in a door lintik from Domukhi jaljuri (How-
raghat) the scroll, in its loops formed by the creeper enclosing
b}l“ and flower one by one. One doorjamb from Colepark cont-
ans three vertical bands, and the extreme right band in its loop formed
by the creeper animals and birds such as, horse, hog and swan.®®

Trees are depicited in the door-lintel as a decorative motif.
A Kalpabriksa motif is found on a stone slab from Deopahar.
The twisted serpents are seen as decorative motifs in doorjambs and

lintels, which run vertically from the bottom of the jamb and some-
in some of the door frames,

fimes continue in the door lintel; and .

It starts from the lintel continues to the bottom of the door Jambs..
Examples are found in the doorframes of Gachtal, Sankha Devi,
Daparbatia and other places.

m exhibit various regional characteristics.

belong at the earliest to 6th century
eral decorative motifs, architectural
ted from Bengal, Orissa and

The sculptures in Assa
The monuments of this region
A.D; and it is noticed that sev
designs and temple sculptures are imita
Central India.
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