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Only scattered remains have survived from ancient Kṛmilā, an administrative unit (viṣaya) since at least 
the late Gupta period, which once must have covered a large area with several Hindu temples and Buddhist 
vihāras. Many sculptures and architectural fragments are still found in situ in some villages located a few 
kilometres from modern Lakhisarai (Valgudar, Rajauna, Chauki, Kiul, Jaynagar, Birdavan, Rampur, Garhi/
Gordih, Ghosikundi, Nongarh, Kawaiya, etc.).1 The largest treasure house is the recently constructed 
Indradamaneśvara Mahādeva Temple at Chauki, also known as Aśokdhām Temple.2 In its spacious courtyard 
and different buildings, several ancient artefacts and architectural fragments have been assembled, among 
them a large number of āmalakas,3 testifying to the numerous temples that once must have existed in the 
vicinity from at least the sixth century onwards.4 

Most of the stone panels presented here are found in this modern temple complex. During a survey 
tour with my colleagues, Dr. Gudrun Melzer and Dr. Gerald Kozicz, in February 2013, we were quite lucky in 
getting access to a small room, where the local priests had stored their treasures. Although ‘Saṃgrahālay’ 
(Museum) was written on the sign above the door, we did not expect much; having entered the room, we 
did not see much, because there was almost no light. But after a while we could not believe our eyes: all of a 
sudden we felt as if we had entered the land of milk and honey. We found ourselves among an array of stone 
sculptures and panels, all well-preserved, but lying helter-skelter one above the other (Fig. 1). We hurriedly 
started taking photographs, not knowing how long this unexpected opportunity – and the obliging attitude 
of the people in charge – would last. Here, I will confine myself to the longish stone slabs (paṭṭa) depicting 
certain groups of Brahmanical deities (deva). 

Aṣṭagraha and Navagraha Panels
The first group of Devapaṭṭas shows representations of the Planetary Deities (Fig. 2): Sūrya (Sun), Candra 
(Moon), Maṅgala (Mars), Budha (Mercury), Bṛhaspati (Jupiter), Śukra (Venus), Śani (Saturn), Rāhu (the 
personification of eclipses), and Ketu (the personification of comets). 

Two Aṣṭagraha panels (without Ketu) are preserved in the storeroom (A-B);5 another one is kept not 
far from the temple in front of a village house at Chauki (C).6 All three show the planetary deities in the 
conventional arrangement or direct order, i.e. starting with Sūrya on the viewer’s left and proceeding to Rāhu 
at the right end.7 A fourth Aṣṭagraha panel, this time in reverse order, has been reported from a modern Śiva 
temple at Valgudar (D).8 The only Navagraha panel (including the ninth Graha, Ketu) is a partially broken 
piece kept in front of a private house at Chauki, near the Indradamaneśvara Temple (E).9 All the five panels 
seem to have originally served as lintels above temple doors, as indicated by the indentations at the bottom, 
which were once probably used for inserting metal anchors to fix them within the wall.
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As regards the iconography and style of the panels, several aspects are remarkable: 

1. In all panels, the Grahas are shown with individualised iconographic features: Sūrya holds two lotus 
flowers; Candra appears as an ascetic holding a water-pot in his left hand; Maṅgala holds a staff or spear 
in his left hand; Budha holds an arrow obliquely in front of his chest; in addition, in panel E he also holds 
a long bow and is shown in swift movement; Bṛhaspati is slightly pot-bellied and holds a water-pot; 
Śukra resembles Bṛhaspati; Śani is shown in a peculiar stance, whether seated or standing, indicating his 
lameness, and he holds a staff with a globular top in his left hand;10 Rāhu is reduced to a large head with 
bulging eyes and without a lower body, his open palms turned to the front; and Ketu has a snake-tail, the 
only feature that can still be recognised at the end of the damaged panel E.

2. Panels A to D show the Graha figures seated on cushions decorated with a cross-hatched or wavy design, 
whereas the final panel shows standing Grahas, indicating that A-D are earlier than E.

3. The majority of the panels show Aṣṭagrahas, that is the earlier group of eight Grahas, and only one panel 
has the fully developed group of Navagrahas. This feature points to an earlier date for the Aṣṭagraha 
panels from Kṛmilā in relation to the panels from other places in Bihar, especially Gaya (Fig. 3),11 from 
where not less than fifty-nine Graha panels have been documented so far, all of them Navagrahas, either 
depicted in direct or reverse order,12 and almost all standing.
Another, quite large fragment in the storeroom (Fig. 4A), preserving only three seated figures, may once 

have been part of an Aṣṭa- or Navagraha lintel. The three figures have their right hands raised, while they 
hold water-pots in their left hands. This iconography, as well as their placement within niches separated 

Figure 1: Partial view of the storeroom in the Indradamaneśvara Mahādeva Temple at Chauki (‘Aśokdhām Temple’).  
Photo: Gerd Mevissen.
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by columns, closely resembles lintels known from 
western India13 (Fig. 4B-C illustrates two examples 
from Osian in Rajasthan), or from Orissa (Fig. 
4D shows a lintel from the Rājarāṇī Temple at 
Bhubaneswar), where each Graha is generally placed 
in a separate niche.14 Among the Gaya panels, only 
one shows similar features (Fig. 4E).15 Apparently, 
in the large fragment at the storeroom (Fig. 4A) we 
witness an influence from other Indian traditions.

Lokapāla Panels
The second group bears representations of the eight 
so-called ‘Manu-Lokapālas’, a specific group of the 
Regents of the Directions of Space. In contrast to the 
Aṣṭadikpālas, this group includes figures of Sūrya 
and Soma/Candra instead of Īśāna and Nairṛta. The 
other six members are common to both groups; they 
comprise the Vedic gods Vāyu, Varuṇa, Agni, Indra, 
Yama, and Kubera. The ‘Manu-Lokapālas’ gained 
popularity mainly in South Bihar during the ninth 
and tenth centuries.16 

At least five Aṣṭalokapāla panels could be spotted 
in the storeroom of the temple (Fig. 5). All of them 
seem to be complete. However, only three (A-C) were 
immediately recognised and properly photographed 
by us; the other two (D-E), partially buried beneath 
other stones, revealed their identity only later, when 
scrutinising the photographs we had taken in the 
dark room.

In addition, three more panels (F-H) have been 
reported from private houses in the vicinity of the 
temple.17 The first one (F) is complete, though slightly 
damaged. The other two (G-H) are fragmentary, preserving only the beginning of the sequence.18 

Obviously, in all these panels from Kṛmilā the Eight Lokapālas have been represented in the same order 
and with the same iconographic features: Sūrya holds two lotuses; Soma has a water-pot in his left hand; 
Vāyu holds a billowing cloth with both hands; Varuṇa has a snake in his right hand; Agni is pot-bellied, 
his head sometimes backed by a flaming nimbus; Indra holds a vajra in his right hand; Yama a long staff 
with circular top; and Kubera’s attribute is either a sword or indistinct. All are seated on the same type of 
decorated cushions as already observed in the Aṣṭagraha panels.

It should also be noted that none of the Kṛmilā panels shows the well-known Aṣtadikpālas, who do occur 
on a few panels at Gaya.19 Furthermore, at Gaya, we witness several Lokapāla panels, but astonishingly none 
of the full group of eight Lokapālas. Instead, a selection of five figures from the Lokapāla group was favoured 

Figure 2: Five panels from ancient Kṛmilā showing 
planetary deities. Photos: Gudrun Melzer (A); Gerd 
Mevissen (B); KumKum Bandyopadhyay (C,E); Shubha 
Majumder (D).
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at Gaya, depicting Agni in the centre, flanked on one side by Indra and Yama, on the other side by Vāyu and 
Varuṇa. This pentad occurs repeatedly at Gaya, both in direct and in reverse order, but its significance is 
not yet fully understood.20 It may thus be assumed that the Aṣṭalokapālas were perhaps first conceived and 
represented at Kṛmilā, before they gained popularity and were modified in other parts of South Bihar.21 

Daśāvatāra Panels
The third group shows the ten incarnations of Viṣṇu (daśāvatāra): Matsya, Kūrma, Varāha, Narasiṃha, 
Vāmana, Paraśurāma, Rāmacandra, Balarāma, Buddha, and Kalkin. Three such panels have been found in 
the storeroom (Fig. 6); they all seem to be complete. However, only one was fully visible (A), the other two 
were partially buried (B-C). Four more Avatāra panels have been noticed in the nearby village of Chauki 
(Fig. 7);22 three are complete (DF) and one is fragmentary (G), preserving only Matsya, Kūrma and Varāha 
from the beginning of the sequence.

Figure 3: Ten panels at Gaya showing planetary deities. Photos: Gudrun Melzer (a,b,d,f,g,h,i,j); Gerd Mevissen (c,e).
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Figure 4: Five panels from different Indian sites showing planetary deities. Photos: Gudrun Melzer (A,E); after Meister and 
Dhaky 1991: pl. 390 (B); Christina Gilge (C); S.S. Yadav (D).
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Judging from their iconography and style, one or two more Avatāra panels may originally have come 
from the area of ancient Kṛmilā, one in the National Museum, New Delhi,23 the other a lintel in the H.P. 
Podder Collection, Kolkata.24 

Judging from the four complete panels (A, D-F), the iconography of the individual Avatāra figures is 
persistent throughout.25 Matsya is invariably shown as a large fish standing vertically on its caudal fin. 
Kūrma is placed on a large, long-stemmed lotus with foliage on either side, his head turned towards the 
following Avatāras, while at least in E, he is shown as a large, standing tortoise. Varāha balances Bhūdevī on 
his left elbow; at least in D and G he is four-armed. Narasiṃha thrashes the demon Hiraṇyakaśipu on his left 
thigh and tears open his belly; he is four-armed in D, E and F. Vāmana is pot-bellied, but not really dwarfish, 
holding an umbrella in his left hand. Paraśurāma holds an axe, Rāmacandra an arrow (in E also a bow). 
Balarāma holds a cup and/or a mace, his head is invariably backed by a large snake-hood; in E he is four-

Figure 5: Eight panels from ancient Kṛmilā showing Lokapālas. Photos: Gerd Mevissen (A,B,C,E); Gudrun Melzer (D); 
KumKum Bandyopadhyay (F,G,H).
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armed. The usual successive order of the three Rāmas (i.e. Paraśurāma>Rāmacandra>Balarāma) is altered 
in A, where we see the order Rāmacandra>Paraśurāma>Balarāma. Buddha generally shows varadamudrā 
with his right hand. Kalkin is always represented on horseback, moving away from his fellow Avatāras, 
holding a mace in his right hand.

Except for the few cases of Varāha, Narasiṃha, and Balarāma already mentioned, all the Avatāras are two-
armed, and all panels show them in the direct order from left to right. This latter feature is in striking contrast 
to the Avatāra panels at Gaya, where out of 26 panels, 15 are shown in the reverse order (Fig. 8 illustrates a 
sample of five panels for each variety).26 At Gaya, the three Rāmas are generally depicted alike, with a long 
staff in their right hands, and several different combinations have been found there.27 Only a few panels from 
Gaya follow the canonical order; in others the sequence seems to run Rāmacandra>Paraśurāma>Balarāma, 
or Rāmacandra>Balarāma>Paraśurāma, or Balarāma>Rāmacandra>Paraśurāma. In several panels at Gaya 
only Paraśurāma can be distinguished, often as the last figure of the Rāma triad; furthermore, all the three 
Rāmas are invariably depicted as two-armed figures, including Balarāma, who in Avatāra panels from 

Figure 6: Three panels from ancient Kṛmilā showing Daśāvatāras. Photos: Gerd Mevissen (A,B); Gudrun Melzer (C).
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Figure 7: Four panels from ancient Kṛmilā showing Daśāvatāras. Photos: KumKum Bandyopadhyay (D,E,G); Shubha 
Majumder (F).
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other places in Bihar has frequently four arms and a snake-hood backing his head.28 At Gaya, Kalkin is 
either moving towards his fellow Avatāras (14 panels) or away from them (9 panels). An umbrella may be 
depicted above his head, or the size of Kalkin is much smaller than that of the other Avatāras, or he may 
be represented by a horse without rider.29 All this may point to an earlier date of the Avatāra panels from 
Kṛmilā in relation to those from Gaya.

Saptamātṛkā Panels

The last group bears representations of the Seven Mother Goddesses (saptamātṛkā): Brāhmī, Māheśvarī, 
Vaiṣṇavī, Kaumārī, Indrāṇī, Vārāhī and Cāmuṇḍā (Fig. 9). Five such panels have been found in the storeroom 
(A-E). All except one are complete; panel C is fragmentary, preserving only four figures. The end of panel D 
is concealed by another stone. Panel E is special in depicting the group in reverse order. The internal order 
of the figures is almost the same in all panels; only in E, Kaumāri and Indrāṇi have interchanged their places.

Figure 8: Ten panels from Gaya showing Daśāvatāras. Photos: Gudrun Melzer (a,b,e,f,h,i); Gerd Mevissen (c,d,g,j).
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As usual, the Mātṛkās are accompanied by Śiva 
Vīṇādhara at the beginning of the sequence. Their 
iconography is quite consistent throughout, only the 
number of arms differs.30 All the figures are seated on 
their respective vāhanas. Śiva Vīṇādhara is generally 
four-armed (only in D he is two-armed), seated on a 
bull, and holding the vīṇā in front of his chest. Brāhmī 
is always two-armed, three-headed, and seated on a 
goose, with a water-pot in her left hand. Māheśvarī 
is either two-armed (A, B, E) or four-armed (C, D); 
she sits on a bull, holding a triśūla in her left hand. 
Vaiṣṇavī, who is four-armed except in E, rides on 
Garuḍa. Kaumārī is always two-armed and has a 
peacock as her vāhana; she holds a spear in her left 
hand. Indrāṇī is also generally two-armed, seated on 
an elephant, and holding a vajra in her right hand. 
Vārāhī, whose sow face is either turned to her left (B, 
D, E) or to the front (A), is four-armed in A, B, D, but 
two-armed in E; she is seated on a buffalo, holding a 
fish in her right and a cup in her left hand. Emaciated 
Cāmuṇḍā is mostly four-armed, except in E; she sits 
on a corpse and holds a skull-cup in one of her right 
hands.

Two more Mātṛkā panels have been reported from 
nearby villages (F, G).31 Both are very similar to each 
other and their iconography generally resembles 
the previous panels. However, there are some slight 
differences; a major one can be observed in the figure 
of Vārāhī, who is four-armed in F and two-armed in 
G.

Comparing the seven Mātṛkā panels from Kṛmilā 
with the twenty-three complete or fragmentary 
Mātṛkā panels from Gaya that are known so far (Fig. 
10 illustrates a sample of nine such panels), we can 
notice several similarities. There too, we find them in 
the direct as well as in the reverse mode, often seated 
on their vāhanas.32 However, at Gaya the internal 
order shows more variations. Whereas the positions 
of Śiva Vīṇādhara and Brāhmī at the beginning and 
Vārāhī and Cāmuṇḍā at the end are fixed, the four 
intermediate Mātṛkās occasionally change their 

positions. Thus, Vaiṣṇavī may occur as the third or fifth figure, Māheśvarī as the fourth figure, Kaumārī may 
move to the sixth position, and Indrāṇī can be found as the fourth or fifth figure.

Figure 9: Seven panels from ancient Kṛmilā showing 
Saptamātṛkās. Photos: Gudrun Melzer (A,B,D); Gerd 
Mevissen (C,E); Shubha Majumder (F); after Asher 1986: 
fig. 8 (G).
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As regards the relative dating of the Mātṛkā sequences, panel E may be considered the earliest one, 
judging from its style and the fact that all figures are two-armed. For the absolute dating of the panels from 
Kṛmilā presented here, none of which, unfortunately, has an inscription, it may be helpful to refer to another 
Devapaṭṭa from this area; it has been removed a long time back and is now kept in the National Museum, 
New Delhi.33 This unique panel shows the twelve solar Ādityas, each figure engraved on the nimbus with its 
individual name. At the bottom, there is an inscription dated in the fifth regnal year of Śūrapāla I, who ruled 
in the latter half of the ninth century,34 recording the installation of this image by one Ranoka, a resident 
of Kṛmilā.35 Thus, this panel provides an anchor-point for dating the other panels, many of which, however, 
may date from the eighth century or even earlier (e.g. those depicting the Aṣṭagrahas, the Aṣṭalokapālas, 
and the Saptamātṛka panel E). 

In conclusion, it can confidently be stated that Kṛmilā has to be regarded as a hitherto largely unrecognised 
hot-spot of Devapaṭṭa production in ancient Magadha. In that regard, it rivals Gaya, but cannot – at least for 
the time being – claim to have reached Gaya’s output of not less than 125 Devapaṭṭas (as presently known). 
However, future findings may alter the actual rate.

Figure 10: Nine panels at Gaya showing Saptamātṛkās. Photos: Gudrun Melzer (a,b,d,e,f,g,h,i); Gerd Mevissen (c).
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