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Exploring the Art of Rangavali in Jaina Literature and Culture

Nayana M. Tadvalkar

Rangavali, the term derived from Sanskrit words - raiiga (color) and avali
(row) is an ancient Indian folk art created on the floor. This ephemeral floor artis a
manifestation of the beliefs and customs of the groups of population in different
parts of the country.

In India, the Jainas like the Hindus have a very ancient tradition of making
rangavali. Unlike the Hindus and the Parsis, the Jainas do not follow the custom of
making rangavali on the threshold of the house everyday but they draw it in the
temples or in places of worship or where some religious ritual is performed. This
practiceis followed mainly by the Miirti-piijaka Jaina sects all over India.

The Jaina literary sources highlight the existence of this art since very
ancient times. The oldest reference to the word rangavali comes from the Jaina
literature Paiima-Cariii of Vimalastri (1" to 3" century CE). This seems to be the
earliest Jaina text furnishing important evidence to ranigavali in worship of the
Caitya.'
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This means — On the eighth day of the bright half of the Asadha, the king
begins the worship of [ina Caitya with great pomp. The floor of the Caitya was
cleansed and washed and was duly decorated with rangavali in five coloured-

powders. Several others made paintings with unique dhatiirasa (some sort of
liquid colours).

Paitma-Cariu® also refers to rasngavali in five coloured-powders to

welcome Rama at Ramagiri — vweadl favgan, saaguae goo |
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Varanga-Carita, a 7" century CE Sanskrit text by Jatasimhanandi, in its 23"
sargn describes the installation of Jina image in caitya-grha (......pratima Jinasya
samsthapite caitya-grhe...... verse 2) wherein on the occasion of ratrabali (night
oblations), numerous shapes (nanakrtim...... verse 8) were drawn on the ground by
experts with the help of powders, flowers, rice-grains in five colours and all these
powders, etc. were worth offering (to Jina)®:
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Thus, Varanga-Carita refers to the drawing of rangavali although without
mentioning the name. The second significant thing appearing in this context is the
use of rangavalis as offerings. Besides this, the execution of rangavali by a person
who was well versed in the art of oblations (balinvidhijiia) highlights the fact that it
was a significant ritual to be followed only by the initiated.

Digambara Jaina scholar, Somadevastiri's work Yasastilaka Campii (959 CE)
has got several references to rangavali. Besides mentioning about devising the
ground for rangavali, it also refers to rangavali made of flowers and karpiira
(camphor) powder in the court hall and rangavali design made using colour stones
in the queen's apartment.
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A commentary on Yasastilaka Campii by Srutasagarasiiri explains the

rangavali-vidhana as catuska-piirana’ (catuska-piirand may also be translated as
cauka-piirand. Rangavali is known as cauka-pitrand in Uttar Pradesh).

Hemachandra Stiri in his Desinamamala (1088-1172 CE) uses the term aipana
(rangavali is known as dipana in Himachal Pradesh) derived from the Sanskrit
word alimpana and explains the term as to beautify the house with rice-paste.
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The use of rangavali in Jina worship by households has been pointed out

by Arhaddasa in Muni-Suvrata-Kavya (mid 13" Century CE):
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This means — “In every (home), courtyards were decorated with Rangalaya
in fivejewel (like) colours and in variegated designs, which (caused) the illusion of
a rainbow (that had come down from) the clouds to celebrate the nativity of
Jinendra”.

There are numerous other references in Jaina religious literature and
writings of early Jaina Munis and scholars which speak of rarngavali.

The early Jaina text refers to the purpose and medium of drawing the
rangavali, but does not mention the figures or symbols drawn. However, the study
of the sculptures in ancient Jaina architecture, the miniature paintings on the Jaina
texts, different patas and scroll paintings of the Vijiyaptipatras and the
Ksamapanapatras and also the rangavalis drawn currently throw some light on this
aspect.

Rangavaliin Early Jaina Art:

In early Indian art, it is not uncommon to find wooden architectural styles
transformed into stone. The stone railings at Sanchi, Sarnath, Bharhut, etc. and the
beams carved out in rock-caves devoid of any functional utility are good examples
of it. It should not be illogical then to look for rarnigavalis transformed in permanent
medium in early Indian art.

With respect to early Jaina art, a good example that can be cited is the
Jaina stiipa at Kankali Tila in Mathura. Literary and epigraphical sources point
to the existence of this stiipa as early as 3" century BCE. Early excavations on the
site have revealed the successive elaborations of
the stiipa. From this Jaina stiipa area a number of
ayagapatas (tablets of homage) have been
excavated and explored. The ayagapatas labelled
in Saka-Kusana script, were put up by the
devotees for the worship of arhatas. From the
sculptural depictions, it is evident that they
were fixed around the stiipa on the vertical face
of its basal platform. The presence of symbols

like the Asta-mangalas on these patas is note- , A
WOI'thY (Flg 1) Fig.1. Ayagapatta of Sihanadika, Mathura
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V.S. Agrawalaidentified these patas with pupphadhana or puspagrhanivedika,
i.e. 'flower offering platforms'.” He further observes — “The strong belief in the
significance of symbols and powerful influence which the symbols exercised on
religious worship are made manifest on these ayagapatas as nowhere else. They
belong to a transitional period when symbols were as much meaningful as the
Tirthankara image and the two were equally balanced in harmony with each
other.”

The pertinent question about these patas is their prototype or source
inspiration. It is quite unlikely that the bulk of the symbols used in these early arts
were in the minds of the people, waiting to be carved in stone. Hence, it is very
likely that during the preceding period the practice was of drawing these symbols
in temporary media. The literary evidences support this suggestion. The practice
of rangavali as mentioned in the literary sources highlights the fact that it was a
well established ritual then. The literary sources do not necessarily derive from or
depict the contemporary practices. Rather they draw from earlier existing
traditions.

It is already seen that rarnigavali was made in Jina Caityas and objects worth
offering to the Jina were decreed to be painted in ranigavali. Ramagiri Upakhyana of
Pauma-cariu informs us of the construction of Jina Caitya on the very same site
where the rangavali was drawn to welcome Rama. Dasaratha and Rama in this text
are Jina worshippers. The Jainas in this early period, as today, used ranigavali as a
worshipping symbol. The ayagapata has the same function. Besides the auspicious
symbols and a Tirthankara image (or a symbol to represent him) in the centre, two
pillars are shown on either side of the patas, suggesting an architectural complex.

Considering the symbols and functions of the ayagapatas and their
similarity with those of ranigavalis, one can assume that the latter served as model
for the former.

Current Practice:

It is noteworthy that the same ancient practice, with hardly any change, is
followed by the members of the Jaina community even today. Various symbolic
drawings are made everyday by the ladies as part of the worship called Caiti-
vandana (Caiti here means Caitya). These drawings are called Gahiinli. It is made
with uncooked rice on a wooden low stool or patli in front of the Jina image. Rice
does not sprout and hence used for making the Gahinli.” Offerings like mithai or
sugar, fruits or dry-fruits and coins are placed on these Gahiinlis.
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The Gahiinli symbols consist mainly of the Svastika combined with other
symbols or variations of Svastika, like the Nandyavarta (Fig.2). The Nandyavarta
is an elaborate and
extended form of
Svastika. The Gahiili is
made with continuous
chanting of prayers.
The significant part is
that at the end of the
ritual the diagram is
ritually dispersed and
the rice grains are
collected and placed
in a box. The act of
creating the Gahiinli
itself is important and
it is never meant to last.

Most common symbol of the Jainas is the Svastika with three dots on the top
surmounted by a half moon with a dot. In this diagram, the four arms of the
Svastika stands as a reminder that during the cycles of birth and death we may be
born into any one of the four destinies: Deva (heavenly beings), Manusya (human
beings), Tiryac (animal beings including birds, bugs, and plants) and Naraki
(hellish beings) and that human beings should aim for liberation and not the
rebirth. The three dots above the Svastika represent the three jewels of Jainism:
Samyak Darsana (Right Faith), Samyak Jiiana (Right Knowledge) and Samyak Caritra
(Right Conduct), which enable a man to attain Moksa. The half moon or the curved
arc represents the abode of the Siddhas. It is known as the Siddhasila. It is the final
resting place of the liberated souls. The dot above represents a Siddha.

In case of the occurrence of death of any Jaina Guru, a left-handed Svastika,
which is not considered very auspicious, is drawn.

The Asta-mangala or the eight auspicious symbols are drawn on special
occasions in the Jaina temples. These symbols are familiar to both the Jaina sects,
i.e. Digambara and Svetambara and form a part of the Jaina worship from ancient
times. They are — the Svastika, Srivatsa, Nandyavarta, Vardhamanaka (powder flask),
Bhadrasana (throne, a particular type of seat), Kalasa (the full-vase), Darpana
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(mirror) and Matsyayiigma (pair of fish). As discussed above, the earliest surviving
depiction of these symbols is in the ayagapatas of Mathura. It also finds mention in
some of the Anga texts, like the Aupapatika Siitra, which mentions that the Asta-
mangala are tobe shown on the Asoka tree.”

In the later period, these symbols are seen depicted in the miniature
paintings of the Kalpasiitra text, the paintings on canvas of different patas and scroll
paintings of the Vijiyaptipatras and the Ksamapanapatras. According to the
scriptures every Jaina has to draw them with pure un-broken rice-grains before
theicon of the Tirthankara.

These symbols are sometimes seen before the Tirthankara image and on
different parts of a temple, especially on architraves or door lintels. These are
also painted on walls and carved on the bali-patas or offering stands. Such
stools, often made of wood with silver plate studded all over it, or of silver or
brass, and with reliefs of the eight auspicious marks are even today used for
placing offerings in Jaina shrines and the Jaina ladies often prepare the Asta-
mangala with uncooked rice on such platters. Other popular rangavali in the
form of yantra, drawn on auspicious occasions is the Siddha-cakra made in the
traditional five colour grains. Various offerings to the deity are placed on this
yantra. The Siddha-cakra is in the shape of eight-petal lotus, enclosed in a kalasa
form, which is attributed in anthropomorphic analogy with a pair of eyes.

Besides this, few
other yantras like the
Parsvanatha Bhagwan
yantra (Fig.3) in the form of
six-pointed star — also
enclosed in a kalasa form,
the Padmavati Devt yantra,
the Rsi-mandala
representing the 24
Tirthankaras and so on .....
are made. It is important to
use the colour and the b7ja-
aksara associated with the
respective deity in these
yantras.
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Fig.3. Parsvanatha Bhagwan Yantra
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At the time of Bhaktamara piijana, a Rayan-vrksa (Fig.4) is drawn below
which the foot-prints of Ade$vara
Bhagwan are shown, thus, representing
the Tirthankara meditating under the
Rayan-vrksa.

The drawing of these rangavalis is
commissioned work done by Jaina
artists who are not only good at their art
but also have knowledge about the
correct depiction of the yantra with |
appropriate symbols and colours. This Fig.4. Rayan-vrksa with the foot-prints of
reminds us of the execution of raigavali by a person whd§%¢Bit&*éfsed in the
art of oblations (balinvidhijiia) as mentioned in the literary sources.

One interesting fact is that the making of symbols and the yantras is always
referred to as writing and not drawing. This throws light on its hieroglyphic
nature. In the olden days the symbols must have been employed for picture-
writing.

Other depictions commonly drawn in rangavali are the Pajsica-kalyanaka
or the five major events associated with a Tirthankara, viz: the Garbha
(conception), Janma (birth), Tapa (austerities), Jfiana (omniscience) and Moksa
(liberation). These events are depicted even today at the time of the installation of
the Tirthankara pratima. This ceremony is also known as Afijana-salaka. Among the
Paiica-kalyanakas, the first event of the conception, depicting the 14 dreams of
the mothers of the Tirthankaras is particularly popular. Kalpasiitra paintings
show representations of these dreams either in groups or singly. These are also
represented in stone reliefs in some Jaina shrines like the Kumbharia shrine in
Gujarat.

A more recent trend in the practice of rangavali is the making of 3-
dimensional images of the deities, sometimes depicting important events of their
lives. These are displayed with complete light and sound effect and are meant to
be seen with Anaglyph glasses.

Besides these modern trends, another ritual of great antiquity is seen as
followed by the Digambara Jainas, mainly of Karnataka state. They make
ritualistic diagrams out of groups of unbroken rice grains. The diagrams are
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referred to as 'Aksatd-pufija’, where Aksati stands for rice grains and puifija for
group of rice grains. Number of grains in a puiija should be same, which is usually
4 or 5. Number of pufijas in the diagram corresponds to a significant symbol in
Jaina religion. Thus,

1 puiija represents Kevalajfiana

3 pufijas in a straight line represent Ratnatraya (Samyak — Darsana, [fiana,
Caritra)

4 pufijas in a straight line represent Anuyoga
5 puiijas in a straight line represent Pafica-kalyana

5 pufijas (1 in the centre and 4 in the four directions) represent Paifica
Parmesthi

9 puiijas represent Nava-devata
108 puiijas for Japa mantras
24 puiijas for Tirthankaras and so on.

Bhaktamara Stotra yantra, Merii parvata, Catari Mangalam, Siddha-cakra, Kala-
cakra, Kevalya Bhagwan are some of the Aksata-puiija diagrams commonly drawn.

The above discussion beginning with the earliest evidences of rarigavali in
Jaina literature and its symbolism found in early Jaina art and the later miniature
paintings and ending with the study of the current practices with respect to the art
of rangavali, leads to the conclusion that the art was and will always remain a
significant part of the Jaina religious life.
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