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Kirtimukha — With Special Reference to Gujarat
Ravi Hajarnis

The Kirtimukha is the most favourite motif in our Indian art. It had
appeared as a sacred symbol and then turned into an artistic device as a
common ornamental motif in the temples. It has a lion-face. Kirtimukha is also
found in the Jaina and Buddhist-art. It is a symbolic motif and represented in a
stylized form.' In Gujarat it is known as a Grasapatti, Grasa or Grasamukha; and
in south it is known as Sirithalata or Sirithamukha.” The Kirtimukha motif is also
found to be popular in countries like Java, Bali, Myanmar and Sri Lanka.’ The K7
rtimukha is the crown or crest jewel in the architectural features like arches,
Gavaksas, lintels, etc.

The origin of the Kirtimukha is narrated in a legend which forms the 17
chapter of the Karttikeya Mahatmya of the Skanda-purana ( Visnukhanda).*
According to this legend, Jalandhara, the powerful king sent Raht as a
messenger to Lord Siva who was about to marry Parvati, saying that the beggar
Siva was not worthy for the beautiful Parvati and demanded her hand for the
demon king. This insult infuriated Siva and out leapt from between his
eyebrows, a terrible being with a lion's face, protruding tongue and flaming
eyes with a lean — hungry looking body. This demon was ordered to devour
Rahii, but Raht sought Siva's mercy and was saved from being eaten; the
hungry creature asked for food that would satisfy his great hunger. Siva then
commanded it to eat its own limbs and body, which was done voraciously by it,
until nothing was left except its head. Siva was pleased with it and so blessed it
that thereafter it would be known as Kirtimukha and assigned it a place on the
doorway of all Siva temples.

In course of time, it lost its original Saivite character and was used
indiscriminately as a mere auspicious decoration on some prominent part,
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generally on the top of the entrance of any temple, whether Saiva or Vaisnava.
In Gujarat it frequently appears on the temples and is known as Grasapatti. The
Kirtimukha is conventionalized in the Indian Art, offering a great contrast to the

earlier types. One of the earliest known Ki
rtimukha is found as an ornament on the

crown of a Naga at Amaravati Ramagrama
Stapa of 2™ century CE.” It appears at
Sarnath where the treatment is hardly
artistic.’

At Ajanta it appeared in circle
and is affixed on one of the arches on
the wall between doors to the cell in
cave No. 1 and ascribed to 5" cent.
CE."In some examples, we find a
human but demonic type face (Fig.1).

The Kayavarohana specimen is
unique and suggests departure from the Fig.1. Ajanta, 5" century CE, After lyer
conventional treatment. It is a transitional stage.

Here, two Kirtimukhas are found lying in the village. But the new thing is a leaf
— motif crest found on the fore-head. These two specimens show a demonic
grotesque face with horn and big half-open eyes. The first specimen shows two
protruding tusks. Both the specimens may be assigned to c. eighth-ninth
centuries CE (Fig.2).

Fig.2. Kirtimukha Figures, Kayavarohana
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One more example from Kayavarohana may be cited here. It appears in
the arch or door-frame near Suthar-no-ovaro. This Kirtimukha is flanked here by
two lions well fitted in a rectangular shape. The whole motif serves here as a
decorative device. One peculiar feature about this Kirtimukha is the pearl
garland emerging from it and ending in the mouth of the two lions. Similar
powerful forms of Grasa vomiting muktamala flanked by muktavarala are noted
by Dhaky from Bhubanesvar.” Such decorative device of grisa and varala are
popular in Indian Art.

Above garland motif Muktagrisa is also noted on the pillar of Pasupati or
Lakulisa Temple, Pavagadha (10" century CE). It differs from Kayavarohana
specimen as the side lions — Varala are absent here. The stylized Kirtimukha-
Grasa on the Tundav temple, District Vadodara also show garland of pearls
muktamalad suspended from the mouth as in the Kayavarohana and Pavagadha
specimens. During the course of exploration, the present writer has noted a
unique Kirtimukha from Vadnagar, District Mahesana. The specimen has
demonic face, chubby cheeks and highly stylized horns. A typical open mouth
with bare teeth, and two protruding big teeth and terrific circular protruding
eyes are all noteworthy. There is leaf pattern on forehead. The head is like
elsewhere, i.e. frontally represented. Vadnagar specimen can be assigned to c.
9" century CE.”

According to Sankalia, the pre-Calukyan monuments including temple
at Than and Satrapada are devoid of Kirtimukha ornmament.” In Calukyan
temples, the Kirtimukha figures are almost invariably found.” The places it
decorates are the basement, shafts of short and long pillars of the monuments.

The Kirtimukha motif is very commonly found on the medieval temples
of Gujarat. It became almost stylized and stereotyped in the Solanki period and
does not exactly resemble the lion face.

Iyer opines that at first, it framed a human face, as in the Gupta friezes
and later the human face was replaced by that of a lion and word became
synonymous with lion face motif.” Sankalia traced its evolution back to Gupta
temples and Ajanta caves,” where the form, in spite of being decorative, is
realistic. It should be noted that Kirtimukha is absent in rock-cut architecture. It
is undoubtedly the lion's face that contributed to the evolution of the Kirtimukha
motif. According to Dhaky, the fundamental lion face with sinister brows by

(105) Research Journal XVI



grafting boar's ears, cat's eyes and buffalo horns mulattos into grasa that is K7
rtimukha.” The description is equally applicable to some of the Vyala figures
also.

Lastly, it is the mask of Parmatman, the Supreme Spirit in a lion's guise.”
Skanda Purana describes it as second Narasiritha.” It can be concluded that the
name Kirtimukha (face of glory) explains its origin in Skanda Purana. It is already
discussed in the foregoing pages, hence needs no repetition here. The K7
rtimukha has lion-face and is also found in Jaina and Buddhist art. In western
India, it is popularly known as grasamukha and believed to be a sea-monster.” It
first appeared as a sacred symbol and then turned into an artistic device. It is a
common ornamental motif on the temples.

It is not found on the Gop temple assignable to Gupta Age. At the Pre-
Solanki Roda Temple no. it A R e g, | B
4, mukhacatuski pillar has g e e
demonic face omitting
pearl mala. Varala is
absent here. At Temple
no. 2 from the same site
garbhagrha lintel has lion
heads with circular eyes

and wide half closed
mouth. It has short ear of
cat. Horns are absent.
Kirtimukha is also present
on the shaft of the pillar
on the Temple no. 1 -
mukhacatugski pillar. The
10" century specimen at
the Prabhas Patana
museum has a small
closed mouth and
moustaches, also creeper

decoration between the
horns (Fig.3).

Fig.3. Kirtimukha, 10" century CE, Prabhas Patana Museum
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Lastly, as quoted sloka by P.O. Sompura described in the Silpasastra — The
five animals: Kirtimukha, Naga, Harisa and Virali (Vyala) are accordingly
ornamented motifs of the sculpture.”

Postscript

Study of Kartimukha (Face of Glory) from early time to the later medieval
period in Gujarat is interesting and varied. The story is not much different from
its contemporary specimens of Western Indian Art. We have already seen in the
main script, Iyer's and Dhaky's interpretation of Kirtimukha motif in Indian Art.
The first writer traces its evolution to Lion face. The interpretation of the second
author is already mentioned above in the general text. R.N. Mehta pointed out
that Kirtimukha in its early form resemble with mouth of tiger or Vikrtananda
demon face. Mehta further suggested that as a decorative device it first framed
a human or demonic face. But then other figural demonic features ceased and
what remained is a terrible face with big protruding round eyes and horns on
head. This form in our sculpture continued till today.

Iyer, Dhaky and Mehta's views cannot be fully accepted as both forms of
Kirtimukha or Grasamukha appears parallel in Indian Art. Earlier grotesque
figure or demonic form appears in the Ksatrapa Art of Late 4" century CE in

Gujarat. Its origin can be found in the Dev ni Mori specimen as pointed out by
R.N. Mehta (Fig.4).

Fig.4. Grotesque Figure, Dev ni Mori
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The same form lasted up to the end of the 11" century or beginning of the
12" century CE. The present
author has pointed earlier that _ “
the Sémaléji Ganesa of the Late P e e, -
4" century wears a Niipura :
ornament possessing a Ki
rtimukha motif on it” (Fig.5).
An identical motif can also
be found on the jewellery

and ornaments of that
period.

This means that
both the forms — the
Demonic face and the
Lion face form can be
found from the same
period — Ksatrapa
period, and that too, in
an evolved form. But
the first type has
extinguished from the
architectural scenario
whereas the second one
can be observed till
today in its stylized

form. The first type is
comparatively more
realistic. The first one -
Demonic face is
perceived by scholars
as a mythical figure and

"('"\t__‘l_'_;‘:\; . )‘_ 2 _

the second one — Lion !“ . ‘
. . o e -

face is referred to as a - J™ e

comp osite figure. Fig.5. éémaléji-Ganeéa wearing Nifpura in the feet with Kirtimukha motifs
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