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Abstract

The cosmic gods and goddesses are noble beings. They do not enter into a body and go through the same
earthly process as human beings do. Sarasvati is the first river who got status as a Vedic goddess. The
Rgveda calls her best mother, best of rivers, best of goddesses,—— 3fftaral, diaw, Ifiad wwaafd |

(Rgveda, 2.41.16) Sarasvati is the great goddess of learning and fine arts, is most merciful and bestower
of wisdom on her devotees. Sarasvati is also popular among Buddhist and Jaina traditions. The five types
of the deity Sarasvati in Buddhism are namely, Mahasarasvati, Vajravinasarasvati, Vajrasarasvati,
Aryasarasvati, Vajrasarada. Goddess Mahasarasvati, resplendent like the autumn moon, rests on the
moon over a white lotus, shows the varadamudra in her right hand, and carries in the left a white lotus
with its stem. Vajravinasarasvati like Mahasarasvatl is also white in complexion, peaceful and benign in
appearance. She carries in her two hands the vina, a kind of strainged musical instrument. Vajrasarasvati
has a form with three faces and six arms and her hair is brown and rises upwards. Aryasarasvati appears a
maiden of sixteen, is in the prime of youth, has white complexion, and carries in the left hand the stalk of
a lotus on which rests the Prajfiaparamita book. Vajrasarada rests upon a pure white lotus, and a crescent
decorates her crown; she is three eyed and two armed and carries the book in the left hand and the lotus
in the right. The oldest Jaina Sarasvati is considered to be the one unearthed from Kankali Tila at
Mathura. Besides the sixteen vidyadevi’s, the jainas of both seats admit into their pantheon, one $ruta-
devi or Sarasvati approximating very closely the Brahmanical conception of the same goddess. The
sixteen types of Vidyadevi in Jainism are, Rohini, Prajiiapti, Vajra-§rnkhala, Vajrankusa or
Kulisankusa, Apraticakra or Jambunada or Cakre$vari, Purusadatta or Bharati, Kali, Mahakali, Gauri,
Gandhari, Mahajvala or Sarvastramahajvala or Jvalamalini, Manavi, Vairatya, Acchupta, Manasi,
MahamanasT or Mahamanavi. The description of this goddess, as in other cases, varies, with the two
sects, with the Svetambara, she rides a cow and holds in her hands a conch, rosary, bow and arrow. In
order to know the personality of Sarasvati, the goddess of learning and eloquence. We have many
information which are generally collected from the sources like the Vedas, the Brahmanas, the myths and
the legends of the Epics, Purapas, Sculptures, Buddhism and Jainism. This goddess has not only
worshipped by the Puranic devotees in India. But she is also said to have secured a predominant place in
the Buddhist world, Jainist world and literary sources. So, the characteristics features and iconographical
significance of the deity Sarasvati is very important in Buddhist and Jaina tradition.

Keyword: Sarasvati, buddhism, jainism, mahasarasvati, sadhanamala, dhyanamantra, prajiaparamita
book, vidyadevi, svetambara texts, digambara texts

Introduction

The cosmic gods and goddesses are noble beings. They do not enter into a body and go
through the same earthly process as human beings do. Sarasvati is the first river who got status
as a Vedic goddess. The Rgveda calls her best mother, best of rivers, best of goddesses,——
ftsay, Ty, Jdiad @wafd | (Rgveda, 2.41.16) Sarasvati is the great goddess of learning and

fine arts, is most merciful and bestower of wisdom on her devotees. Devi Sarasvati is
denominated as I1a and Bharati in the Rgveda,——

IferGerSaIftrT P Ay | |
ST Gl welt dfe: Hfiewq Al 1| (Rgveda, 1.142.9)
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Sarasvati is also popular among Buddhist and Jaina traditions.
The five types of the deity Sarasvati in Buddhism are
namely,—— Mahasarasvati, Vajravinasarasvati,
Vajrasarasvati,  Aryasarasvati, = Vajrasarada.  Goddess
Mabhasarasvati, resplendent like the autumn moon, rests on the
moon over a white lotus, shows the varadamudra in her right
hand, and carries in the left a white lotus with its stem.
Vajravinasarasvatli like Mahasarasvati is also white in
complexion, peaceful and benign in appearance. She carries in
her two hands the vipa, a kind of strainged musical
instrument. Vajrasarasvati has a form with three faces and six
arms and her hair is brown and rises upwards. Aryasarasvati
appears a maiden of sixteen, is in the prime of youth, has
white complexion, and carries in the left hand the stalk of a
lotus on which rests the Prajhaparamita book. Vajrasarada
rests upon a pure white lotus, and a crescent decorates her
crown; she is three eyed and two armed and carries the book
in the left hand and the lotus in the right. In Jaina tradition
sixteen types of Sarasvati are present with names like Rohint,
Prajiiapti, Vajra-srnkhala, Vajrankusa or Kulisankusa,
Apraticakra or Jambunada or Cakre$vari, Purusadatta or
Bharatt, Kali, Mahakali, Gauri, Gandhari, Mahajvala or
Sarvastramahajvala or Jvalamalini, Manavi, Vairatya,
Acchupta, Manasi, Mahamanasi or Mahamanavi.

Goddess Sarasvati in Buddhism

She is known, according to Sadhanamala as Mahasarasvati,
Vajravinasarasvati, Vajrasarada and Aryasarasvati. She is also
known as Aryavajrasarasvati and Vajrasarasvati. Both the
Hindus and Buddhists called her Vagisvari. Hindu Tantrics
conceived goddess Durga or Candi as Mahasarasvati. She is
also called Bhadrakali. In Jainism, Sarasvati is also known as
Sruta-devi. The Buddhist Sarasvati may have one face, with
two arms, or three faces and six arms. When two-armed, she
has four different variations. As her worship is widely
prevalent among the Buddhists owing to the belief that like
Maifijusii and Prajiiaparamita, she confers wisdom, learning
intelligenous memory etc [, The five types of deity Sarasvati

in Buddhism are namely,— Mahasarasvati,
Vajravinasarasvati, Vajrasarasvati, Aryasarasvati and
Vajrasarada.
Mahasarasvati

She has white complexion, shows the varada pose in the right
hand and carries the white lotus in the left hand. The dhyana
describes her form in the following terms of Sadhanamala,—

TEAUSCRT;  GRIVERT  aEl AN Gt
TR Ao Ad-a-FgH-ae U FhRRRI et
?HTWF@FRH?\‘T mmhﬁ qﬁawwaﬁrﬁ?ﬁ

D N
%‘-h(d-l-d‘l‘*-ll{-dﬂﬁld‘-llli‘ld NIEERIE] Ad¥dcqidl Wl

ﬁﬁmﬁmﬁﬁmﬁuﬁmzwﬁw: T
UHEUICHT: TR —: | qd: SRl =SHusd
faaHiel eaedT ddl HetdimRIy  SHEHTE s~ SaTel

fereeererq merwTardq | (Sadhanamala, pt. 162, p. 329)

The worshippers should think himself as goddess
Mahasarasvati, who is resplendent like the autumn moon,
rests on the moon over the white lotus, shows the
varadamudra in her right hand and carries in the left the white

! Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, The Indian Buddhist Iconography, p. 349
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lotus with its stem. She has a smiling countenance, is
extremely compassionate, wears garments decorated with the
pearl-necklace, and she is decked in many ornaments, she
appears a maiden of twelve years, and her bosom is uneven
with half-developed breasts like flower-buds; she illumines
the three worlds with the immeasurable light that radiates
from her body. This is the general appearance of Sarasvati,
and all the other varieties, unless otherwise stated are identical
in appearance with the one just described. The distinctive
feature of this goddess Mahasarasvati is that she shows like
the ordinary Tara’s the varadamudra in the right hand and
carries the lotus in the left, and is surrounded by four deities
identical in form with her. Prajia is in front of her, Medha to
her right, Smrti to her left and Mati in the west. These four
divinities may also accompany other varieties of Sarasvati. As
the sadhana is silent about the particular asana, she may be
representation in any attitude, sitting or standing 12,

Vajravinasarasvati
The dhyana describes her form in the following terms of
Sadhanamala,—

e fed e s |

TR TG e 37 AR

AgET TE S oT-aTe-qeoH |

FFEAGAAIN FAASHRANAT, || (Sadhanamala, pt. 165, p.
335)

Vajravinasarasvati like Mahasarasvati is also white in
complexion, peaceful and benign in appearance. She is also
two armed, but the distinguishing feature in her case is that
she carries in her two hands the vipa, a kind of stringed
musical instrument, and plays upon it. She may also be
represented as accompanied by the four divinities as in the
previous case B,

Vajrasarasvati
The dhyana describes her form in the following terms of
Sadhanamala,—

T THATEL ] Tl FFETeTgsha ™ |
m?ﬁaqa&wﬁaammﬁﬁﬁﬁamn
Hﬁﬁwﬁ‘sﬁaa&wﬁqﬁaél
aﬁwaw&mmwn
TOIRYaaEHeA T qray aTeE |
AEHAHdTes FROMTgEmT ST || (Sadhanamala, pt. 161,
p. 327)

e SrsreEadl Byt weyst wetgTeht Bt frefiatemr
FaqEl  TErEAT aﬁi%farra’f‘avm T - <R e TR
mwmﬁmmmm
T FARH AT T | (Sadhanamala, pt. 163, p.
331)

The name Vajrasarasvati is given to this goddess in order to
distinguish her form the other four varieties of Sarasvati, with
four different names given in the sadhanas. It has already
been said that Sarasvati has a form with three faces and six
arms. In all other respects her form is identical with that of
Mahasarasvatl. The difference here is that her hair is brown

2ibid, p. 350
3 ibid, pp. 350-351
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and rises upwards, and she stands in the pratyalidha attitude
on the red lotus. Three sadhanas in the Sadhanamala are
assigned to her worship, and according to these, she is red in
colour, with the right and left faces of blue and white colour
respectively. She carries in her three right hands the lotus on
which is the Prajiaparamita book, the sword and the kartri,
and in the three left the kapala of Brahma, the jewel and the
cakra. Instead of the book on lotus and Brahmakapala she
may also holds the lotus and the kapala only.

Aryasarasvatl

Aryasarasvati is another variation of Sarasvati, and is also
designated Vajrasarasvati, which seems to be the common
name of Sarasvatl of the Vajrayana. She appears a maiden of
sixteen, is in the prime of youth, has white complexion, and
carries in the left hand the stalk of a lotus on which rests the
Prajfiaparamita book. The dhyana is silent about the symbol
carried in the right hand, which may or may not remain
empty. The asana also is not mentioned which shows that she
may be represented in any attitude ™I,

Vajrasarada
The dhyana describes her form in the following terms of
Sadhanamala,—

TSR T |

EEERERCTS LR EEtY]

T e SRS & |

T TR FIeTd |

] ARG 3T STUH- FHIEA: |

TATGRT: IS Y[FrET =Rl T |

T SHTYh HI - T |

T et @sh foAfth g91 SO 1| (Sadhanamala, pt. 166,
p. 337)

According to the dhyana in the Sadhanamala she rests upon a
pure white lotus, and a crescent decorates her crown; she is
three eyed and two armed and carries the book in the left hand
and the lotus in the right. She may, however be accompanied
by the four attendents, Prajfia and others. As the sadhana is
silent about the asana, she may have any attitude. Vajrasarada
here sits in bhadrasana, as do her companions. All the figures
in the group are multilated, but at least one among them
carries the Utpala and the book, in the right and left hands
respectively [, The $atoguna of Mahalaksmi has manifestated
in the form of Mahasarasvati. She is of white complexion and
has four hands. In them she shows a rosary (aksamala), a
goad (ankusa), a lyre (vina@) and a book (pustaka). She is
named variously by the great goddess Mahalaksmi. Thus she
is known as Mahavidya, Mahavani, Bharati, Vak, Sarasvat,
Arya, Brahmi, Kamadhenu, Vedagarbha, DhiSvarl etc. As
Mahasarasvati, she is described as the most beautiful of all
beauties and exceedingly good-looking. In the Vaikrtika-
rahasya, she is described as an eight armed goddess holding
an arrow, a spear, a disc, a conch, a bell, a ploughshare
(langala) and a bow, named karmuka [,

Goddess Sarasvati in Jainism
The oldest Jaina Sarasvati is considered to be the one

*ibid., pp. 351-352

%ibid., p. 351 )

® Balram Srivastava, Iconography of Sakti, A Study Based on Sritattvanidhi,
p.21
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unearthed from Kankali Tila at Mathura. They are sixteen in
number. In no other Indian religion are the goddesses of
knowledge so numerous. Besides the sixteen vidyadevi’s, the
jainas of both seats admit into their pantheon, one $ruta-devi
or Sarasvati approximating very closely the Brahmanical
conception of the same goddess. Her name as S$ruta-devi
meaning ‘Goddess of Sruti> originally refers to the Vedas or
revealed literature preserved through hearing. There is some
hidden meaning behind this name. The description of $ruta-
devi as afforded by the Jaina books makes it on a par with
Brahmant’s (wife of Brahma) description.

Sarasvati or Sruta-devi

The goddess, as viewed by the Svetambaras rides a swan, has
four hands bearing a lotus or varada book and rosary. The
Digambara texts seem to give the vehicle of a peacock to
Sarasvati. Sruta-devi, the main goddess of learning, seems to
be identical with the consort of Brahma, a dikpala, as
described in this book. The attributes of a lotus, book and
rosary are common. The vehicle of swan is also characteristic
of Brahma. The substitute of peacock for swan, as made by
the Digambara sect, agrees with the conception of Sarasvati,
who is also the river goddess in Brahmanism ], The sixteen
types of Vidyadevi in Jainism are,—Rohini, Prajiapti, Vajra-
srikhala, Vajranku$sa or Kulisankusa, Apraticakra or
Jambunada or Cakre$vari, Purusadatta or Bharati, Kali,
Mahakali, Gauri, Gandhari, Mahajvala or Sarvastramahajvala
or Jvalamalini, Manavi, Vairatya, Acchuptad, Manasi,
Mahamanast or Mahamanavt.

Rohint

The description of this goddess, as in other cases, varies, with
the two sects, with the Svetambara, she rides a cow and holds
in her hands a conch, rosary, bow and arrow. She is four-
handed. With the other sect, she appears bearing the attributes
of an urn, conch, lotus and fruits. From the texts of the
Svetambaras, it appears that she specially presides over the art
of music. Her other names ‘Ajitavala’. The Digambaras
believe that by her worship, the devotee attains right inside.

Prajfiapti

In her Svetambara aspect, she rides on a peacock and hold a
lotus and a Sakti. She is six-handed. According to one text of
the same school, she holds varada, $akti, citrus and S$akti
again. Digambara image should be represented as bearing a
sword and a disc. Thus we find she has borrowed the vehicle
of peacock from Yaksa Trimukha, Prajiapti’s husband. The
peacock symbol with lotus should be Vidyadevi’s
characteristic. She known as ‘Duhitari’. The name might have
been derived either from Prajiiapti, meaning ‘intellect’ or
Prajiia, meaning ‘Sarasvati’ [,

Vajra-$rikhala

Two forms of this goddess are known to the Svetambara
scripture. In one form she is seated on a lotus and carries a
chain and club. In another form, she is also seated on a lotus
but has four hands adorned with varadamudra, chain, lotus
and chain again. Her mounts is ‘Hamsa’. The Digambara text
mentions only a chain for the deity. According to the
Digambara text used, she grants to her worshippers good
boons and habits.

" B.C. Bhattacharya, The Jaina Iconography, pp. 122-123
& ibid., pp. 124-125
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Vajrankusa or Kulisankusa

She has two forms according to Svetambara texts, In one, she
rides an elephant and bears as symbols a sword, vajra, shield
and spear. In another, she is riding an elephant in
varadamudra, vajra, citrus and goad. She is also known as
‘Manovega’, ‘Manogupti’ and ‘Syama’. The Digambaras
represent the deity as driving in an aerial car and holding in
her hands a goad and a lute. The symbol of an elephant, the
name Vajranku$a meaning ‘one adorned with vajra’ and goad
leads us to suppose some mysterious connection between this
Vidyadevt and Indra. Her lute, as given by the Digambaras, is
only a symbol of Sarasvati.

Apraticakra or Jambunada or Cakres$vari

According to the Svetambara books, she rides a Garuda and
all her four hands are armed with dishes. She is called
Jambunada by the Digambaras, who represent her as riding a
peacock and bearing a sword and a spear. She also sixteen-
handed. Peacock and spear are in this form the common
characteristics [,

Purusadatta or Bharati

In Svetambara literature, she is differently described. In one
aspect, she holds a sword and shield, in another she rides on a
buffalo and carries in her four palms varada, sword, and
shield. The Digambara text makes her ride a peacock and hold
as symbols vajra and a lotus.

Kal

The Digambara image of this Vidyadevi should ride a deer
and should be furnished in its hands with the symbols of a
staff and sword. There are two Svetambara forms to be
marked. She is seated on a lotus and holds either in two hands
a club and varada or in four hands rosary, club, vajra and
abhaya. Her others name ‘Santa’. This is strongly suggested
by the common characteristic symbol of a deer as vehicle [,

Mahakalt

The Svetambaras have two descriptions for the goddess.
According to one, she rides on a man and holds a rosary, fruit,
bell and varadamudra. According to another, she equally rides
a man but holds a rosary, vajra, abhayamudra and bell. The
Digambara form of Mahakali is to be represented as standing
on a corpse and bearing in her hands a bow, sword, fruit and
weapon. The symbols of sword, bell, rosary etc. are
sufficiently tantric in character, the corpse at the feet of the
goddess being a true mark of Kali. She also known as ‘Ajita’
and ‘Surataraka’. The Digambara book states that the goddess
grants religious trance to her worshippers.

Gaurl

She of the Svetambara type rides on a alligator and bears four
hands equipped with varada, club, rosary and water-lily. She
also known as ‘Manasi’ and ‘Asokad’. In Digambara form,
GaurT has an alligator as her vehicle and holds lotus as her
symbol. Some of her symbols, such as lotus, varada, are
identical with those of this Vidyadevi. The alligator and some
of the symbols such as water-lily and urn indicate her
connection with the goddess Ganga of Brahmanism 4,

Gﬁn(}hﬁri
The Svetambara Gandhari is to be represented either as seated

? ibid., pp. 125-126
19 bid., pp. 126-127
U ibid., pp. 127-128
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on a lotus and holding a staff and vajra or varada, staff,
abhaya and vajra. Digambara goddess rides a tortoise and
holds a disc and sword. She also known as ‘Canda’. The
Yaksini Gandhari of the Digambaras rides a crocodile but the
Vidyadevi Gandhari rides a tortoise.

Mahajvala or Sarvastramahajvala or Jvalamalini

The text called the Acaradinakard of the Svetambaras
describes this goddess as riding a cat but mentions no
attributes. The Nirvanakarika another text of the same sect
describes her as riding a boar and holding many weapons
without description. She also known as ‘Jvalamalini’ and
‘Bhrkut?’. Images of Digambara type should ride a buffalo
and bear such weapons as a bow, shield, sword and disc.

Manavi

According to one text, she has blue colour and sits on a blue
lotus and a twig. According to another of the same
Svetambara school, she seats on a lotus and is four-handed
showing varada, rosary and a bough of a tree. Her mounts is
Snake. She also known as ‘Asoka’. The Digambara text also
describes her as of blue colour and as riding a boar and
bearing a trident.

Vairatya

The Svetambara text represents the goddess as riding on a
snake and carrying in her hands a sword, shield and snake.
The Digambaras Vidyadevi rides a lion and has a snake
symbol. Her vehicle and symbol in both the instances consist
of snakes [*21.

Acchupta

She is called in the Svetambara literature Acchupta and
described as riding a horse and holding a bow, sword, shield
and arrow. Acchupta as represented by the Digambaras
equally rides a horse and holds the symbol of a sword.

ManasT

Manasi of Svetimbara conception has two types in
iconography. According to one, she rides a swan and bears the
attributes of varada and vajra. According to another, she sits
on a lion and has four hands carrying varadamudra, vajra,
rosary and again vajra. The Digambara ManasT seats herself
on a snake vehicle. She also known as ‘Kandarpa’. Her
mounts is lion. The Buddhist deity of learning called
Vagi$vari, who has a famous temple in Benaras rides on a
lion. She rides a tiger, in the case the Digambara Vidyadevi
rides a snake.

Mahamanasi or Mahamanavi

The Svetambaras describe the sixteenth Vidyadevi as riding
on a lion and bearing, in her four hands varada, sword,
kamandalu and lance. The Digambara representation of the
goddess sits on a swan and holds a rosary, varadamudra, goad
and garland. As noticed before, her symbols of book,
kamandalu and lotus befit more a Vidyadevi than a Yaksini.
Her other names ‘Nirvast’. The Digambara conception of
Mahamanasi either as a Yaksinl or Vidyadevi has symbols
such as peacock, swan, rosary, which fit in with the
characteristic of the goddess of learning [,

12 ibid., pp. 129-130
1 ibid., pp. 131-132
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Conclusion

In order to know the personality of Sarasvati, the goddess of
learning and eloquence. We have many information which are
generally collected from the sources like the Vedas, the
Brahmanas, the myths and the legends of the Epics, Puranas,
Sculptures, Buddhism and Jainism. Sarasvati is one of the
trinity of the Rgvedic goddesses— Sarasvati, Ila and Bharati.
She is the protean goddess of the Vedic pantheon and is the
very basis of Hindu thought and culture. These of course
throw an enlightened ideas on the transformation of the Vedic
river Sarasvati into a goddess of learning, speech and music.
This goddess has not only worshipped by the Puranic
devotees in India. But she is also said to have secured a
predominant place in the Buddhist world, Jainist world and
literary sources. Even she appears to manifest herself as the
bestowed of knowledge and symbol of purity. It is however,
emphasized that in Purapic, Buddhist and Jaina iconography,
she is found to be represented in several forms with different
variety in emblems, vehicles as well as attributes. It remains
not only a mere literary theory, but has also taken
iconographical forms with different colours. She is found
two-armed, six-armed, eight-armed or multi-armed. The texts
of the three principal religious of ancient India are however,
which include manuscript, lotus of different colours, rosary,
lute, water-vessel etc. She is generally associated with various
carrying animals as vehicles like swan, peacock, lion, ram etc.
So, the characteristics features and iconographical
significance of the deity Sarasvati is very important in
Buddhist and Jaina tradition.
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