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LORD GOMMATESVARA OF

SRAVANABELGOLA : PLACEAND DATE
| — Dr. JYOTI PRASAD JAIN

‘A statue solid set

And moulded in colossal calm.” !

‘It is human in shape and feature, yet as inhuman as an icicle; and thus
expresses perfectly the idea of successful withdrawal from the round of life
and death, personal cares, individual destiny, desires, sufferings and events...
Like a pillar of some superterrestrial unearthly substance... stands supernally
motionless, absolutely unconcerned about worshipping jubilant crowds that

throng around his feet.” ?

“Truly Egyptian in size, and unrivalled throughout India as detached
work... Nude, cut from a single mass of granite, darkened by the monsoons of
centuries, the vast statue stands upright, with arms hanging straight, but not
awkwardly, down the sides in a posture of somewhat stiff but simple
dignity’. 3

‘It is the biggest monotithic statue in the world—larger than any of the
statues of Rameses in Egypt’ * ....“The image on the whole is a very success-
ful piece of sculpture since the spirit of Jaina renunciation is fully brought out
in it. The naked figure shows absolute renunciation while its stiff erect pos-
ture stands for perfect self-control and the benign smile on the face shows
inward bliss and sympathy for the suffering world... Its merits are the sublime
beauty of the face and the gigantic proportions of the colossal image.” 3

These are some of the tributes paid by eminent historians, archaeolo-
gists and connoisseurs of art, to the Sravanabelgola colossus of Bahubali
popularly known as Gommata. Carved out from a fine-grained light grey
granite rock, and uninjured by weather or violence, this striking and unusual
object, the image of Gommatesvara, looks as bright and clean as if just from
the chisel of the artist. Standing on the top of the Vindhyagiri and visible for
miles around, this fifty-seven feet tall ascetic par excellence faces North, as
though with his mind’s eye fixed upon the far off holy Mount Kailasa, the
abode of Lord Rsabha, own father of Bahubali and the first Tirthankara.
Curiously enough, the illustrious son succeeded in attaining Nirvana long
before the Great Father did. In life, Bahubali, also called Bhuj abali or Dorbali,
was famous as having mighty and victorious arms with which he overcame
his adversaries.® and he possessed such an extremely charming personality
that he has been designated as the first of the twenty-four Kamadevas, incar-
nations of love and manly beauty, of the current cycle of time. Moreover, he
was so great a lover of freedom, justice, honour and self-respect that he
refused to submit to the authority of Bharata, the first Cakravartin, who was
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also his own elder brother. Consequently, a fierce duel was fought between
the two brothers. Bahubali came out victorious, but was shocked at human
frailty, the mortal’s insatiable greed for power and pelf when life itself is so
uncertain and ephemeral. The realisation of reality turned his mind from the
world which he renounced altogether.” He left Podanapura,? his capital, went
to the nearby forest, took the vows of asceticism, and stood for full one year
in one place, without food or drink, nay, absolutely motionless, ultimately
obtaining Kaivalya and then Nirvana, being thus the first to do so in the
present cycle.

It is said that Emperor Bharata had erected a life-size golden image of the
saint Bahubali on the spot, outside the city of Podanapura, where he had
practised penance, but which, in the course of time, had become quite invis-
ible and untraceable, ® It is also said that a more or less similar image was later
installed by Ravana, the King of Ceylon, on the Vindhyagiri.'® It was, how-
ever, early in the last quarter of the 10th century A. D. that Camundaraya, the
illustrious general of the Ganga Kings of Mysore, caused the present Gommata
statue to be sculptured by Aristanemi, a superb artist, under the guidance of
his own gurus, Ajitasena Acarya and Nemicandra Siddhanta Cakravartin, in
order to fulfil the pious wish of his own mother, Kalala Devi.

PLACE : The town Sravanabelgola is situated in the Chennarayapattan
taluk of district Hasan in the State of Karnataka, the erstwhile princely state of
Mysore, in 12° 51'N. Latitude and 76° 29" E. Longitude, is at a distance of 12
Kms. south of Chennarayapattan, 50 Kms. from Hasan and about 100 Kms.
from Mysore. It nestles in a valley between two hills, that on the north being
known as the Cikkabetta (small hill), also called Candragiri, Rsigiri. Tirthagiri
and Gommatagiri, and that on the south being called the Dodda-betta (big
hill), Vindhyagiri or Indragiri. It is on the top of the latter hill that Lord
Gommatesa, standing on a full-blown lotus-seat, and facing North, commands
the horizon on all sides. ,

The name Belgola (white lake) or Sravana Belgola, ‘the white lake of the
Jaina Ascetics’, is also at least as old as the 6th or 7th century A.D. ! In
some records, it has been called as the Dhavala-Sarovara Nagara.!? (the town
of the white lake). The present Kalyani tank in the centre of the town is
supposed to mark the site of the original ‘white lake’ on the banks of which
numerous Jaina ascetics used to practise penance. During the last two thou-
sand years, the two hills, the town and even the neighbourhood have been
adorned with numerous temples and other religious monuments. Not all of
them have survived, but of those that remain several are quite beautiful and
artistic. Since the consecration of the Gommatesa here, the place certainly
acquired great celebrity and became world famous. It also came to be known
by such names as Gommatapura, Gommata-tirtha or the ‘city of Gommatadeva’.
Historical and traditional associations— association with saints, sages and
ascetic yogis, with learned men, scholars and poets, with lay devotees of

different classes and ranks, and with pious pilgrims from far and off places,
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gave a distinct character and significance to Sravanabelgola Culture. The
Bhattaraka-svamijis of the local Pitha have also, during the last one thousand
years or so, contributed a lot in sustaining and maintaining this culture.

Date : The date of the setting up of this image has baffled modern schol-
ars and opinions differ widely, ranging from 907-908 A. D. to 1028 A. D. Thus
S. Srikantha Sastri fixed the date as 907-908 A.D.'3 A. Venkata Subbayya 978
A.D. " S.C.Ghoshal 980 A. D.,'S M. Govind Pai '*and N. C. Sastri 981 A.
D., 7 S. R. Sharma, !® M. H. Krishna ' and J. L. Jaini * 983 A.D., A. N,
Upadhye 984 A. D., *! and Shama Sastri 2 and Hira Lai Jain 1028 A. D.B

We know for certain that the image was set up by Camundaraya who
completed his Purana in 978 A. D. and was the minister of Ganga Marasimha
11 (961-974 A.D.) and Racamalia IV (975-984 A. D.) and whose son Jinadevan
built a temple about 995 A. D. We also know that Acarya Ajitasena of the
Senagana, the family preceptor of Camundaraya presided over the consecra-
tion of this image— the same guru had guided the Ganga King Marsimha Il in
performing Sallekhana in 974 A. D., and probably also presided over the
consecration of the temple built by Jinadevan about 995 A.D. The poet Ranna,
in his A4jitanathapurana (993 A.D.) claims to have been a protege of
Camundaraya. And, Nemicandra Siddhanta-Cakravarti, who owned Indranandi
(939 A.D.), Kanakanandi, Abhayanandi and Viranandi (circa 950 A. D) as his
gurus, and who wrote his Trilokasara in 973 A.D., assisted at the consecra-
tion of the Bahubali image, and specifically mentioned in his Gommatasara
that Gommataraya (Camundaraya) had setup the Daksina-Kukkuta-Jina (the
Bahubali colossus) on the Vindhyagiri. All these synchronisms clearly point
to a period from about 950 to 995 A.D. for the principal actors in the drama,
namely Camundaraya, Ajitasena and Nemicandra. Moreover, since
Camundaraya makes no mention of the image in his Parana (978 A.D.), nor
Nemicandra in his Trilokasara (973 A.D.), it is plausibly inferred that the
image was set up sometime after 978 A. D. On the other hand, since Ranna
speaks of its existence in 993 A. D. and Amitagati (993-1016 A. D.) utilised in
his Sanskrit Pancasangraha (1016 A.D.), Nemicandra’s Gommatasara which
contains a definite reference to the image, the latter must have been erected
sometime before 993 A.D. The time limits are thus narrowed to 978-993 A.D.

The scholar who advocated the 907 A.D. date, ignored all historical con-
siderations and made the sole basis of his assumption on an inscription 2*
from Cikka Hanasoge, which bears no date but is conjecturally assigned to
circa 910 A.D. This short record contains the names of Ereya, presumably a
ruler, Kalneldeva, a guru described as the moving Tirtha, and Gommatadeva,
described as the fixed or immobile Tirtha or sacred place. There is nothing in
the record to identify the first two or to fix it’s date, yet presuming the ruler to
be identical with Ereya, the Ganga King (c. 907-913 A. D.), the date of the
erection of the Gommata image has been fixed as 907 A. D. Apart from the fact
that this date is impossible for historical reasons, as discussed earlier, a ruler
named Ereya, the father of Visnuvardhana Hoysala, and a guru named
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Kalneledeva of the Surastha-gana are known to have belonged to about the
end of the lith century A.D.?5 Hence, in all probability the inscription in
question belongs to that period and not to the beginning of the 10th century,
and is thus irrelevant for our purpose.

Similarly, the advocates of the 1028 A. D. date seem to have paid no heed
to contemporary historical facts and even ignored the fact that the image was
already in existence in 993 A.D. Prof. H. L. Jain even tried to support his
contention by stating that Nemicandra, the author of Dravya-sangraha, whom
he believed to be identical with the author of Gommatasara, lived in the reign
of King Bhojadeva (circa 1019-1042 A. D.) of Dhara. But, it has been proved
that the author of Dravya-sangraha is a different and later Nemicandra, and
not the same person who wrote the Gommatasara.?® Hence the date 1028
A. D. may as well be dismissed.

The difficulty is that there is no record of the date of the consecration of
this Bahubali image except in the Bahubali-caritrq or Bhujbali-sataka of
Doddayya (1550 A.D.), which gives it as Sunday, the 5th day of the bright-
half of the month of Caitra of year 600 of the Kalki era, when the Samvatsara
was Vibhava, also supplying, certain astral indications of the time, viz.,
Sambhagya Yoga, Mrgasira naksatra, etc.?” The details so minutely and pre-
cisely given appear to have been based on some well-founded tradition. But,
the Kalki era commenced in 431 A. D. with the coming of the first Kalki who
flourished at the end of the first millennium after the Nirvana of Mahavira (527
B. C.),dying in M. E. 1000 (or 473 A.D.) after reigning for 42 years. This would
mean that the Kalki year 600 fell in 1031 A.D., which as we have already seen,
cannot be the date in question. Therefore, all the scholars ignored the fact of
the Kalki era, and arrived at their dates on the basis of the remaining data
supplied by Dodayya, which according to S. C. Ghoshal corresponded to 2nd
April, 980 A. D., and according to M. Govind Pai and Nemicandra Sastri to
13th March, 981 A D. The latter date, however, is the most plau51ble one, and
we have also arrived at the same date in our own way.

In fact, the Kalki year 600, which has been so baffling to scholars, pre-
sents no difficulty if we remember three factors— that in Karnataka in the
middle ages there was a general belief, though mistaken, that the era of M. E.
605 was started by the Saka King of the name of Vikrama. Hence, they equated
it with the popular Vikrama era and pushed up the date of Mahavira’s Nirvana
by 135 years, that is, to 662 B. C. —some people persist in continuing to
believe so even now. Secondly, they thought that the Kalki appeared in M. E.
1000, forgetting that his 42 years reign was also included in that period.
Thirdly, they believed that all the ancient eras commenced with the death of
their founders, not from their birth or accession to the throne. Keeping these
three things in mind, we find that according to them the Kalki appeared in
(1000-662=)338 A.D., reigned for 42 years, and died in 380 A.D. when his era
commenced. The year 600 of the Kalki era would, therefore, be equivalent to
980 A.D. But since the year changed with the first day of the bright half of
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Caitra, the fifth day of that fortnight would fall in the next year or 981 A. D.
Thus, the date of the consecration of the Bahubali colossus at Sravanbelgola
would correspond to Sunday, 13th March, 981 A. D., which satisfies all the
data including astral indications laid down in the Bahubalt-carztra And, this
is the date now accepted by Pt. Kailashchandra Sastri and other present-day
scholars, and on its basis, too, the present one-thousandth anniversary of
the Gommatesvara is being celebrated with unprecedented grandeur and en-
thusiasm.

[Excerpts from the Author’s article in Gommateshvara Commemaration
Volume, 1981, pp. 34-45] '
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The present concise book on the basic thought of Bhagavan
Vardhaman Mahavir, the 24th Tirthankar, is the English translation by
Shri G F. Burhanpurkar of the authour's original Hindi text 'Bhagavan
Mahavir Ka Buniyadi Chintan' published by M.P. Sahitya Parishad,
Bhopal in 2002. Dr. J. K. Jalaj is an acclaimed writer and this treatise
on Mahavir from his pen has received wide popularity in no time.
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I am deeply shocked and grieved to learn that Bhai Saheb Ajit
Prasad Ji Passed away on 25th June. He was a very fine man retiring
and unostantatious, hiding under his kind exterior a very sharp intellect
and deep learning. He was a fearless writer, who spoke his mind
without fear or favour without giving offence to anyone. Towards me
he was very affectionate and solicitious. I deeply mourn his passing
away and convey my heartfelt condolances to all family members.

- Sri Shanti Prakash jain, Meerut
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