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ICONOMETRY AND ANATOMY OF 

THE FMALE FIGURE 

The a r t i s t  who works f o r  r e l i g ions  monuments hag a 

very l i t t l e  freedom f o r  t h e  expression of his genius. 

He has  t o  follow t h e  r e l i g ions  canons fo r  making t h e  

images of t h e  gods, goddesses and o the r  c e l s s t i a l  

beings and a l s o  f o r  t h e  sculptures  meant primari ly 

fo r  decoration of t h e  temple. The study of t h e  female 

f i gu re s ,  1.e. the  goddesses, demi-goddesses and t h e  

t e r r e s t r i a l  women w i l l  t he re fore  be incomplete without 

t h e  study of t h e  canonical p r inc ip l e s  f o r  making t h e  

images. 

The t r a d i t i o n a l  i cnnoplas t i c  a r t  o f  India  i s  bound 
1 by t h e  'silpa'sPstric canons. These t e x t s  which a r e  

general ly ascribed t o  t h e  Gupta o r  t h e  p o s t - h p t a  

1. B r i h a t s d t K  Ch.58, hKukraniti ch.IV, Vism- 
dharmott a r a ,  Mat s y  apur*a, Hayahirsa Pancharatra,  
e tc .  



p e r i o d  by scho la r s ,  have dominated t h e  Indian 

i c o n o p l a s t i c  art . '  They descr ibe  i n  d e t a i l s  t h e  

way t h e  images o f  d i f f e r e n t  gods and goddesses a r e  

t o  he  carved. Apart from t h e  genera l  d e s c r i p t i o n  

o f  1-mchhanas, weapons, ornaments e t c  . , t h e s e  t ex t s  

a l s o  p r e s c r i b e  t h e  p ropor t ions  of  va r ious  limbs o f  

t h e  images o f  gods and goddesses. S ince  t h e  image¶ 

f o r  worship must be  p l e a s i n g  and b e a u t i f i l ,  it 

i m p l i e s  t h a t  they must a l s o  be p ropor t iona te .  

Generally d i sp ropor t iona te  t h i n g s  a r e  not b e a u t i f u l .  

So Gastras i n s i s t  on propor t ion  and clalm t h a t  t h e  

images whioh are s t r i c t l y  fashioned according t o  

t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s  only are worthy of worship. Such 

images b r i n g  p r o s p e r i t y  t o  t h e  worshipper and a190 

t o  t h e  scu lp to r ,  whereas i cons  d e v i a t i n g  from t h e  

canon ica l  p r e s o r i p t i o n s  br ing  i l l - l u c k  t o  t h e  

worshipper a s  w e l l  as t o  t h e  ca rve r .  The dogmatism 

o f  t h e  'silpa'sZstric p r i n c i p l e s ,  on t h e  one hand 

r e s t r i c t e d  t h e  s c u l p t o r ' s  freedom and on t h e  another ,  

i t  helped t o  produae ex t raord inary  images even from 

1. Bose, P.N., P r i n c i p l e s  o f  Indian  S i l p a s a s t r a ,  

p .6. 



t h e  not-so-talented sculptors .  The masterpieces 

of Indian sculptures  were not c r ea t ed  by any divinely  

g i f t e d  Michelangelo but vere  crea ted  by nmerous 

anonymous a r t i s t s . '  The contr ibut ion of 'ailpa 

p r i n c i p l e s  t o  Indian a r t  i s  beyond doubt. 

The system of iconometric proportions prescribed 

by 'si lpa t e x t s  i s  known as t l l a m b a .  The r e l a t i v e  

measurement of each and every l i m b  i s  given i n  t h e  

t S l a  - system. The prescribed proport ion i s  not uniform 

f o r  a l l  t h e  images but  d i f f e r s  from god t o  god. I n  

drawing and paint ing a s  v e l l  as i n  sculpture  t h e  

neasurements a r e  based on t h e  length of faae.2 Faae 

i s  taken a s  an Unit f o r  measurement of height a s  well 

a s  l eng th  and width o f  various l i m b s .  Matsyapurana 

s t a t e s  t h a t  the  l i m b s  should be made proport ionate 
3 

t o  t h e  faoe. A s  t h e  word tLlamZina i nd i ca t e s  face  

i s  taken as t h e  important measure i n  Indian iconometry. 

1. Munsterberg, N., Art of  India  and South-east Asia, 
p.m. 

2. Perard,Victor,  Anatomy and Drawing, p .XI .  

3. WWTk Y &QIT d m 4  m, 
Woted by Panchamukhi , R. S., Gandharvas and 
Kimaras i n  Indian Iconography , p .53. 



In tElanZna a l s o  t h e  head i s  an impor tan t  unit and 

i s  g e n e r a l l y  t aken  a s  1 2  ahgulas.  The term t a l a  

l i t e r a l l y  means t h e  palm of  t h e  hand,  by i m p l i c a t i o n  

i t  i s  a measure o f  l e n g t h  between t h e  t i p  o f  t h e  

middle  f i n g e r  and end o f  t h e  palm n e a r  t h e  w r i s t .  1 

T h i s  i s  equal  t o  f a c e  length. ')  

h g u l a  i s  an a b s o l u t e  a s  wel l  a s  a r e l a t i v e  wit. 
3 

Although smal le r  u n i t s  up to  param-Zqu a r e  desc r ibed  

i n  'isilpa t e x t s ;  ahgula  and yava a r e  important  from - 
t h e  p r a c t i c a l  p o i n t  o f  v i m .  They a r e  adequate f o r  

p r a c t i c a l  purpose;  and hence used i n  canonica l  p re -  

s c r i p t i o n s .  Angula i s  t h e  l eng th  o f  t h e  middle d i g i t  

o f  t h e  middle f i n g e r  e i t h e r  o f  t h e  s c u l p t o r ,  a r c h i t e c t  

o r  t h e  donor. Th i s  i s  known a s  m a t r z g u l a .  Another 

t y p e ,  t h e  deh-&@la i s  obta ined  by d i v i d i n g  t h e  h e i g h t  

4 
o f  an image by 124,  120 o r  116 equa l  p a r t s .  For 

1. Rao T.A.C., Talamana o r  I conone t ry ,  p . 3 5 .  

2. Pe ra rd ,  V.,  op .tit. 

3. Rao, T.A.C., Elements o f  Hindu Iconography, Vol.1, 
P a r t  111 Appendix B pp.1-2. 



smaller  measurements t h e  $@la i s  divided i n t o  e igh t  

p a r t s  and 1/8 of atigula i s  known a s  gava. 

As seen above t h e  t a l a  i s  t h e  face  length,  i .e.  from - 
t h e  h a i r  on forehead t o  chin. The normal height o f  

human body i s  73 heads.' It seems t h a t  t h e  Indian 

s cu lp to r s  being i n t e r e s t e d  i n  aarvimg super-hman 

beauty were not i n t e r e s t e d  i n  normal human propor- 

t i o n s  and henoe t h e  r a t i o  of head and height was 

inoreased and t h e  f i gu re s  of goddesses were elengated.  2 

Following a r e  t h e  prescribed t i l aminas  f o r  d i f f e r en t  

devT images. 3 - 

Madhy - ma-daka t a l a  (120 dehhrigulas) - Sridevi  , 
~humidevi ,  U m i ,  ~ a r a s w a t i ,  k r g i ,  ~ a p t m a t r i k a s ,  

Uii, ~ ~ e s h t h z .  

NavatilG- ApsarZs 

1. Perard, V., op .c i t . ,  p.XI. 

2. Elongation of female f igure  t o  make i t  more 
g raceml  i s  customary i n  fashion drawings 
even today. The f igures  i n  fashion drawings 
measure 8* heads and sometimes 9 heads. See 
'How To Draw and Paint Fashions, Viola French. 

3. Rao, T.A.G., op .c i t . ,  p.40. 



Though agamia t ex t s  prescribed madhyarna - da'satsla 

f o r  SaptamZtr1ka.s , Minasara has prescr ibed nine 

tPla systm.l According t o  h l p a  PrakP'sa devi 

images should be i n  a s h t a t i l a .  -- According t o  

#&kran%ti female f i gu re s  should always be i n  7 

proportion. Probably t h i s  i s  applicable 

only t o  t e r r e s t r i a l  woman for  whom t h i s  proportion 

i s  normal (FIg.1). I n  sapta tPla  -- s y s t e m  t h e  height 

of t h e  f i gu re  i s  84 arigulas while length  of face  

i s  12 ahgulas and hence t h e  r a t i o  o f  length and 

t a l a  i s  7 .  The head-height r a t i o  f o r  o ther  measures 

i s  a s  under :- 

Height Length Ratio of 
of face height  & 

t p la  

Da'sat Hla (Madhyama) 120 h g u l a  13 9k 

NavatZla ( " 1 108 " 12 9 

~ a p t a t l l a (  " 1 84 " 12 7 

1. Acharya, P . K . ,  Architecture o f  Manasara, p .554 

2. Kaulacara, 9 l p a  Prakasa, p.127. 

q F& T%?' W?WT$T FF3aT6Tn 4TFi: 10 8!{  

Sukracharya, ' Suk rmi t i  ( t r )  Mihirachandra, 
pp .I20 & 127. 



It i s  c l e a r  from t h e  above t a b l e  t h a t  i n  the  case 

of  female f igures  t h e  maximum head-height r a t i o  i s  

91. T a l l e r  f igures  appear more graceful  and hence 

i n  sculpture  and paint ing elongated f i gu re s  a re  o f t en  

seen. 

It i s  in t e r e s t i ng  t o  note here t h a t  t h e  head-height 

r a t i o  f o r  apsariis i s  higher than t h a t  f o r  t e r r e s t r i a l  - 
women and s t i l l  higher  f o r  goddesses. This corres-  

ponds t o  t h e  ascending order of beauty ( F i g . 1  and 2). 

Apsaras a r e  supposed t o  be more b e a u t i f u l  than t e r r e s -  

t r i a l  women and t h e  goddesses even more beau t i fu l  t han  

t h e  apsariis. Goddesses a r e  t h e  beauty personif ied ,  

and hence t h e i r  images should be made a s  beau t i fu l  
- 

and a s  pleasing a s  poss ib le .  Agamas i n s i s t  t h a t  t h e  

d e i t i e s  should always b e  conceived a s  youthful f i g u r e s  
1 

of 16 years2  1.e. i n  t h e i r  prime youth. It i s  t h e  

superhuman beauty, pe r fec t  I n  a l l  r espec t s ,  t h a t  -- 
aim a t  and f o r  t h i s  they i n s i s t  on s t r i c b  adherence 

t o  t h e  canonical measurements a s  given below; 

1. Tagore, A., Modern Review, March 1914, p.281. 

2. Rao T.A.G., Talamana o r  Iconometry , p.43. 



T i l a  Systems aacording t o  h r a n l t i  
1 

Length of face  

Length of neak 

Length o f  Chest 
(Hikka s u t r a  t o  
s tana  su t r a )  

Stana su t r a  t o  
nabhi 

Nabhi t o  medhra 
sut r a  

Length of t h ighs  

Length of knees 

Length of fo r e l egs  

Height of foot 

9 t a l a  

12 

4 

12 

12 

12 

24 

4 

24 

4 

Iconornetria proport ions fo r  c rea t ing  superhuman beauty 

were t o  be followed i n  case of images meant f o r  worship. 

But a l l  t h e  images a r e  not t o  be worshipped. Same of  

1. Rao T.A.G., op.c i t . ,  p . 4 3 .  



t h e  images a r e  mainly f o r  decoration o f  t h e  temple. 

Whenever a  goddess i s  shown independently she i s  

shown a s  a  multihanded super worn= but  whenever she  

i s  shown along wi th  he r  consort ,  she i s  not the  

p r i n c i p a l  f igure  and hence the  canonical prescrip-  

t i o n s  a r e  se t  aside.  The same th ing  i s  t r u e  i n  t h e  

case  of panela depic t ing various mythological i nc i -  

dents.  The sculptor  ge t s  more freedom. D&S a r e  - 
not  only given t h e  normal human proport ions but a r e  

represented as experiencing t h e  t y p i c a l l y  human 

emotions. It appears t h a t  whenever t he re  i s  scope 

f o r  freedom of expression, t h e  a r t i s t s  tend t o  follow 

t h e  normal human proport ions.  This  f a c t  accounts f o r  

t h e  so ca l l ed  secular  approach i n  r e l i g i o u s  art. 

Canonical t e x t s  a l so  allow some freedom t o  the  

a r t i s t s  saying t h a t  t h e  ru l e s  a r e  f o r  t h e  benef i t  

I of t h e  ignorant.  Though t h e  genius a r e  allowed t o  

use  t h e i r  d i sc re t ion ,  t h e  l e s s e r  a r t i s t s  a r e  ce r t a in ly  

p r o f i t e d  by t h e  canonical p resc r ip t ions  of proport ions.  

The importance of canonical measurement cannot he 

ignored a t  l e a s t  as  checks. From t h e  de ta i l ad  

1. Kramrisch, S., Vishnudharmottara, p .4. 



measurements of eaah and every l i m b  one may f e e l  

t h a t  t h e  measurements were d i f f i c u l t  t o  follow i n  

ac tua l  pract ice .  To some extent t h i s  i s  t r u e  but 

t h e r e  were some mechanical a id s  l i k e  t h e  larnbaphalaka, 

described by T.A.G. Rao, t o  make t h e  work of measurs- 

ment e a s i e r .  1 

Alongwith the  measurements of d i f f e r e n t  l i m b s  of 

t h e  goddesses, the  canonical t e x t s  a l so  prescr ibe  

t h e  shapes of d i f f e r en t  l i m b s  f o r  super-human beauty. 2 

Since t h e  human beings a r e  imperfect ,  t h e  shapes 

prescr ibed f o r  var ious  l i m b s  a r e  taken from nature .  

These shapes, toge ther  with proport ions a r e  intended 

t o  r a i s e  the  beauty o f  t h e  i d o l  above t h e  accidenta l  

beauty of the  human  being^.^ The c rea t ion  of supra- 

mundane beauty being t h e  main considera t ion i n  shaping 

t h e  f i g u r e s  of t h e  goddesses, canonical t e x t s ,  recommend 

l i t t l e  exaggeration of t h e  outer  corner  of t h e  eyes,  

b r e a s t s  and hips.  This emphasis imparts elegance t o  

EHI Yol.1; Par t  11, Appendix B ,  p.29. 1. a ,  

2. Described i n  t h e  Chapter 4. 

3. Rowland, B. ,  The A r t  and Architecture of Ind ia ,  
p .9. 



t h e  female f igure  and makes i t  more pleasing. 1 

The knowledge of anatomy i.e. t h e  understanding 

of i n t e r n a l  bone and muscle s t ruc tu re  was not f e l t  

e s s e n t i a l  i n  drawing and carving t h e  c e l e s t i a l  a s  

well  a s  human f igures .  It i s  not t h a t  t h e  human 

anatomy was not known t o  Indians. Susruta ' s  work 

wr i t t en  probably i n  t h e  7 th  cent .  B.C. gives mato-  

2 mica1 d e t a i l s  based on ac tual  d i s sec t ion .  But 

excepting the  GSidhkra school f i g u r e s  were never 

depicted with prominent muscles, and hence t h e  

necess i ty  of t h e  thorough knowledge of anatomy was 

never f e l t  by t h e  Indian a r t t s t s  o r  sculptors .  

Only  i n  t h e  case of  ChBmund5 and K ~ l i ,  whose f i gu re s  

a r e  depicted skeleton-l ike,  t h e  Indian a r t i s t  i s  

required  t o  show h i s  knowledge of anatomy. But he re  

too  he  el iminates t h e  d e t a i l s  and shows t h e  bone 

s t r u c t u r e  i n  highly s t y l i z e d  form. The &amas ' 

proh ib i t  the  a r t i s t s  from showing t h e  muscles on 

t h e  body of t h e  c e l a s t i a l s .  Anyway, t h e  female 

1. Baner j i ,  J.N., m, p. 

2. Dasgupta,S.N., 

Also Jaggi, O.P., Indian System of  Medicine, 
p.17. 



f i g u r e s  a r e  never muscular. The ca rv ing  of  t h e  s o f t ,  

plump and sensuous female f i g u r e s  does not need much 

knowledge o f  bones and muscles. 

Anatomical d e t a i l s  were always subord ina ted  by t h e  

Indian  a r t i s t .  It was necessary f o r  imparting super  

human appearance t o  t h e  ido l .  By avoiding anatomical  

d e t a i l s  t h e  s c u l p t o r s  s i m p l i f i e d  t h e  form. I n  Ind ian  

s c u l p t u r e  of  c l a s s i c a l  per iod t h e  d e t a i l s  were never 

al lowed t o  d i s t u r b  t h e  major masses o f  t h e  f i g u r e .  1 

Even t h e  ornaments and t h e  f o l d s  o f  drapery a r e  

carved  i n  such a  way t h a t  they r a r e l y  i n t e r f e r e  t h e  

major masses. Without d i s tu rb ing  t h e  c o n t i n u i t y  of 

t h e  major masses t h e  ornaments enhance t h e  s o f t n e s s  

of  t h e  f l e s h  c o n v e x i t i e s ,  and drapery being diaphanous 

does not  i n  m y  way i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  t h e  major p l a n e s  

of  t h e  body. The s c u l p t u r e s  o f  c l a s s i c a l  phase a r e  

marked by a l l  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  

The s c u l p t u r e s  and p a i n t i n g s  being t h e  works of  h igh ly  

t r a i n e d  g u i l d  artist  s2, w e l l  conversant  w i th  t h e  s e c u l a r  

1. Rawson, P., Ind ian  Sculp ture ,  p.96. 

2. Rawland, B., op.c i t  . , p.29. 



a r t ,  a r e  o f t en  character ized by t h e  freedom of 

approach and treatment i n  t h e  depict ion of r e l i g ious  

sub jec t s .  The female f igures  whose femininity i s  
1 

of t en  exaggerated have strong t a c t u a l  appeal. For 

t h e  secular  a r t i s t s  a goddess i s  f i r s t  of a l l  a 

woman and then a de i ty .  They gave her  t he  form 

they knew and the  contours they f e l t .  Indian a r t i s t s  

never copied o r  s tudied d i rec t ly  from t h e  models. It 

was from t h e  memories of these  t a c t i l e  and v i sua l  

sensat ions,  t h a t  t h e  Indian a r t i s t s  fashioned t h e  

female f igures  of t h e  Goddesses and worldly women. 

Being r e l i e d  sole ly  on memories t h e  d e t a i l s  were 

na tu ra l ly  eliminated and the e s s e n t i a l s  were 
2 

exaggerated. 

1. Rawson, P., I n d i m  A r t ,  p .29. 

2. Postman, L. and Egan, J.P., Experimental 

Psychology, p.398, 99. 


