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Preface

The present volume, Iconography of Das Mahāvidyā, Navdurgā & Ardhnārīshwara, represents both a continuation of scholarly tradition and a fresh exploration of one of Hinduism's most revered and multifaceted deities. This work is the inaugural offering in the Concept of Dharma Series published by PRASHARAN SVM Publishing Group, undertaken with the aim of making profound aspects of Indian religious iconography accessible to students, researchers, and devotees alike.

My journey into the rich iconographic traditions surrounding Parvati began not merely as an academic pursuit, but as a deeply personal engagement with the divine feminine in Hindu theology. Following the publication of my previous work, Devi Pratima Vigyan (2024), I felt compelled to delve deeper into the specific manifestations of Shakti as embodied in Parvati and her myriad forms. This book examines the goddess from her earliest appearance as the daughter of the Himalayas through her transformative tapasya, her sacred union with Shiva, and her powerful manifestations as the Das Mahavidya, Navdurga, and the composite Ardhanarishvara form.

The structure of this book follows a systematic progression, beginning with the Prastavana that establishes the theological and cultural context of Parvati worship. The second chapter explores her early life, her divine birth, the significance of her various names, and the symbolism of her weapons. The third chapter examines the transformative power of her tapasya and the cosmic significance of her marriage to Shiva, an event that represents the union of consciousness and energy, purusha and prakriti. The fourth chapter forms the heart of this study, analyzing the diverse iconographic forms of the goddess, from the esoteric Das Mahavidya to the warrior aspects of Navdurga, the androgynous beauty of Ardhanarishvara, and her role as the supreme destroyer of demonic forces. The concluding chapter synthesizes these themes while pointing toward continuing relevance of Parvati's iconography in contemporary Hindu practice.

My academic training in archaeology, including practical experience with the Uttar Pradesh State Archaeology Department, has equipped me with the methodological tools to analyze material culture and visual representations with scholarly rigor. Throughout my education, I have maintained a first division academic record, reflecting my commitment to excellence in research and interpretation. However, this book aspires to transcend purely academic boundaries. It seeks to bridge the worlds of scholarship and devotion, making the profound wisdom encoded in sacred iconography accessible to all seekers.

I acknowledge that this work stands on the shoulders of countless scholars, priests, artists, and devotees who have preserved and transmitted the iconographic traditions of the goddess across centuries. The bibliography included in this volume represents only a fraction of the vast textual and material heritage that informs our understanding of Parvati.

As we embark on this exploration of the goddess in her multiple manifestations, may readers find both intellectual enrichment and spiritual inspiration. May this contribution to the Concept of Dharma Series serve the twin purposes of scholarly documentation and devotional appreciation.

Km. Anshika
Author
Iconography of Das Mahāvidyā, Navdurgā & Ardhnārīshwara
15 February 2026
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The omnipresent Bhagwati Mahashakti is the Param Brahma Paramatma, who performs various Leelas in diverse forms; that is, She is the Aadya Shakti who creates and adorns the universe.

“Yāmārādhya viriñcirasya jagataḥ sraṣṭā hariḥ pālakaḥ saṃhartā giriśaḥ svayaṃ samabhavaddhyeyā ca yā yogibhiḥ। Yāmādyāṃ prakṛtiṃ vadanti munayastattvārthavijñāḥ parāṃ tāṃ devīṃ praṇamāmi viśvajananīṃ svargāpavargapradām”

Meaning: I bow to that Devi, the Mother of the Universe, by whose adoration Brahma became the creator, Vishnu the sustainer, and Shiva himself the destroyer of this world; whom the sages and knowers of the ultimate truth call Moola Prakriti, and who bestows both heaven (Svarga) and liberation (Moksha). (1)

In Hindu scriptures, the position of the Devi is supreme; without the Devi, even the Devas are incomplete. Devis hold a primary place in the Shakta tradition. (2) The Shakta Sampradaya holds a significant place in Hinduism. Among the major Devis of the Shakta faith, as described in various literary and sculptural texts and carved into the iconography of temple art, the position of Parvati, the consort of Shiva, is unique. Evidence of Her worship has been observed in every civilization of mankind. (3) In the Shakti path, numerous Devis appear to have manifested from Parvati, (4) the detailed description of which we find in the Devi Mahatmya section of the Markandeya Purana. (5)

Devi Parvati is considered the Goddess of Shakti (power), beauty, Bhakti (devotion), love, nourishment, and motherhood. She holds a place among the Tridevis and is primarily known as the Ardhangini (better half) of the Hindu deity Shiva. Parvati’s gentle (Saumya) and fierce (Prachand) nature grants Her a significant status in Hindu religious texts and scriptures. (6) In Vedic literature, She is considered the Adhishvari (Supreme Sovereign) of the universe. Devi Parvati is seen as the Goddess of the gentle form, fulfilling the ideal roles of a wife and a mother. In the Epic period, the Devi was first portrayed as the wife of Shiva. In the Rigveda, the entire universe is said to be contained within the Devi, and there are clear indications of the Devi’s association with Shiva. (7)

According to the Puranas, Parvati is the reincarnation of Sati, the first wife of Shiva. According to the Devi Bhagavata Purana, Sati was the daughter of Prajapati Daksha and the first wife of Shiva. After the marriage of Shiva and Sati, Daksha Prajapati did not consider Shiva as his equal and regarded Him as unconventional. (8) According to mythological legends, Daksha invited all the deities to a Yajna, but not Shiva and Sati. Devi Sati, driven by affection for her parents, reached the Yajna without an invitation. There, her father Daksha Prajapati insulted both Shiva and Sati. Distressed by the dishonor shown to her husband, Devi Sati manifested fire through her Yogabal (yogic power) and immolated herself, demonstrating the wrath and commitment of a Pativrata (devoted wife).

Upon receiving news of Sati’s death, Shiva became extremely angry and sorrowful. After destroying the Yajna and punishing the Devas, Shiva became detached from the world and immersed Himself in intense seclusion, which disturbed the balance of creation. During this time, a Rakshasa named Tarakasur obtained a boon from Brahmadev that his death could only be possible at the hands of the son of Shiva and his wife. He thought that after Sati’s death, Shiva’s marriage was impossible, meaning he was immortal. Consequently, his atrocities on Svarga (heaven) began to increase day by day. Concerned by this, the Devas prayed to Brahmadev for protection. As a result of the rigorous Tapasya of King Himavan and his wife, Parvati was born to them as a daughter, and Devi Sati was reincarnated. Following the instructions of Narad Muni, Parvati attained the status of Shiva’s wife after performing difficult Tapasya, and through their son Kartikeya, the destruction of the Rakshasa Tarakasur became possible. (9)

As the wife of Shiva, Parvati is the giver of life and represents creative power, becoming the complement to the ascetic Shiva. (10) The primary Goddess of Shaivism is Parvati, who is also revered as Tripura Sundari. (11)

In this book, a study of unknown icons of Parvati available from various temples is being presented in the context of literary texts. This will primarily include discussions on Parvati’s early life, her Tapasya, Parvati as the wife of Shiva, the diverse forms of Parvati, and the Shiva-Parvati Samvad (dialogue), explained alongside some rare icons. Related references will also be presented, which will provide a special contribution to the field of iconography, specifically Parvati Iconography. The complete depiction of Parvati’s life through various sculptures with clarity will be a source of joy and knowledge for the readers; it is with this hope that I am writing this book. In the writing of this book, help has been taken from many learned authors and literary works, to all of whom I express my gratitude. During the writing of the book, I have taken the kind counsel of scholarly individuals; my heartfelt thanks and gratitude to them all.
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