asianart.com | articles

Asianart.com offers pdf versions of some articles for the convenience of our visitors and readers. These files should be printed for personal use only.
Note that when you view the pdf on your computer in Adobe reader, the links to main image pages will be active: if clicked, the linked page will open
in your browser if you are online. This article can be viewed online at: http://asianart.com/articles/mudra

Questions Regarding the Word Mudra

A Preliminary Survey of Gestures on Indian Icons and their Designation *
by Richard Smith

September 09, 2015

(click on the small image for full screen image with captions.)
1. Introducing the problem

If we look at three images from three Indian religions, of three different periods, who would not agree that the Hindu figure is
displaying the Abhaya Mudra, the Jain figure makes the Dhyana Mudra, and the Buddhist figure is shown forming the
Bhumisparsha Mudra (figures 1, 2, and 3)? Such terms for these hand positions, or their translation into modern languages, have
become standardized and are used by historians with little question of their appropriateness. This essay is an attempt to raise such
guestions about these designations, especially the usage of the word mudrg,[1] its history, and what it may actually refer to when it
is used in various periods. Or perhaps, not refer to.

Fig. 1 Fig. 2 Fig. 3

The reader may find the word "preliminary" in my subtitle in need of explanation. Why a prolegomenon at this late date? Why
preliminary when a glance through the glossary or index of most modern books on Indian art gives the impression that a system of
iconographic hand gestures is already well understood? Perhaps the very verb tense we use, the present tense used in art
historical writing, contributes to a false impression. It is similar to what has been called "the ethnographic present,” much discussed
and debated by anthropologists, a tense used to dehistoricize "traditional” cultures.[2] As much as possible, this essay will try to
locate developments historically.

Because this essay zigs from physical objects to the texts and zags back again to the objects as it tracks the evidence through the
centuries, it might help the reader follow along if | preview the main conclusions right here. Mainly, the term mudra to designate a
hand gesture, made by either an artistic icon or by a human, is a late occurrence. Then, when mudré does occur, it seems more
appropriate in ritual than artistic context. At the end (Part 12), | will try to understand how the use of the term mudra came to be so
common in art historical writing beginning around the turn of the twentieth century. (I should also point out, parenthetically and at
the start, that readers will not find any reference to the commonly cited book on this subject, Mudra by E. Dale Saunders.
Justification for avoiding this book, written from the perspective of Japanese esoteric Buddhism, should be clear by the time
readers near the end of this essay.)

"Preliminary” in my title also applies because my evidence is not exhaustive although it is representative (the body of examples is
described in the next paragraph). The term applies as well to my own research, because the present survey is preliminary
background to an examination of one specific gesture: the hands of the Buddha on sculpture where he is said to be "turning the
wheel," often described by art historians with the Sanskrit compound dharmacakrapravartana mudra. That focused study will follow
at a later date.

This survey has three main features. First of all, it is chronological. Although the dating of evidence is often difficult in Indian
culture, the study will try to follow historical developments. This makes if different from most discussions of mudréas which tend to
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discuss "meanings.” The second feature is that this study is quantitatively based on a limited corpus of art objects. In Los Angeles,
we are fortunate to have two important museum collections of South Asian art, so | have used those collections and their catalogs;
also, | have used two major published histories of Indian art.[3] The third feature of this study is its limitation to the main Indian
subcontinent; therefore it ignores early developments in the northwest which are the subject of debates over several issues
including outside influence. As this survey proceeds, it will shift back and forth between the visual evidence and contemporaneous
literary discussions of gestures.

2. An early gesture mentioned in texts

Let's begin with a couple of episodes from early narrative literature that describe people apparently making gestures. One is from
an early Buddhist sutta, and the second is a famous episode in the Mahabharata.

First scene, with translation of passages by Maurice Walshe: A high cast Brahmin named Sonadanda, with a large following of
other Brahmins and householders, goes to see a rising teacher of a rival religious sect. He "approached the Lord, exchanged
courtesies with him and sat down to one side. Some of the Brahmins and householders saluted [the other teacher] with joined
palms."[4] This passage written down by the first century BCE in the Pali language uses the phrase afijalim panametva. The first
word means the raised hands joined as a reverential greeting, the form of the word here appearing "only in stock phrases"
according to the Dictionary, as here with the verbal form panametva, from a root meaning "bend, stretch out, or raise;" so, the
whole phrase implies bending over and raising up your joined hands in respectful salutation. Notice that the word "hand" or "palm"
does not appear at this early date, nor any word that means "gesture.”

Second episode, the well-known Story of Nala in the translation of Monier Monier-Williams: A beautiful girl named DamayantT is
allowed to choose her own husband. In heaven, Indra and three of the other gods descend to earth as suitors, and they ask King
Nala, who is also a suitor, to be their go-between. When the gods appear to him, Nala greets them "with folded hands adoring."
Addressed by the gods, he then "with folded hands replied.” When Nala then informs Damayanti that he arrives as a messenger of
the gods, she "performed homage to the gods."[5]

The three phrases, in Sanskrit, are krtafjali "having made afjali," prafjali "with afjali before one," and s& namaskrtya devebhyah
"having done salutation or homage to the gods." As with the Pali passage, the meaning of afijali is reverence, and certainly implies
placing the palms of the hands together (not "folded" as the quoted translation gives). It is here combined with the verb "to do or
make," or simply a preposition, "pra-." The third phrase uses the word namas, "reverential salutation, adoration, bow," combined
with the same verb "do or make." In his essential book on iconography, J. N. Banerjea says he makes no distinction between the
designations afijali and namaskara, "the idea of reverence" is in both.[6] None of these phrases, however, use any word literally
meaning hand or gesture.

My point is that when we look at visual evidence from this early period BCE, in the absence of written evidence using such
phrases, are we correct in describing them as displaying the Afjali Mudra, as historians often do?[Z]

3. Visual evidence from centuries BCE to early CE

Let's now look at the visual evidence. From the Maurya period, third century BCE, we have several large stone yaksi and yaksa
sculptures, now in Indian museums. These earliest extant figural sculptures do not make gestures. Although many of their arms are
broken off, from what survives we can see that they are holding objects, usually a caur7, flywhisk. Free arms are usually placed fist
on hip, or simply hang pendant and empty. These yaksa/yaksr nature spirits also appear through the second century BCE as
carved decorations at the stupas of Bharhut and Sanchi. They continue to hold things, the females often a tree branch above, while
their free hand continues to be placed on their hip. For these, we cannot use the term gesture, by which | mean intentionally
communicating with the hands, as opposed to holding an object, letting the arm hang, or putting a hand on one hip.

The gesture of raising the hands palm to palm: The carved reliefs from these early stupas are
covered with figures, mostly human but some divine, raising their hands palm to palm (figure 4). In
groups or singly, they face objects of Buddhist worship such as bodhi-tree shrines, stupas, or a
riderless horse signifying the great departure, and in scenes of Jataka stories. The significance of
this gesture, as in the two texts quoted above, is veneration.

Another gesture; raising the right hand, palm forward: A cakravartin or universal king makes this
gesture on a first century BCE marble relief from southern India.[8] Although this gesture becomes
common later, it is almost never seen on the earliest sculpture, nor is there any text to tell us what it
means.

Fig. 4

To follow a sequential progression from the periods before and after the Common Era, the images
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on coins become important since they probably depict imagery that existed in perishable materials, such as wood, that are no
longer extant. Both Coomaraswamy and Pal argue for the importance of this numismatic evidence. Early coins, marked with a
punch, are extant from about 500 BCE, but the marks are simple solar, animal, or nature images. By the second century BCE, cast
and die-struck coins begin to show human figures. These figures, kings and deities, generally hold an object in their right hand and
rest their free hand on a hip. By the first century CE, we begin to see gestures. On a silver coin a woman, probably a goddess of
abundance says Coomaraswamy, places her left hand on her hip and raises her right hand palm forward. On a gold coin from the
early second century, King Kanishka stands on one side while the reverse portrays a standing Buddha (his name in Greek letters)
with his left hand holding his robe and right palm raised in front of his chest. A gold coin from around 200 shows a later Kushan
king on one side with an early example of a multi-armed Siva on the reverse; three of the hands hold attributes while the free right
arm is extended in the palm forward gesture.[9]

This gesture, raising the right hand with the palm facing forward, becomes by far the most commonly depicted gesture on art from
the mid-second to the third century. Under Kushan kings, patrons of more than one religion, we begin to see the earliest religious

icons and their use of gestures. On Kushan coins, as noted, we have seen a goddess, Siva, and the Buddha, all making the same
gesture.

The creative center of Mathura, the capital city on the Jamuna River in northern India, produced a large number of stone images,
still extant, for several religious sects. The LACMA collection includes several belonging to the second and third-century of
goddesses, androgynous Siva, and four-armed Siva (figure 1), all raising their right arm, palm forward.

LACMA also has an important fragment of a seated Buddha, dated by Pal no later than the year 100. Its left hand is broken, but no
doubt placed in a fist on the folded left leg. The right arm and hand are complete, shown raised with the palm forward and turned
slightly inward. Coomaraswamy reproduces two complete examples which he dates to the early second century.[10] The Mathura
sculptures that follow it all make the same gesture with their right hands raised. Huntington reproduces two seated and one
standing Bodhisattva with their right hands raised, all from the second century, now in Indian museums. Huntington also
reproduces a second century relief of four scenes from the life of the Buddha, where he even makes this raised palm gesture while
teaching the first sermon (although in the conquest of Mara, he touches the earth). Coomaraswamy also reproduces a relief of four
scenes from Amaravati in southern India; note well, the Buddha raises his palm in both the teaching scene and the conquest of
Mara.[11] Clearly, the gestures of the Buddha were still in the process of being codified, and the "teaching gesture" has not yet
appeared. The raised palm gesture dominates the early period, on images of any sect, in any context.

Throughout the Kushan period, figures in veneration continue to place their palms together and raise them.
Good examples of this gesture are the scenes from Amaravati reproduced by Huntington, and a first century
column from the Bharhut stupa, now in the Norton Simon Museum, where several figures perform this
gesture toward the riderless horse in the scene of the Buddha's Great Departure. A new gesture also
appears in the Kushan period: Seated figures place one hand on top of another, palms up, on their folded
legs: the meditation gesture. Coomaraswamy reproduces one from the early second century, and Huntington
from the third; both are, interestingly, Jain Tirthankaras (figure 2 shows this gesture on a later example).
LACMA has a relief of a Buddha seated in this gesture, from third century Nagarjunakonda in southern India.
Standing Jain figures also begin to appear making a gesture that no other religious icons use: arms hanging
down and intentionally not touching the body. Although this does not really look like a gesture, its
intentionality and readability makes it so, and the Jains give it a name, kayotsarga, body abandonment
(figure 5, on a later example). Huntington reproduces one, carved at Mathura, from the third century.

4. Early theoretical classifications of gestures

By the time Kushan domination declines near the end of the third century, the same ancient gestures of raising the right palm, or
raising both palms joined in veneration continue. In the same period, a couple of new gestures are being introduced; we have
noticed Jain figures seated with hands placed in the lap, or standing with arms suspended away from the body. In the early fourth
century the first emperor of the Gupta dynasty takes the throne in northern India, and by mid-century they have established a wide
empire. Under the Guptas, especially from the late fourth and continuing after their collapse around 550, there is an expanded
development of figural types at several sites, as well as developments in the literary and performing arts that manifest in theoretical
treatises that relate to this survey of gestures.

The study of gestures, their description, purpose, and codification, is first applied to the movements of performers on the stage.
The Natya Sastra, "Drama Treatise," of Bharata is the locus classicus for this literature. The date of this text is usually aligned with
the writings of Kalidasa, the great playwright and poet who probably wrote during the reign of Chandragupta Il from around 375 to
412. The "conundrum," as Edwin Gerow describes it, is whether "the theory is a codification based on Kalidasa's works, or do the
works reflect an already conventional theory, on which the plays were modeled?" The text, he concludes, "is generally considered
to be a compilation of settled traditions rather than an authored work and roughly contemporaneous with Kalidasa."[12]
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The Natya Sastra (NS) of Bharata the Sage covers theatrical performance through a wide range of topics, from the construction of
the theater to the performance of the actors and actresses. It focuses on specific parts of their body from the eyes and head to the
legs and feet, as well as the total body in walking and other movements. For our purpose, only Chaper Nine is important, "Gestures
of the Hands," as it is usually translated from hastabhinaya,[13] although abhinaya properly means performance, not gesture. Other
words from the text often translated by "gesture” include ariga and its derivatives arigahara and arngika, although these properly
mean limb or body part; even so, the dictionaries give "gesticulation” for anigahara. The specific word combined with each gesture
to give it its technical term is hasta, hand, not, as of this date, mudra. So we have the first of 24 disjoined, asamyuta, or single-
handed gestures, which is called Flag-Hand, patadka hasta.

Patdka would appear to be the gesture that we have seen on sculptures since the Kushan period, "all the fingers are extended
keeping them close together with the thumb bent." So, this is the gesture of raising up the palm. The text helpfully tells us how this
gesture is applied in performance; twenty eight applications are listed, but none of them, such as "delight and pride in oneself," are
even close to the meaning of the raised palm given by art historians. If we use the Natya Sastra as our guide to interpret a statue of
Siva raising his palm, he might just be "warming himself by the fire." When later texts, including modern authors, describe artistic
icons making this raised palm gesture it is, without variation, indicating "do not fear," abhaya. Not so, unfortunately, according to
the Drama Treatise, which does not give this meaning among the twenty-eight.

Fortunately, another text overlaps with the NS, though it is later; how much later is difficult to tell as extant manuscripts of both texts
are hundreds of years later than their supposed composition. The Mirror of Gesture, Abhinaya Darpana (AD) by Nandikesvara, is a
shorter compendium based largely on Chapter Nine of the NS.[14] Note that the modern translators have also rendered abhinaya
as gesture, rather than its proper meaning dramatic performance. For the first "hand," pataka hasta or flag hand, the AD gives
forty-one diverse "usages: night, river, world of the gods, horse, the seven cases [of Sanskrit grammar]" and so forth. Then, the text
adds, "according to another book,"[15] sixty-six additional usages: "saying Victory! Victory!, clouds, forest, crying Ha! Ha!, pouring
rain" and so forth, with only a few of these overlapping with the NS. In the middle of this list we find "removing fear," its standard
meaning in the iconography of art. The odds of guessing that this gesture means "do not fear,"” based on the lists in the AD and the
NS, would be far less than the odds of drawing the King of Diamonds, with his raised palm, out of a card deck.

A nearly similar gesture to flag hand, in both the NS and the AD, is half-moon hand or ardha-candra hasta. The

NS says all the fingers are bent "depicting a bow," though the AD describes it as the flag (a flat palm with all the

fingers extended) but with the thumb stretched out (figure 6; but note that the captions A and B should be

vt reversed). Thus it is "the moon on the eighth day of the dark fortnight" and a dozen other applications, while the
' NS gives this hand sixteen usages, but none in the lists of either text signifying "do not fear." The AD, however
adds further information about the use of some gestures by various devas, and ascribes the origin of the half-

moon hand to Siva. Siva, depicted on that gold coin of ca. 185-220, might indeed be the earliest deva shown
making this raised-palm gesture. This gesture, says the text "originates from the desire of Siva for ornaments,
of which the moon is one" which, indeed, we see placed in the hair of most Siva sculptures. Unfortunately

i again, the raised palm does not indicate "do not fear," its standard art historical description; it signifies the

ﬁ{g_ 6 moon. Also, this too is "according to another book," and see my footnote 15 on what this actually means; it is

not from the actual text of the Abhinaya Darpana.

The performance treatises are not completely useless in aligning later textual interpretations with the art objects. Among the
lengthy discussions of hand positions, there are a couple, but only a couple, of gestures that apply to the icons. The NS describes
"Keeping the forefinger, middle finger, and thumb without any intervening space," as hamsasya, swan-face. It is "used to indicate
fine, small, light things." The AD describes swan-face slightly differently, with only "the tips of the forefinger and thumb joined." And,
"according to another book," says the AD, "this hand is derived from Daksinamurti Siva when he was teaching the sages." This
gesture, its interpretation as teaching, and its use by that particular form of Siva, is a direct match with the icons as we will later see
(Part 10), although later it is given a different name, vyakhyana and later still vitarka. Notice that this matching description, its
interpretation as teaching, and its use by Siva, also come from "another book."

There is one complete match between the performance treatises and the iconography, and this is found among the thirteen joined
hands, samyuta hasta, in the NS. It conforms to afijali, palms joined in veneration, and here is its description in the NS: "Two
patédka hands are put together. This is called afijali. It is employed to greet friends, receive venerable persons, and making
obeisance to deities." The text also tells us that it is held to the head for deities, near one's face for venerable persons, and on the
breast for greeting friends. The AD agrees in all details. The name, description, and its significance agree with the iconography
except for calling it a hasta, which much later comes to be termed mudra. As we proceed, please keep this word hasta in mind.
This word for hand, the earliest technical term for a codified gesture, will stay with us until the very end.

| have discussed the Natya Sastra and the Abhinaya Darpana at some length because it reinforces an important point in my paper,
namely that there are chronological disjunctures between artistic developments and their later textual interpretations. The great
authority on iconography, J.N. Banerjea, dismisses this literature in one sentence; "such works on dramaturgy as Natysastra,
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Abhinayadarpana, etc., have no practical application in our present study."[16]

5. Texts governing perceptions: translation autofill

Banerjea's dismissal of the performance treatises is accurate regarding the study of visual iconography; if the art portrays actual
dancers, however, these texts often apply. Kapila Vatsyayan has written a thorough study of the relation between classical Indian
dance and literature.[17] Though she focuses on dance, rather than religious icons, she attempts to collate several performance
treatises, such as the NS and AD (and five from later centuries) with iconography in her Table XII. The collation with iconography
seems often forced, as when she lists pataka, flag, when raised or lowered, "as abhaya and varada mudra." Certainly, the form of
these gestures, an open palm, is the same; but, the performance literature interpretation is irreconcilable with the icons, as | have
discussed above. Some of the others in her list of twenty four hasta/mudras also bear some relation with the icons, but most don't.
Vatsyayan is better when focused on dance proper, and she reproduces 155 photographs of sculptures which show dancing
figures performing the many gestures and postures from the texts; a few of these are early, but the majority eighth to thirteenth
centuries.

Vatsyayan also claims to find references to the dance gestures in early narrative literature. When Rama returns from exile to
Ayodhya, his brother and the citizens proceed out to greet him "and their Afijali hastas seem to be full blown lotuses." So she writes
the technical dance term, but here is what the Sanskrit actually says: sa krtanjalih, "he makes afijali." An adjacent passage gives
the Sanskrit prafjaliyah sarve nagara, "the whole town extending afijali." The vocabulary and grammar of both of these passages
are nearly the same as the Sanskrit phrases | quoted near the beginning of this essay. Neither of them use the technical term from
the dance literature "the afijali hasta," as she has translated, because hasta does not appear in the text. But then, Vatsyayan
discovers gold: "the first evidence of the technical language of the dance." And, "the first appearance of a real hastabhinaya term,
besides afjali, is the padmakosa hasta."[18] In the performance literature, this gesture was listed among the single-handed hasta; it
means lotus bud, and the NS says it "represents offering of Puja to a deity.” She does not date the evidence, but Patrick Olivelle
places this text by the poet Ashvaghosa in the first or second century. A group of women approach young Prince Siddartha as he
rides along the street in a chariot and, so quotes Vatsyayan, "they pay him homage with padmakosa hands." It does sound like a
reference to the padmakosa hasta, but here is the Sanskrit: padmakosa nibhaih karaih, "by making like lotus buds." No word hasta,
so it is not quite the technical dance term.[19]

These gestures from the codified lists of the performance texts do not have a clear presence in early literary texts, yet scholars
often see them belonging there. The tendency is to want such gestures to appear old, or ancient, as if antiquing a piece of
furniture, and historical sequence gets muddied. Act One of Kalidasa's play Abhijfianasakuntala, The Recognition of Sakuntala, is
an example commonly cited. There, in the famous scenes of "watering the trees," and "defending against a bee's attack," modern
scholars assign specific gestures supposedly made by the actress portraying Sakuntala. Both Vatsyayan and Coomaraswamy
supply several named gestures from the performance treatises that the actress would have employed.[20] Both scholars, however,
openly give their source for these specific gestures as the Arthadyotanika commentary on the play by Raghavabhatta, although his
date is late fifteenth century, post-dating the play by a thousand years.[21] Whether the actress at the time of Kalidasa used these
gestures is a guess, for in both scenes, the playwright uses only the simple stage direction nirdpayati, "she performs" watering the
trees or defending from the bee's attack.[22] Interestingly, the word mudré actually appears near the end of Act One, where the
heroine's two friends read out the letters of the name on the king's mudra, his signet ring.

6. Briefly, the western discussion of gestures

The general problem of classifying gestures, as the discrepancies between the performance treatises and iconography expose, is
that writers tend to classify gestures in one domain of human activity that does not apply to a different domain. In western
civilization the classification of gestures begins with the Roman rhetorician Quintilian, who published a book on oratory, actually a
guide for lawyers arguing before a judge, toward the end of the first century CE. Like the Indian performance treatises, in his
chapter on delivery, Quintilian discusses movements of the head, eyes, hands, down to the feet and walking (or not) while pleading
one's case. One gesture he describes is striking in its similarity to the Indian "swan-face hand" (described in my Part 4); he
describes it as "placing the middle finger against the thumb and extending the remaining three. It is suitable,” he recommends, "for
the exordium (the introduction of the oration), and is also useful for the statement of facts."[23] Thus we have the vitarka mudra in
ancient Rome. A similar rhetorical gesture is used even today, as we see frequently in Barack Obama's "pinch of spice" gesture.
Other hand gestures described by Quintilian are not similar to the Indian texts, and apply only to rhetorical argument, although he
does describe an "unusual gesture in which the hand is hollowed and raised well above the shoulder.” Looks like "pataka" or
"abhaya," but Quintilian gives it the different purpose of exhortation.

Gesture Studies has started up as an academic discipline in the US and Europe since the mid-1990s, with its own journal and
international conferences. The best-known of these scholars is Adam Kendon, who traces the history of classifying gestures from
Quintilian to the present. Kendon candidly describes the field of gesture as "messy," and he concludes that "no attempt should be




made to develop a single, unified classification scheme."[24] Kendon's own interest is the interrelation of gesture and speech, and
how gestures are "a flow of movement organized into phrases of gesticulation.” So, his approach is not ours, but he describes a
scheme useful to any study of gestures, which other scholars have named "Kendon's Continuum." At one end he puts the kind of
spontaneous movements that people make to accompany their speech. At the other end of the spectrum are conventionalized sign
languages such as those used by deaf communities. So, speech with flapping hands at one end, and at the opposite end gestures
without speech. This continuum seems to describe what has happened to The N&tya Sastra of the sage Bharata, which was
discussed earlier in this essay. In the twentieth century, this treatise on spoken theatrical performance with gestures has evolved
into Bharata Natyam, pure dance with gestures but no speech.[25] | will return to Kendon, and his discussion of some individual
gestures, later in this paper.

7. Gestures seen on Gupta Period sculpture

In the sculpture of the Gupta period, the most common gesture continues to be the raised hand, palm forward. Coomaraswamy's
plates XL and XLI reproduce a large stone standing Buddha from Mathura and the famous Sultanganj bronze Buddha, standing
larger than life; both sculptures raise their right palm. The stone example is dated fifth century, and Coomaraswamy dates the
Sultanganj bronze to early fifth century. Huntington, along with other art historians, dates this famous piece two centuries later,
seventh.[26] The Norton Simon Museum collection contains a smaller metal standing Buddha similar to the simple style of the
Sultanganj, and dated stylistically to circa 550, while LACMA has a more decorated version in metal from the late sixth century; all
of these with raised palm. LACMA also has a seated stone Buddha showing this gesture; dated second half fourth century from
Mathura. For the purpose of this essay, even dating some of these bronzes late becomes evidence of the persistence of this raised
palm, the earliest of the Buddha's gestures (my Part 3), even as new hand positions begin to appear.

In the Gupta period we begin to see a gesture similar to the raised palm, but with the arm lowered, palm out.
This is traditionally interpreted as bestowing a gift or a boon. Huntington reproduces an early standing stone
image of Avalokitsvara making this charitable gesture, dramatized by nectar flowing from the hand and
feeding hungry ghosts below. The image is from Sarnath and dated 475. This gesture becomes more
frequent in the post-Gupta period and later. Kendon discussing gestures as "visible utterance," discusses the
vertical palm and the lowered with open palm as a pair.[27] The vertical palm, he says, "indicates an intention
that what is being done be halted; the semantic theme is interrupting, suspending, or stopping a line of
action." This this agrees with the later Sanskrit term, abhaya, the gesture of "do not fear." The lowered open
palm gesture, Kendon says, "has the idea of offering or giving, even let me offer an idea or let me give an
example." So agrees with the later Sanskrit term, vara or varada, granting a boon. Just in case we don't
assume that such meanings are universal or obvious however, remember that when we make this gesture Fig. 7
with both lowered hands, it means "l don't have anything to give you;" or, in the US in recent years, this both

palms open gesture has come to mean, "Hey, you lookin' for a fight?"

Other earlier gestures that continue through the Gupta period include the hands resting in lap with palms up, or "meditation,”
usually called dhyana. We see this gesture on Jain images (figure 2 is from the end of this period), which also hang their hands in
kayotsarga. Coomaraswamy and Huntington both reproduce fifth-century seated Buddhas also making this meditation gesture. We
still see hands together in afijali, usually made by attendant figures alongside the main Hindu or Buddhist image. The non-gesture
of holding objects also continues, the Buddha holds his robe, attendant figures hold a flywhisk or a thunderbolt, and Hindu images
increasingly hold attributes in their multiplying arms.

Sometime in the fifth century, the Buddhists introduce an important new gesture, perhaps at Sarnath or maybe elsewhere. The
seated Buddha puts his two hands together in front of his chest in a complicated "teaching" gesture." [28] (Figure 2 shows this
gesture on an image from a couple of centuries later.) Perhaps the best-known version of this gesture is found on the sculpture in
the Sarnath Museum dated to around 475.

From the late fifth century there are many Buddhist sculptures carved at the caves of Ajanta. The large stone images frequently
raise their right palm, or lower it in varada, even making this offering gesture in the scene with Mara's hosts; thus the gestures are
still not strictly coded to the events of the Buddha's life. Also, the main shrine images at Ajanta perform the new teaching gesture.
Huntington's Chapter twelve, "Buddhist Cave Architecture," illustrates many of these figures.

8. Does the term mudra apply to the hands of images?
In the post-Gupta period, from the late-sixth century and later (Coomaraswamy's "mediaeval"), striking changes appear in the art.

We see greater elaboration of decoration, multiplication of deities and forms, both Hindu and Buddhist, and increasing attention to
the gestures made by these deities.
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| have studiously avoided using the term mudra to refer to gestures. The Sanskrit word certainly exists in the periods | have been
discussing, but it has not taken on the meaning of "gesture." The period when it does finally denote "gesture" is not easy to
determine. In Pali, the language of the earliest Buddhist texts, mentioned near the beginning of this essay (Part 2), the word is
spelled mudda. The Pali Text Society's dictionary gives the following meanings: a seal or impression, the art of calculation (that is,
counting on the fingers); suffixed to the word hattha, hand, it means sign language, which comes close to the meaning of gesture.
In Hybrid Sanskrit, the language of the earliest Buddhist Mahayana writings, the meanings are the same as in Pali, plus also,
wages (because a coin bears an impression). The Hybrid dictionary also gives "position of the hands," but the citation is to the
Mafijusrimdlakalpa, which is probably 8th century. In Sanskrit, mudra means a seal or signet-ring, its impression, anything stamped
such as money, a sign, badge or authorization, lock; and, eventually, please pay close attention to this quotation: "names of
particular positions or intertwinings of the fingers (commonly practiced in religious worship and supposed to possess an occult
meaning and magical efficacy)."” This dictionary entry by Monier-Williams is as much a commentary as a definition, but it draws
attention to two significant features: "the fingers" and its use "in worship." Both of these features will be noticed when we look at the
texts. Monier-Williams cites four texts for this meaning, three are from later periods, and one is a book written by himself in 1883.
[29] We will look at more Sanskrit dictionaries on this word in Part 12, where | discuss the terminology of modern art historians.

It might be pertinent to mention that early Buddhist and Hindu literature do not focus on the hands. The Pali texts say simply that
the Buddha folded his legs and sat down, not mentioning what he may have done with his hands. The early Mahayana texts such
as the Amitabha and Perfection of Wisdon Sutras do not mention the hands of the many Buddhas and Bodhisattvas who appear,
despite the later significance of gestures as identifying features on icons of these characters. While the Buddhist Jataka stories and
the Hindu Puranas are important for interpreting narrative scenes depicted in art, they mention only one common gesture; as
human or divine figures approach a deva they often place their palms together and bow.[30]

The word mudra, denoting gesture, must date from sometime after the Nafya Sastra of the Gupta period, since that text uses
exclusively the word hasta, hand. Does the word apply to artistic icons? A couple of relevant early texts are the Brhat-Samhita and
the Visnudharmottara-Purana. The Brhat, compiled by the polymath Varahamihira who died in 587 is, in the words of Banerjea,
"the earliest datable iconographic text." Chapter 57 of this encyclopedic text deals with the details of sculpted icons. Most of it is
taken up with iconometry, the precise measurements of images from their forehead down to their toenails. Occasionally, we get the
prescription for a gesture. Here is Banerjea's translation: "The worshipful god Visnu, represented as eight-armed, should show in
his right hands a sword, a mace, an arrow, and abhaya mudra, etc. If four-armed, his right hands should show an abhaya mudra
and a mace, etc."[31] Even though his translation gives abhaya mudra, the Sanskrit of these phrases is santida and santikaro,
giving peace and making peace. | do not see the Sanskrit word mudra anywhere in Chapter 57 of the Brhat-Samhita. Again, as
pointed out in my Section 5, we see a translation quite different from the original language of the text and the scholar supplying the
word mudra.

The Vispudharmottara is an upa- or secondary Purana that may date to the seventh century.[32] Its third Khanda praises "the
worship of deities in beautiful images constructed in accordance with the principles of painting, and painting is dependent on
dancing."[33] So, in chapters 17-31 the text discusses dance, nrtya, including its gestures. The discussion is lifted entirely, with
minor variations, from the NS, including its lists of single-hands beginning with pataka, followed by joined hands, then dance hands;
the term is always hasta, hand. In chapter 32, however, we get something new: Hasta-mudra, hand gesture, and a list of rahasya-
mudra, secret, mysterious, esoteric gestures.[34] Note the arrival of the word mudr& meaning gesture. Here is one: "cakra—the tips
of the two madhyama (middle) fingers and two thumbs are joined with one another." (I think this may mean both thumb tips
touching and middle tips touching, rather than each hand individually; this forms, with my small hands, a four-inch-diameter circle.)
Thus it appears to resemble its designation, a cakra, a wheel or circle. Although, it does not at all resemble the cakra gesture of the
Abhinaya Darpana, which is both hands palm to palm crosswise; nor does it resemble the dharmacakra mudra of the Buddha.
These fifty-seven Secret Mudras "signify gods with their insignias, their syllables, the vedas and vedarigas." Although this text
introduces the word mudra, it has nothing to do with iconography, which is covered later in the Visnudharmottara, Chapter 34. That
chapter discusses the making of images of deities, their number of faces and hands, but nothing about hasta or mudra gestures.
So what do these secret gestures have to do with? Here is Priyabala Shah in her study of the Visnudharmottara, trying to
understand what she has just translated: "Those desiring the highest siddhi should show these Mudras in accordance with the
Mantra, the Deva, and the Vidhi. The meaning seems to be that the mudras should have relations to a deity, the spell, and
ceremony . . . the gods are related to the spells (Mantras) therefore the various Mudras described above should be practiced after
knowing the mantra or spell." Vidhi in Shah's first sentence is the word she translates in her second as ceremony, or we could say
the ritual. In our study of gestures, we are no longer in the studio of the sculptors or on the stage of the actors, but seem to have
wandered into the Temple of the Freemasons. Since | am making many claims in this essay, | want to focus of the importance of
these chapters from the Vispudharmottara. Two points: in its discussion of iconography, this seventh-century text does not use the
term mudra; when it does use mudra, the term applies to the complicated positions of human hands used secretly in rituals.

9. The use of mudra in tantric texts

Tantric texts are often referred to by art historians because they contain detailed descriptions of many deities, and usually these




references are to Buddhist texts useful for explaining Buddhist icons. A rare and valuable Hindu text for this approach is the
Tantrasara, a late-16th century compendium of previous texts from as early as the tenth century, with some ultimate sources going
back to the Gupta period.[35] It gathers together 148 Hindu sadhanas, practices whereby the practitioner, sadhaka, visualizes
himself as the deity, with all her (most of them are goddesses), or his, physical details including the hands. The practice involves
dhyana, which usually means meditation, but here means visualization. The Tantrasara uses the term mudra for the gestures of
these visualized deities, but not always. Here are the statistics: the 148 dhyanas in the text mention gestures 60 times. Most of the
2-10 hands for each deity are holding attributes, so there is not always a free hand to make a gesture. The text uses mudrg as the
word for gesture 4 times (and once more mudra means "parched grain," one of the five tantric M terms, according to Pal's
Introduction to the Tantrasara, page 14). A few times the older term hasta is used, or kardm, a synonym for hand. Several times we
see the verb give, da, especially with the offering gesture; once, the text seems to address the practitioner with the verb bhavasi,
"you do reassurance and offering.” The most common gesture in the Tantrasara is vara/varada, offering/give offering (or favor, or
boon), 28 times. Second is abhaya, do not fear, 26 times. 5 dhyanas give a gesture for teaching or wisdom, named as vyakhya,
cin, or jigna (these are similarly formed by touching a fingertip to the thumb tip). Threatening, tarjani, appears once. This, in fact, is
the name of the forefinger in Sanskrit; to note cultural differences, western culture calls it the index or pointing finger. This gesture
goes back to the sicr hasta, needle hand, of the Performance Treatise (NS), where one of its many applications is "representing
anger by shaking the forefinger." A very curious aspect of the Tantrasara is that, while all the deities and their visualizations are
tantric, tarjanr is the only tantric gesture named in this text that also appears on sculpture. As we shall see, it is used by icons of
fierce tantric goddesses. Ninety percent of the gestures in this Hindu tantric compilation are the traditional raising or lowering the
open palm. Also, note well, the word mudra is only one of a variety of terms used to describe what a hand is doing.

In Buddhist tantric literature also, we begin to see the use of the term mudra for gestures made by the hands of the deities as well
as by the devotee. The development of a Buddhist "pantheon” during the Pala period, from the 8th to the 12th centuries, sees an
increase of the number of gestures as well as their complexity. Most historians begin this development with the Guhyasamaja
Tantra, which has been given a wide range of dates, but probably belongs to the mid to late eighth century.[36] So here is, as
nearly as it can be located textually, the beginning of the use of mudra as a term for the hand positions of visualized tantric
Buddhist deities. This early Tantra begins like a Mahayana sutra, with a vast assembly of divine characters requesting a teaching.
The teacher, called the Lord Bodhicittavajra, responds by sitting in meditation and hypostatizing five Buddhas in a mandala. They
are often referred to as the five Dhyant Buddhas, but the Guhyasamaja calls them the Jina, or Victor Buddhas. Here are two of the
five, as they first appear, in a translation by Benoytosh Bhattacharyya: "The Lord sat in a special Samadhi (meditation) and his
whole form started resounding with the sacred sounds of vajradhrk which is the mantra of the Dvesa family. No sooner did the
words come out than the sounds transformed themselves into the concrete form of Aksobhya with the earth touching mudra. Then
the Lord sat in another meditation and soon became vibrant with the sacred sounds of jinajik, the principal mantra of the Moha
family. The sounds condensed themselves into the concrete form of Vairocana with the Dharmacakra mudra."[37] Thus the
gestures that, during the Kushan and Gupta periods were seen on images of the historical Buddha, earth-touching, teaching,
offering, meditation, reassurance, are now assigned to these five fantastic hypostases of Tantric doctrine. Hereafter, the historical
Buddha is sidelined from both the texts and the art.

Following the meditative generation of the first five Buddhas, the Guhyasamaja goes on to describe further meditations, mantras,
vibrations, and condensations resulting in five goddesses who are given as queens to the five Jina Buddhas. Subsequently, later
texts will populate their mandalas with proliferating "families,” kula, of bodhisattvas and their female partners. Two of the most
important texts for expanding the number of these Buddhist deities are the S&dhanamala, a collection from the twelfth century of
312 earlier sadhands, and the Nispannayogavalr, a text from around 1100 that collects visualizations for 26 mangdalas containing
more than 600 deities. Many of these deities display gestures. For the (literally) uninitiated, a sadhana is politely, a visualization
practice; or bluntly, a conjuring ritual. It is not the instructions for sculpting an icon although these texts were apparently followed by
sculptors.

In his book on the Sadhanamala, Benoytosh Bhattacharyya gives a lengthy translation of saddhana number
98. It describes what the worshiper, sddhaka, should do from the moment of getting out of bed in the
morning through an extensive set of preliminary rites, whereupon the worshiper is told to visualize the
goddess Tara by following descriptive prescriptions in the text. This description includes her "showing the
gift-bestowing signal (mudra) in the right hand." Then follows this instruction to the worshiper: "The Mudra
or mystic signal should be exhibited. The palms of the hands should be joined together with the two middle
fingers stretched in the form of a needle. The two first fingers should be slightly bent, their tips touching the
third phalanges of the first fingers. The two third fingers should be concealed within the palm and the two
little fingers should be stretched. This is called the Utpala Mudra or the signal of the night lotus" (which is
the flower Tara holds in her left hand). Finally, the worshiper should chant a mantra, Or Tare Tuttare Ture
Fig. 8 Svaha and "think of his own form as that of the goddess."[38] Notice that the mudra is linked to the mantra,
a ritualized linkage we have seen since the first appearance of our word in my Part 8.

For the study of gestures, two features of this ceremonial practice are important. Earlier, | quoted Monier-Williams' dictionary
definition for a late meaning of mudra as "intertwinings of the fingers used in worship." We see both those features in the above



http://asianart.com/articles/mudra/8.html

guotations from this sadhana. A tantric mudra is primarily the complicated positioning of the fingers, and it is used by the worshiper
in his devotions. Notice that the goddess Tara herself makes the simple and traditional hand gesture of offering, palm lowered, as
we see her doing on sculpted icons (figure 8).

Many other Tantric and Mantranaya texts produced through the Pala and later dynastic periods name countless mudras which are
used in the rituals by priests, monks, or devotees. The Mafjusrimdlakalpa alone, a text translated into Chinese by the end of the
10th century, lists 108 mudras, which are combined with their mantras.[39] Here is one; the translation is by Glen Wallis: "Homage
to all Buddhas whose teachings are indestructible, O riti svahal! This is the vidya [spell] that does everything; it is called 'lovely
hair," the female companion of Mafijusri. During all rituals requiring an attendant, the great sealing gesture, ‘five crests' is used.”
(Sanskrit, mahamudraya paficasikhaya; the second word indicating that the mudra imitates the five crested hairstyle?)[40]
Throughout this literature, as translated here, the word mudrd means a "seal," it seals the mantra. Also, the translator has added
the word "gesture," which is not in the Sanskrit; "great seal" would be close enough.

Hundreds of these gestures are listed in tantric texts; N.N. Bhattacharyya mentions several texts with large

numbers of mudras, and he highlights those that he considers "the common Tantric mudras." He gives nine "R‘I ;_—_;i}_
such, all with mysterious names such as avagunthana, "the veil", or dhenumudra, "cow gesture."[41] J.N. '}ﬂ’\‘\ g
Banerjea also selects "at random" eight mudras from a late Vajrayana manuscript. He illustrates them all with \b ’%L
drawings and gives their mantras. One shows fists back to back touching knuckles, its mantra is O ug'@f
vajradipe svaha, which contains the word lamp, and he claims the gesture "may represent a lamp." Another, .

six fingers interlaced with forefingers extended and touching tips, has the mantra Orh vajranaivedya svaha, i?“ﬁ -;/ﬁ%%
which includes the word offering (figure 9, #4 and #6). Banerjea stresses that these "complicated hand poses < :
were mainly ritualistic in character, adopted by the sadhaka in the performance of his s&ddhana."[42] | would \}f B R,
also note that these Tantric gestures are all very symbolic, as opposed to the older gestures for which we L B g
could use Kendon's term "quotable gestures," gestures for which a verbal expression also exists; for his F,g_ 9

modern example, finger circling the ear can be verbalized "he's crazy."[43] The gestures seen on older Indian

art are likewise "quotable": hand lowered with palm facing out, "Here, I'm giving you something;" hands resting on the lap, "I'm just
sitting here thinking." The Tantric gestures are mostly not quotable; they are symbolic of something elsewhere (as above: a lamp?
a cow?). You need to interpret: "This mudra stands for X" (as | did above: This mudra represents the five-crested hairstyle of Mrs.
MafijusrT). The tantric gestures mean something; they do not say something. Tarjani might be an exception, "I'm warning you!" One
more comment on translation. In these tantric texts, the meaning of the term mudra is "seal;" the hand gesture is related to a
mantra, and it seals the mantra. Translating the word as seal would be enough, without adding or substituting the word gesture, or
just leave it untranslated. Think of it like this: If a government official asks me to provide a thumbprint, | will roll my inked thumb on
a piece of paper (or, these days a digital sensor). Shall we say | am making a thumbprint, or am | making the thumbprint gesture?

10. Art of the later period

I will finish with a look at the art from 700 to 1200, at which time the Buddhist religion comes to an end in India, though production
of Buddhist art continues in the Himalayan and farther countries. Hindu and Jain art also continue, but the development of their
iconography has culminated. The sections in Huntington's and Coomaraswamy's surveys of this period, plus the LACMA and
Norton Simon Museum catalogs, show numerous, and increasingly female, Hindu and Buddhist icons from these centuries.
Noticeably, despite their multiplying arms, attributes, and elaborate tantric iconography, the majority of gestures made by their free
hands are the same gestures displayed in the previous periods: the palm raised in reassurance, or lowered in offering.
Occasionally, one figure will make both these gestures with separate hands. And, sometimes, the hands do double-duty,
performing a gesture while also holding an attribute such as a string of beads or a flower. The third most frequent gesture in this
period is one of teaching, variously formed with one hand and variously named vitarka, vyakhyana, cin-, jfiana, or with both hands,
dharmacakra. Once in my body of evidence, this vitarka gesture is formed by a couple of Jain nuns, touching their thumb and index
fingers with their palms turned up, rather than facing forward as usual.[44] Another new use of this gesture is by Siva in his
Daksinamarti, or south-facing, form. Huntington reproduces one with its arm broken, but both LACMA and the Norton Simon
Museum own examples from Tamil Nadu, from around 950 and 1100. Siva raises his right hand touching the tips of the index and
thumb as he expounds the scriptures (figure 10). Pal calls it cinmudra; Banerjea uses the term vyakhyana for this form; whereas
the dhyana of Siva Daksinamdrti in the Tantrasara (my Part 9) called it jiana-mudrah. To compound the problem, as pointed out in
Part 4, this gesture was given to Siva in one of the performance treatises, where it was named hamsasya hasta, swan face hand.
So, for some gestures there may have been more than one valid expression.

The meditation or dhyana gesture, hands placed on lap, is less common in this late period. It is used by an
occasional image of the Buddha or a Jain tirtharikara. Jain images also continue to hang their arms down away
from their body. Even though N.N. Bhattacharyya names a couple of Jain texts that list nearly two hundred
tantric mudras,[45] Jain art does not use them. The gesture of veneration, palms together, continues to be used
by attendant figures (figure 8), but also appears on the principal image of Avalokitesvara as SadaksarT, the
embodiment of his six-syllable mantra. Huntington reproduces an 11th century example from Bihar, and the



http://asianart.com/articles/mudra/9.html

Norton Simon Museum has an example from West Bengal, about the same period. Of its four hands, two hold
attributes while the front two are placed palm to palm. Pal points out that the image "conforms to a description in
the Sadhanamala." The artistic representations are now following the texts, although, as noted above, the
sadhana texts are ceremonial not iconographic prescriptions. This afijali gesture, while continuing to signify
Fig. 10 veneration, has occasionally taken on sectarian connotations. Banerjea discusses how Puranic stories
subordinated various other deities to the primary deity, and this influenced the sculptors. Thus we see Visnu
and Brahma beside Siva "with their front hands in the Afijali pose." Beside images of the Buddha, Indra and Brahma place their
palms together, in Banerjea's wry phrase, as "mere acolytes of the Buddha."[46] The afijali gesture thus indicated subordination of
the Hindu gods.

Several late period Buddha images also touch the earth with their right hands, referred to as the bhiamisparsa mudra. Pal suggests
this gesture was invented at Bodh Gaya, where the historical Buddha is supposed to have touched the earth. Although, during this
period, images of the Buddha making the traditional gestures may not be the historical Sakyamuni, but rather any of the five Jina
Buddhas who also make the traditional gestures, as we read in the Guhyasamaja Tantra. Huntington reproduces a Pala period
Buddha touching the earth, and points out that the figure is actually Aksobhya; and another figure with varada gesture that could be
mistaken for Sakyamuni, but is really Ratnasambhava.[47]

While the identity of tantric goddesses and gods becomes obvious by iconographic features such as their
attributes, specifically tantric gestures in this final period are few, as the traditional gestures continue to
predominate. | have already mentioned the tantric gesture tarjans, the raised finger of threatening (figure 8). It is
used by Parnasabari, a wrathful female form of Aksobhya from 11th century current Bangladesh. Describing a
sculpture of her six-armed and three-faced form, Huntington writes that it "closely follows the textual description
of the goddess given in the Saddhanamala." She mentions "her front left hand in tarjani mudra." Again, an art
historian supplies the word mudra, while the ascribed textual source does not have it (Sanskrit:
hrdvamamustitarjanyadho "right fist with threatening finger over the heart").[48] Another, more common, tantric
gesture is that of crossing the wrists facing into the chest while holding a thunderbolt and a bell, vajra and
ghanta, in the hands. This two-handed gesture is called vajrahumkara. Huntington reproduces two eleventh- 4
century sculptures of Samvara, another wrathful aspect of Aksobhya. Describing the image from Orissa, she Fig. 11

says it "follows the description found in the Nispannayogavalr almost exactly." From the same period, the Norton

Simon Museum has a stele of transcendental Buddhas and goddesses; the central figure holds the front two of his six hands in this
vajrahumkara. The NSM also has a metal image of Heruka making vajrahumkara (figure 11). A couple of other unique gestures
appear on late tantric images. Vairocana grasps his upraised left forefinger in a gesture called bodhyarigi. The Norton Simon
Museum has a delightfully mean looking Camunda from the tenth century, who seems to bite her left pinkie finger. Despite the
proliferation of ritual gestures in tantric sadhanas and related texts, as well as the multiplication of arms on icons which hold tantric
attributes, the gestures of the free hands in art tend to be few and traditional.

Useful to this survey is the final chapter, "Tantric Art: A Review," of N.N. Bhattacharyya's book on tantric religion. After sections on
"Tantric Architecture” and "Sexual Depictions," his chapter looks at "Tantric Icons."[49] Bhattacharyya describes icons from
seemingly all the major museums throughout India, with four pages on the Hindu and nine pages on the Buddhist images. He is not
looking specifically for mudras, but if the icon is gesturing, he says so. By my count, here is what he found. He names a total of
twenty-two gestures: fifty percent he calls vara or varada, the gesture of offering; the others are abhaya or reassurance, meditation,
and teaching. Bhattacharyya's survey thus reveals the same conclusion as my own: a surprisingly conservative retention of the
same traditional gestures that first appeared in Indian art of the early centuries, with a few more being added during the Gupta
period. Even though there are developments in the theory and number of hand gestures, in the performance as well as the tantric
literature, with few exceptions those gestures do not enter into the art.

11. The influence of Alfred Foucher

The final evidence to look at conjoins the two aspects of my survey: the artistic depiction alongside the textual designations of
gestures. In 1900 Alfred Foucher published a study of Buddhist iconography based on "new documents," six currently in the
Cambridge University Library and one in The Asiatic Society, Kolkata. Of these manuscripts, two are most important, Cambridge
MS Add. 1643 (dated 1015), and Kolkata MS A. 15 (dated 1071). Both of these contain texts of the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000
Verses; though from Nepal, not India proper, Add. 1643 is the earliest illustrated manuscript from that country, and they both date
from within decades of the earliest known Indian illustrated manuscript.[50] Both of these palm-leaf manuscripts are important not
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primarily for the text they copy, but mostly for a series of small paintings they contain. These small paintings, totalling 85 in Add.
1643 and 37 in A. 15, do not illustrate the text, but portray a series of Buddhas and Boddhisattvas, both male and female. Most
importantly, these miniatures are accompanied by short texts alongside, which Foucher calls inscriptions, though | will use the word
captions. The captions, written in early Nepal script, give the name of the deity along with its place of worship (mostly in eastern
India, but also parts of western and southern India, also Nepal, China, Java, and Sri Lanka). A few captions also include the name
of the gesture that the image of the deity is making. So, in the eleventh century, for the first time, we have artistic icons conjoined
with simultaneous texts on the same page naming their gestures.

Introducing these small paintings (5.25cm. high, the full height of the palm leaf,
and about 6cm wide), Foucher writes "Even at the scale of the miniatures, it is
possible for us to recognize the principles of the mudras." He then names and
describes six "mudras" that are becoming (perhaps under his own influence?) a
canonical list. The only gesture he does not call a mudra is "namahkara or
afijali." For nearly 200 pages, Foucher describes the deities, their mudras, their
postures, their attributes, and their historical context. Throughout, plates from
his own photographs reproduce many of the miniatures with their captions. At
the very end, Foucher prints his edition of the Sanskrit captions with his
translations and comments. Of 122 total in both manuscripts, only a few, just

Fig. 12 T three, name gestures. Here is what they say; | will quote all three. 1) First, from

Cambridge MS Add. 1643 (Foucher's catalog of miniatures and inscriptions I,

7), mahasamudre rahukrta abhayapani The painting shows a Buddha, and Foucher translates "standing on the ocean," [by the
way, that's not the word mudra in the first word; it is samudra, ocean]. Also, the face of a demon appears in the water ("Rahu?"
guesses Foucher). So, the designation is weird, but the name of the gesture is clear: abhaya-pani, "don't-fear-hand." Foucher does
not mention it. 2) From Kolkata MS A. 15 (catalog Il, 5), mahdsamudra rahukrta abhayapani The painting is similar to the previous.
Foucher also translates "Buddha standing on the ocean," and with this caption, he also translates the final word, "the right hand
makes the gesture (le geste) of reassurance;" gesture he says, even though the text gives the word pani, "hand." 3) Also from MS
A. 15 (catalog Il, 10), simhaladvipe diparikara abhayahasta The painting duplicates the previous, which Foucher refers to, and does
not translate the caption. The caption identifies it as Dipankara, on the Island of Ceylon (?), with "don't-fear-hand.” (figure 12) In
this caption, notice the use of the word hasta, hand, which is simply a synonym for pani in the first two examples. So, of the three
mentions of hand positions in these two eleventh-century texts, the number of times the texts use the word mudra is zero. Instead,
the texts use two words for hand. Also, it is curious, the only times any gesture is named, it is for similar paintings of, apparently,
the Bodhisattva Dipankara. Nevertheless, Foucher has introduced these manuscripts with a lengthy discussion of many mudras,
including frequent use of the term abhaya-mudra, and even redundantly abhayapani-mudra, the one gesture actually named, even
though the manuscripts do not use the word mudra. The captions never use the word mudra when describing the iconic images.
Furthermore, it is probable that the words for hand, pani and hasta, do not imply "gesture." Sanskrit dictionaries as well as
grammars point out that these two words in such compounds are often possessives; thus: abhaya-handed.
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In 1905, Alfred Foucher published Part 2 of his Buddhist iconography study, this volume based on four texts that were still
unedited. Two of these, dating to the mid-twelfth century and on palm leaves, are in the Cambridge University Library; two others,
on paper and modern, are at Cambridge and Paris. These manuscripts are of a very different genre from the manuscripts of
Foucher's 1900 volume; these are all ritual sadhana texts.[51] His main example, in fact, Cambridge MS Add. 1686, dated 1165, is
one of eight Sanskrit manuscripts edited by Benoytosh Bhattacharya as the Sadhanamala in Gaekwad's Oriental Series, two
volumes, in 1925 and 1928 (Bhattacharya's English translation of this is discussed in my Part 9). Foucher summarizes the contents
of these texts, the main one containing "around 150 sadhanas," but some 300 in all. | will concentrate on the gestures. Foucher
prints excerpts of about 35 Sanskrit sgdhanas with French translations. Here, more or less, is a numerical tally of the terms for the
position of the hand or hands in Foucher's excerpts. Nouns: mudra 11 times, hasta 3 times; Verbs: da 10 times, others used once
or as supplement to a noun, da, dharam, karena (forms of give, bear, make). It is not surprising to see the word mudra in these
texts, they are esoteric ritual tests, and my Part 8 demonstrated that since the seventh century, mudra described the ritualistic
positioning of the hands and fingers, or the hands of the deity invoked by ritual visualization. Also not surprising is that almost all
the gestures in examples given by Foucher are traditional gestures such as we saw in the Hindu and Buddhist tantric texts of my
Part 9. His Sanskrit texts give abhaya, varada, samadhi (for hands on lap in meditation), vyakhyana with a textual variant
dharmacakramudra, also dharmamudra. Tarjani is one of the odd tantric gestures named; and, there are a couple more curious
tantric gestures. One is mudram bandhayet, which Foucher translates as "le geste magique," the magic gesture, although it
actually says, addressing the practitioner and not describing the deity, "one should bind the mudra," followed by complicated
instructions for clenching the fists and extending the forefinger, middle, and thumb "in the shape of a closed flower, then recite" and
it gives a mantra (the deity in this s&ddhana visualization text, however, makes both the traditional "vyakhyana and varada mudra").
[52] Another interesting named tantric gesture is karapna mudra. The first word just looks like "making" or "performing," but Foucher
leaves it untranslated, "the fingers in karapamudra.” In a footnote, he pleads ignorance of the exact position of the fingers. B.
Bhattacharyya, however in the glossary to his translation, provides the description "index and little fingers erect, thumb presses the
two remaining fingers." The deity of the s&dhana is Hayagriva, and Huntington reproduces a small eleventh century metal
sculpture, where he seems to be making this gesture.[53]
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| appear to be repeating the discussion of tantric mudras in my Part 9, but | want to draw attention to what Foucher is doing with
these texts as we transition to my Part 12 on designations. In his two volume study of Buddhist iconography, Foucher has used two
different genres of texts in his 1900 Part 1, and 1905 Part 2. The first volume discusses actual icons, with an occasional named
gesture. The second volume discusses esoteric ritual texts where the gestures are made by the practitioner or the visualized diety.
Nevertheless, Foucher treats them as equal, which we see by his use of vocabulary. In both volumes, his discussion of each deity
is in three parts: a preliminary discussion, followed by the Sanskrit text, and then his translation. In the preliminary discussion he
almost always uses the word mudra, while the Sanskrit texts, of which | have given many examples, use a variety of words. In his
translation of the word mudra, or even if the text uses some other word or no specific word, Foucher consistently uses the word
gesture, French le geste. Here is what | believe to be true about Alfred Foucher's contribution to Indian art history: Foucher has
standardized the use of the word mudra for the hands of artistic icons; and, more surprisingly (at least | was surprised when |
began to figure it out) he has standardized the translation of mudra as "gesture."

12. The last word of my title: designation

Here is a cold fact: not a single Sanskrit dictionary gives the meaning "gesture” under the word "mudra." | checked eight, dating
from 1819 to 1929; also two English-Sanskrit dictionaries, three Pali dictionaries, and one English-Pali dictionary. Not one tells me
that mudra means "gesture.” The most ancient meanings of Sanskrit mudra, and Pali mudda, as we saw in my Part 8, are a seal,
signet, seal ring, stamp, or impression (see my Part 5, final sentence). Our earliest modern dictionary, that of Horace Hayman
Wilson in 1819, gives these and related meanings, plus a late meaning "a mode of intertwining the fingers during religious
worship." In 1868, Bohtlingk and Roth give the standard meanings plus "fingerstellungen, oder fingerverschlingunen bei religidsen
vertiefungen,” finger positions, or interlaced fingers in religious absorption. Above in Part 8, | quoted Monier-Williams in 1899 giving
a similar meaning. Vaman Shivram Apte in 1890 gives "name of certain position of the fingers practiced in devotion or religious
worship." All of the others give similar meanings, and Franklin Edgerton in his 1953 Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary adds "meanings not
in Sanskrit;" none of them are gesture. In reverse, two English-Sanskrit dictionaries, Monier-Williams in 1851 and V. S. Apte in
1884, do not give "mudrgd" sub verbo "gesture." | do have to confess; | found it once. A. P. Buddhadatta in his 1957 Concise Pali-
English Dictionary (for use by students in schools and colleges) gives the meaning "gesture” for mudda, but this has to be wrong for
this word at the early date of the Pali texts; and, in his 1955 English-Pali Dictionary, this same author does not give "mudd&" among
the three Pali words s.v. "gesture."[54]

Also during the nineteenth century, while the above scholars were studying the language, other moderns were beginning to study
the art as part of their investigation of the archeological remains of early Buddhism. Probably the first person in the modern period
to systematically investigate the artifacts, and write about what he found, was Alexander Cunningham. Cunningham went to India
in 1833 as young military engineer and, due to his spare time enthusiasm for exploring the ruins, ended up three decades later as
Director-General of the Archaeological Survey of India. Though trained as an engineer and not as a scholar, he had mastered
certain periods of India's chronology and learned the languages well enough to translate inscriptions. When Cunningham uncovers
sculpture, however, and looks at it, he has no art historical vocabulary to influence his eye. At the stupas of Sanchi in 1851 he
uncovers some sculptures of the Buddha. Here is what he sees: "The statue is seated cross-legged, with both hands in the lap,
palms upward . . . This is no doubt a statue of Sakya Sinha, the last mortal Buddha, seated in the very attitude in which he attained
Buddhahood." No one ever says it better. Here is Cunningham describing a relief showing the Dream of Maya: "Three figures with
joined hands adoring a holy Bo-tree enclosed in a square Buddhist railing."[55]

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a variety of terms are being used for the hand positions of Indian figural art. It
may not be important to find who initiated the use of what term, but the publications of a few scholars became the source of many
later references and citations. Studies of "northern Buddhism," especially, seem to have colored the vocabulary. In 1895 L. Austin
Waddell published The Buddhism of Tibet, or Lamaism. Waddell introduces the images of "the Lamaist pantheon" as they are
depicted in paintings and sculpture. He lists nine of "the chief attitudes of the hands and fingers (mudras)," trying as best he can to
give the Sanskrit names, but he seems to be back-translating from Tibetan, and sometimes makes a guess with a question mark.
For example, "The hand elevated with the palm to the front (Skt. ? abhaya)" Others, he gives the names that are becoming
standard, bhasparsa. Some he guesses a non-standard name, e.g. "palm to front, and pendant with fingers directed downwards;
refuge-giving (Skt., saran)." (Waddell's own emphasis in italics on the word "downwards." Correct transliteration of the Sanskrit
would be Sarana, but the gesture is nearly always called vara, a boon; Waddell lists this meaning as a separate gesture, but equal
in form.)[56] And sometimes, he comes up with a name that is nothing like the later standard name, "Index finger and thumb of
each hand are joined (Skt. Uttara-bodhi)." Twice, Waddell gives the Tibetan but doesn't even guess a Sanskrit word, e.g. "The
Pointing Finger, a necromantic gesture in bewitching."[57] I'll let my reader provide the Sanskrit for this one. Foucher lists Waddell's
book in the bibliography of his L'lconographie bouddhique de I'lnde and cites it throughout in his footnotes. Alice Getty in her 1914
The Gods of Northern Buddhism includes both Waddell and Foucher in her bibliography and gives thanks to Alfred Foucher for
reading her manuscript and helping, especially, with the Sanskrit "as | am not a Sanskrit scholar." Nevertheless, throughout Getty's
book, all the gestures have Sanskrit names plus mudra; she defines eleven, even namhkakara which Foucher doesn't even
designate as a mudra.[58] Getty's book then becomes a common source of citations for later scholars.




It appears that scholars in this period are groping around for some authority to help them name what they are looking at. It is
fashionable to criticize these people for their colonialist arrogance, but | don't think that is the problem here; the problem is the
fondness of scholars at all times for their own technical jargon. The Sanskrit language, and the elaborate terminology of northern
Vajrayana Buddhism provide them with that jargon. A good example of their groping is Buddhist Art in India by Albert Grinwedel.
This book was published in German in 1893, translated soon after into English by A.C. Gibson, then revised and enlarged by
James Burgess in 1901, it is this last version that appears in most scholars notes and bibliographies, so that is what I will discuss.
[59] Here, we are told of "the truthfulness of the Tibetan tradition" when understanding the mudras. The section on mudras cites
Waddell's book on Lamaism, Foucher's book on iconography, and another on Tibet. The illustrations on adjacent pages depict
images from all over the Asian map, from Gandhara to modern Japan, to Siam and elsewhere, with only two of ten photographs of
images from sites in the Indian Subcontinent. The title of the book, | remind you, is Buddhist Art in India. Another book that gets
frequently cited, also supposed to be about India, is Hendrik Kern's 1898 Manual of Indian Buddhism. In his brief discussion of "the
mudra of images," Kern writes about the five "Dhyani-Buddhas common in Nepal, Tibet, and Mongolia," and he cites books dealing
with those countries by Waddell and others.[60] In saying these things, | do not want to lessen the accomplishments of this
pioneering generation of scholars, especially their assignment of iconic hand gestures to the "life events" of the Buddha, or their
resourcefulness in employing esoteric texts to identify the varied icons of later art. They were finding their way through pathless
woods and left good maps for others to follow. My concern, as my title states, is with the usage of one word.

Also during the early years of the twentieth century, native Indian writers were beginning to promote nationalist ideals of art, and
with that, Sanskrit vocabulary. The Modern Review, published in Calcutta, was a forum for educated Indians to write about political,
economic, and social issues. In 1912 in that journal, the Bengali artist Samarendranath Gupta contributed the article "With the five
Fingers."[61] He had gone to Ajanta, still remote in those years, and copied many drawings from the frescos. He reproduces many
of them in eleven plates, which he uses to illustrate his call for "the reconstruction of a national art based on the revived ideals of
the nation." These drawings from Ajanta thus "serve as the basis of an independent and self-feeling art." The drawings "require
very little by way of explanation, for the mere outlines are quite expressive and speak for themselves." Gupta's first plate illustrates
"two hands forming a mudra or symbolic expression." Two years later, in that journal's Bengali-language sister publication, the
artist Abanindranath Tagore, guru of the above S. N Gupta, introduced readers to the Sanskrit terminology of the bharigas, or
bends of the body, in "Some Notes on Indian Artistic Anatomy."[62] That this terminology is unfamiliar is clear from his need to
explain the Sanskrit term tribhariga, or thrice-bent, as well as other Sanskrit terms. In 1914 also, Ananda K. Coomaraswamy
contributes "Hands and Feet in Indian Art" in The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs.[63] He opens with an amazing quote from
Leonardo da Vinci to entice his European readers, about the attitudes of the limbs to represent the intentions of the soul. Then, of
course, he moves to the limbs in Indian art, particularly "those positions of the hands called mudras." He describes and names
several mudras of the Buddha. His article is illustrated by some plates, four of which are from Ajanta paintings "traced by Babu
Samarendranath Gupta,” the author of the recent article | just discussed. Coomaraswamy also uses one of Gupta's drawings for a
plate in the back of his book three years later, The Mirror of Gesture, discussed in my Part 4. Then, in 1927, Coomaraswamy
published his great History of Indian and Indonesian Art, a book that became the authority for the rest of the century. This is one of
the publications | mined for visual data as explained in my Part 1. Throughout his book, Coomaraswamy prefers the designation
mudra, and their Sanskrit names: abhaya, dhyana, dharma-cakra, vyakhyana, and bhdmi-sparsa mudra.

In this period of growing fashion for Sanskrit terminology, especially the word mudra, and the citing of the
same secondary sources (Coomaraswamy is an exception with many references to primary texts), one
scholar stands out for his independence. In 1914, T.A. Gopinath Rao published his pioneering Elements of
Hindu Iconography.[64] In his Introduction, Rao discusses his sources; "The Sanskrit authorities relied
upon in this work are mainly the Agamas, the Puranas, and the early Vedic and Upanishadic writings." His
next sentence is very polite, but critical; "the Agamas and the Tantras do not appear to have received
much attention from modern scholars." That is no longer true, but it certainly was at the time of his writing.
At the end of his Introduction, Rao gives his "List of the Important Works Consulted.” The list consists of
eighty Sanskrit works. Throughout his two volume book, Rao is flying solo with only these texts to guide
him. 1 do not notice that he cites any modern scholar. When he gets to "the terms used in connection with
the various poses in which the hands of images are shown," on page 14, "each pose has its own
designation." The designation is hasta, hand; and he gives the eight "most common." So, he starts with
varada-hasta and abhaya-hasta including descriptions. A couple have two names, kafaka-hasta or simha-hasta, "that pose of the
hand wherein the tips of the fingers are loosely applied to the thumb so as to form a ring. The hands of goddesses are generally
fashioned in this manner for the purpose of inserting a fresh flower." One is two-handed, the familiar afijali-hasta. Katyavalambita-
hasta we saw frequently on early sculpture; it is the arm lowered with hand resting on the hip. Another also involves the entire arm
and hand, danda-hasta or gaja-hasta, arm and hand thrown straight forward like a stick or the trunk of an elephant; famously, this
is the front left hand of four-armed Siva while dancing (figure 13). Rao uses hasta for all of these, which word | assume he is finding
in his texts. The book's Plate V illustrates all of these with drawings. Rao does introduce the term mudra following the hastas, but
his information raises suspicions. "There are also certain other hand-poses which are adopted during meditation and exposition.
They are known by the technical name of mudra." So, "are known by" (passive voice) where exactly? Can we assume, since they
"are adopted during meditation and exposition” that his sources are devotional and ritualistic, not iconographic, thus the mudra is
adopted by a priest or worshiper? He doesn't specify his sources. If, however, he has discovered that term in an iconographic text,
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my argument loses its legs; | doubt it though, based on his discussion. He names them: the chin-mudra or the vyakhyana-mudra,
the jiana-mudra and the yoga-mudra. In spite of his description of these Sanskrit technical terms, once Rao begins his discussion
of the icons in the bulk of his book, he consistently uses the English word "pose." The goddess Durga, for example, "front right
hand should be in the abhaya pose."

Another early art historian also avoids the growing use of the word mudra. H. Krishna Sastri published South-Indian Images of
Gods and Goddesses in 1916.[65] Throughout, Sastri prefers the word posture. For example, describing images of Siva, "The fore-
arms exhibit the protecting and the boon-giving postures,” or simply "the raised palm of protection (abhaya)." For a couple gestures
only, he uses the term mudra, as Rao does: chin and jiana mudra.

A generation after T.A.G. Rao's book on Iconography, Jitendra Nath Banerjea published the Bible on the subject. First in 1941,
then revised and enlarged in 1956, J.N. Banerjea's The Development of Hindu Iconography became the standard reference work
on this subject; | have referred to it throughout this essay. Now, | want to look at his Chapter VII, "lconographic Terminology."[66]
Banerjea makes a useful attempt to sort out the "technical terms used to denote" features such as "the various poses in which the
different limbs of the images are shown by the artist. These terms," he says, "are very often used in iconographic texts." In his first
chapter, however, Banerjea had mentioned that it was "not an easy task to ascertain the respective dates of the bulk of the
iconographic literature." He places the earliest of this literature between the sixth to the ninth century, although most of the
iconographic texts were compiled over centuries with "the original sources of these anthologies on religious art to be sought in the
numbers of Samhitas, Agamas and Tantras associated with the principal Brahmanical sects." Note well, his association of Tantras
with art, which association is problematic.

With the lateness of these texts foregrounded, Banerjea explains the terms. "The technical term used in the texts to denote these
poses, is mudra; sometimes the word hasta is also used to denote one or other of these hand-poses. The latter is generally used in
cases where the whole of the arm along with the hand is shown in a particular pose (cf. dana-hasta . . . etc.), while the former
usually denotes the peculiar posture in which the palm with the fingers is shown (cf. jidna-mudra . . . etc.)." This is quite different
from the way Rao described the term hasta. Nevertheless, some later writers have repeated Banerjea's distinction of hasta as
involving the entire arm and hand. Although, from what | am here arguing, hasta is the traditional term for hand gesture since at
least the performance treatises, and mudr& should be limited to the hands used in a ritual context. Banerjea, however, seems to be
suggesting that mudra was used in the texts for the hands of art objects. If this is true, | don't need to be writing this; but, | strongly
suspect that he, as Foucher had done, is conflating iconographic texts and tantric texts. Since | have not searched the voluminous
data of these endless texts, this would be another reason | need to be using the word "preliminary" in my title; | await correction.
But then, Banerjea admits "that sometimes both the terms are used in the texts to signify particular hand-poses . . . thus abhaya-
mudrd and abhaya-hasta." Then, if | may employ semiotic terms, his signifiers begin to float; "the term hasta can also be used in
association with an emblem or weapon in the hand of the deity." Obviously, this confusion would be cleared up if specific texts and
contexts were cited for specific terms. Is the term being used to describe the hand of a deity in a Puranic story, or an iconographic
instruction for sculpting the deity, or a visualization ritual where the devotee is being instructed to wiggle his own fingers? I'm sure
mudré& belongs to the latter. Exhibit A: Banerjea writes "Such mudras as are represented by me in Plate V from a late Buddhist text
on ritualism procured by P.C. Bagchi from Nepal are usually adopted by a bhakta or a sddhaka in the Tantric form of worship or
sadhana." (figure 9) Exhibit B: Banerjea discusses an attempt to classify "three broad divisions of mudras," by the elusive R.K
Poduval in an elusive publication he footnotes. Poduval, Banerjea writes, "has reproduced as many as 45 mudras which are," I'l
spare the reader the list of names. Then he writes, "A careful analysis of these names shows that some are connected with the
deities to be worshipped, while others, with the worshipper, a third set again symbolizing the upacaras [minor offerings] used in
worship." Banerjea goes on, "most, if not all, of these, were adopted by the devotee or the aspirant in the ritualistic performance of

his pdja or sadhana." | rest my case; he is not saying mudra applies to art objects.

By the second half of the twentieth century, mudré had become the standard term in art history books. The Art and Architecture of
India: Buddhist, Hindu, Jain by Benjamin Rowland, first published in 1953 then revised in 1977,[67] tells us "The Indian maker of
images had also to reproduce the mudras or hand gestures that very early came to be associated with the various acts and events
in the career of Sakyamuni," (he mentions earth-touching, wheel-turning, and abhaya). Then, "Although in early Buddhist art the
number of these mudras is very limited, the iconography of later esoteric Buddhism enlarged the repertory to include an enormous
number of these hand positions to designate the mystic powers of the countless members of the Mahayana Pantheon."” Well, as we
have seen in this essay, or if you go to a museum and look, the number of gestures on Buddhist images, even up to the end of
Buddhism in India, is mostly restricted to a few traditional gestures. The "enormous number" certainly exists, but perhaps they don't
need to be mentioned in an art history book. J.C. Harle's The Art and Architecture of the Indian Subcontinent, published in 1986
with a second edition in 1994, became the authority that Coomaraswamy's survey had taken at the beginning of the century. Harle
is more conservative in his statements than most. "The Gandhara Buddha is invariably shown making one of the four significant
and unchanging hand gestures known as mudras which will henceforth be one of the most characteristic features of Indian
Iconography. They are," he lists and describes abhaya, dhyana, dharmacakra, and bhdmisparsa; "known as mudras," but certainly,
not that word at that time and place.[68] Harle uses these terms, plus mudra, throughout his book. Robert E. Fisher's 1993
Buddhist Art and Architecture is unusual in its avoidance of this now standard terminology.[69] In the body of his text, Fisher uses
the English words gesture or pose, followed by placing the Sanskrit terms inside parentheses. In his Glossary, Fisher gives a




reserved account: "mudra: hand gestures; although a great many are found in esoteric works, most images use a limited number to
express, e.g., blessing, reassurance, meditation, or teaching." The authors of the volumes that provided my visual corpus,
described in my Part 1, take different approaches. Coomaraswamy, as noted, consistently uses the Sanskrit mudra terms.
Huntington also uses the Sanskrit mudra terms. Pal, in his catalogs to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and Norton Simon
Museum collections, prefers English, for example, the gesture of reassurance, the gesture of charity.

I will not follow this section on designations into the current century.[Z0] The term mudrd has become standard in almost all art
history writing. Not only that, the word has spread through the broader culture due to the modern yoga movement and it is
universally used to designate matters beyond my survey. Enter the word into Amazon and you will discover over a thousand results
for books suggesting the forming of mudras for healing, weight loss, sex, and many other practical purposes.

13. Conclusion

| have attempted to approach this survey historically; that is, to trace the visual evidence chronologically and
to look at textual descriptions of hand positions that are, if possible, contemporaneous with the visual data.
This may be misguided since oral traditions probably developed such terminology before it got written down.
(Although, the often argued notion that the Tantras circulated for centuries prior to their "revealing" is just
incredible.) The result of this approach, | believe, is that if we are going to look at a sculpture from the early
centuries, and state that the figure is seen to be making the Abhaya Mudra (figure 14), we should at least be
aware that we are doing nothing more than showing off our Sanskrit. But, | feel that in the end, | should back
down a bit. What is the problem, really, with using the word mudré to describe what the hands of an icon are
doing? It is standard; it communicates. So what? Also, | am well aware that modern linguistics has taught us
that the meaning of words is not in their history but in their usage; we should be studying vocabulary
synchronically, not diachronically. Mudra is now widely accepted and using it is not going to go away
because | wrote this essay.[71] At best, | can only encourage awareness that the term is simply a

Fig. 14

convention.

Finally, an apology. Who am | to write such a thorough scolding of the Indian art history profession? | have spent my decades
pushing my plow through a far distant academic field;[72] and now | have doddered back to school to study Indian Languages and
Religions. | am a novice. Changing metaphors, I'm sure | have broken some china in the shop that should have remained
untouched, and misidentified some porcelain for pottery. Still, despite anticipated corrections to some specifics, | believe that my
main argument will hold. The term mudra is late; it applies to the hands used in rituals; only in a secondary sense might it be used
to describe art objects.

Richard Smith has a BFA from the University of Texas at Austin, and an MFA from the University of lowa Writers'
Workshop. For many years he was a Visiting Professor in the Religion Department at Claremont Graduate University. His
(part-time) teaching involved the Coptic Language and a text seminar where PhD students read the papyrus "gnostic"
manuscripts from Nag Hammadi. In these areas, he has published translations, essays, and a dictionary. As a separate
hire, he also taught an art writing course in the CGU MFA studio art program. During the '80s and '90s, Smith was west
coast editor, and also a contributing editor for various art publications and published many reviews and essays on
contemporary art. Also, for the Adult Division of the Los Angeles School District, he taught advanced ESL and writing
courses in downtown LA to immigrants from around the world. Retired from all these wonderful jobs, in 2010 he began
taking classes at the University of the West in Indian Languages and Religions. Smith does not appear to be a very
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* This essay started out as a paper for a class in Indian Religions. | want to thank Professor Miroj Shakya for requiring that |
broaden the scope of this study beyond Buddhist art and also his help on some Sanskrit problems. An emphasis on the word
mudrd was not the original theme, but arose through my surveying the gestures historically; this changed the focus of the essay.
My deepest gratitude goes to Pratapaditya Pal; after reading the original version, Pal mentored me for many months to improve the
essay. His advice is noticeable in several areas; primarily: he helped me broaden the documentation, refine and substantiate the
arguments, and eliminate my errors. The few mentions | will give in the notes are just slight examples of my debt to Dr. Pal. | would
also like to thank the Norton Simon Museum (www.nortonsimon.org) as well as the Los Angeles County Museum of Art
(www.lacma.org) for generously providing most of the images that illustrate this essay.
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Footnotes

1. Except for the title and three examples in this introductory paragraph, hereafter Sanskrit words will be given with diacritics. For
consistency, diacritics will be used even if a quoted source has a different style. Non-readers of Sanskrit will do fine if they
pronounce marked $ and s as sh, marked r as ri, and both ¢ and ch as ch; i is as Spanish ny. Final —s for plural is, of course, a
convention to fit the word into English grammar. Romanized spelling will be used for all proper nouns that name geographical
locations and historical people; thus Sanchi, Kanishka.

2. The term "ethnographic present" has been debated in anthropological literature over the past several (postmodern) decades. For
the use of the tense to describe objects from artistic traditions, and how it "abstracts cultural expression from the flow of historical
time," see Sally Price, Primitive Art in Civilized Places (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), especially Chapter 4
"Anonymity and Timelessness." The country of India presents its own challenges to this debate, since the Government of India
Ministry of Tourism, its own tourist industry, and leading religious figures promote notions of timeless and eternal; just Google
either of these two words plus India, and see the results. This language has, however, been taken up with theoretical self-
awareness by India's postcolonial artists and writers as a response to western linearism, for example Gulam Mohammed Sheikh,
"Living in India signifies living simultaneously in several times and cultures . . . The past is a living entity which exists in parallel with
the present.” Quoted and discussed by Partha Mitter, Indian Art (Oxford: University Press, 2001; especially Part IV "Postcolonial
Art and Architecture."

3. "Corpus based" is a term borrowed from contemporary Linguistics that requires the researcher to work with a defined body of
data. The two museum collections are that of Indian Sculpture at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and the collection at the
Norton Simon Museum in Pasadena,; the two art historical surveys are Ananda K. Coomaraswamy's History of Indian and
Indonesian Art, and Susan B. Huntington's Art of Ancient India (see these authors in the Bibliography). Hereafter, notes will refer to
these four as Pal, Simon; Pal, LACMA; Coomaraswamy, History; and Huntington, Art. All my illustrations are taken from the
collections of these two local museums; they may not be as familiar as objects reproduced in the two art history books.

4. Translation from the Sonadanda Sutta in Maurice Walshe, trans., The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the
Digha Nikaya (Boston: Wisdom, 1995), 129. Pali from Pali Text Society edition, D.IV.9. Meaning of words in T. W. Rhys Davids and
William Stede, eds., The Pali Text Society's Pali-English Dictionary (1921-25; repr., Oxford: The Pali Text Society, 2004), s.vv.
afjali and panameti. Translation from Walshe, includes the term "joined palms," but this phrase does not literally appear in the word
afjali.

5. Translation from Monier Monier-Williams, Story of Nala: An Episode of the Maha-Bharata (1879; repr., n.p. Forgotten Books,
2012), 15 and 19. Monier-Williams translates “folded hands,” but no one folds their hands; the gesture in art and in life is palm to
palm. Sanskrit text in Charles Rockwell Lanman, A Sanskrit Reader: Text, Vocabulary and Notes (1884, repr., Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidas, 2007), “The Story of Nala and Damayanti,” 1-16; Lanman comments “this story is one of the older episodes of the
Mahabharata,” 299.

6. Jitendra Nath Banerjea, The Development of Hindu Iconography, 5th ed. (1956; repr., New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 2002),
251. The three Sanskrit phrases given in this paragraph appear nearly exactly the same in another well-known early narrative
passage: Bhagavad Grita 11.14, 21, and 35.

7. An instance of such usage would be Huntington, Art, 68, describing the depiction of nagaraja from Bharhut “in a variant of afijali
mudra.” The sculpture is dated Ca. 100-80 B.C.

8. Huntington, Art, figure 5.36.
9. Coins illustrated in Coomaraswamy, History, plate XXX; Pal, LACMA, vol. 1, "Numismatic Art," 65-117.

10. Examples of these early seated Buddhas carved at Mathura are in the Mathura Museum and the Boston Museum;
Coomaraswamy illustrates both and describes “the right hand in abhaya mudra.” The catalog illustration of the fragmentary upper
half, Pal LACMA vol. I, 181, is accompanied by an illustration of a complete example from the Alsdorf collection in Chicago dated c.
100.

11. The Buddha teaching with raised palm: Coomaraswamy, History, plate XXXIII, figure 140; Huntington, Art, 154, figure 8.33. For
subsequent works of art, in the body of the essay, the source will be given as Coomaraswamy, Huntington, the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art (or LACMA), or the Norton Simon Museum (NSM). See note 3 and List of References. Virtually every object
in these four sources that displays a gesture was tallied for this survey.

12. Edwin Gerow, “Sanskrit Dramatic Theory and Kalidasa's Plays,” in The Plays of Kalidasa: Theater of Memory, ed. Barbara
Stoler Miller (1984, repr. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1998), 42.




13. A Board of Scholars, The Natya Sastra of Bharatamuni, 2nd ed. (Delhi: Sri Satguru, 2006) Chapter 9, 132-154. None of the
Board is named, but T.V. Parameshwar lyer is thanked for his “guidance in translation.”

14. Ananda Coomaraswamy and Gopala Kristnayya Duggirala, The Mirror of Gesture: Being the Abhinaya Darpana of Nandik$vara
(1917) repr., New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 2010). | am limiting the word gesture to positions of the hand and attached arm.
Of course, we do use gesture for other limbs, ariga, but in English we tend to modify it: “she made a gesture with her head, or leg,
or elbow . .."

15. "Another book" is explained on page 25, footnote 2, with a reference to the editor of the text that Coomaraswamy and Duggirala
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the edition" descriptions, usages, particulars, deities, etc., from "various works" in order "to restore" the text. This is an unusual way
to edit a text. So, from these vague later sources, "removing fear" was assigned to the raised palm gesture.

16. Banerjea, 248.

17. Kapila Vatsyayan, Classical Indian Dance in Literature and the Arts, 2nd ed. (New Delhi: Sangeet Natak Akademi, 1977). Table
Xll is on pages 74-79; on page 36 she dates “the upper limit of the AD as sixth or seventh century,” and her other texts after “a gap
of nearly 400 years.”

18. Vatsyayan, 192. Padmakosa, lotus bud, is difficult to describe in words. Here is the Natya Sastra: “All the fingers including the
thumb are kept separately and the ends bent.” Here’s my attempt: extend your hand as if holding a banana vertically; remove the
banana and your gesture is “lotus bud.”

19. Sanskrit of these two texts: P. L. Vaidya, ed., The Valmiki Ra@mayana Critical Edition: The Yuddha Kanda (Baroda: Oriental
Institute, 1972) 852-3. Patrick Olivelle, trans., Life of the Buddha by Asvaghosa, Clay Sanskrit Library (New York: NYUP and JJC
Foundation, 2008), Canto 4.1. My section heading uses the term “autofill.” Autofill, like similar autocomplete, is a computer function
that automatically fills in, or completes, the words you are typing. The computer thinks for you.

20. Vatsyayan, 225; Coomaraswamy and Duggirala , 4-5.

21. Barbara Stoler Miller, ed., The Plays of Kalidasa: Theater of Memory (1984, repr. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1998) 333; gives a
discussion of Raghavabhatta and his probable date.

22. Monier-Williams Dictionary, 554a, 25 up. No doubt the actress did indeed gesture and pantomime, but there is nothing in the
verb specifically about hand positions; like the English “perform,” the Sanskrit verb nirdpayati is built around the word “form.”
Monier-Williams citation for the verb’s meaning is this same tree-watering scene. Sanskritists may notice my column and line-
specific reference style to the Dictionary entry. | carry this over from the standard style of Coptologists when referring to the great
dictionary of W.E. Crum.

23. Quintilian, Institutio Oratorio, Book Xl ch.3, 294; following quote about the raised hand, 300.

24. Adam Kendon, Gesture: Visible Action as Utterance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), Chapter 6. In my Part 3, |
used the phrase “intentionally communicating with the hands;” for a discussion of defining “gesture,” see all of Kendon’s Chapter 2.

25. www.youtube.com/watch?v+prQOdTmF8uO, The video is labeled “Authentic (real) Bharatanatyam Indian Dance;” the dancer is
Harini Jeevitha. During this five minute twelve second video, | counted 46, 30, and 58 separate gestures in one minute segments; it

is a sign language.

26. Huntington, Art, 226-227. The Sultanganj bronze has been dated as late as 700, well past the end of the Guptas; neither Harle
nor Williams include it in their books on Gupta art. Huntington, Art, 218 says Gupta period metal images are “scant.” Pal, however,
recently published a catalog of a collection in New Orleans that contains nine Gupta bronzes, Jain, Buddhist, and Hindu. That’s just
one private collection. Pradapaditya Pal, The Elegant Image: Bronzes from the Indian Subcontinent in the Siddharth K. Bhansali
Collection (New Orleans: New Orleans Museum of Art, 2011).

27. Kendon, 251 and 264. His discussion of these "open hand" gestures uses examples from a specific culture, southern Italy,
although he says these gestures "are very widly used.”

28. In this paper, | will avoid discussing the many difficulties with the original location, the form, and the interpretation of this, the
so-called “dharmachakra mudra.” The current paper is preliminary to a study focusing on this specific gesture of the Buddha. | will
say preliminarily, for the record, that in this period the Buddha’s hands are not in any way shape or form, joining the tips of the
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index and thumb to form circles or wheels, its common modern description. Richard Smith, forthcoming, “The Buddha’s Teaching
Hands.”

29. Rhys Davids and Stede, PTS Dictionary, s.v. mudda. Franklin Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary,
vol.2, Dictionary (1953; repr. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1998) s.vv. mudra, mudra. Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English
Dictionary (1898; repr. New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2011), s.v. mudra.

30. 1 did not, of course, search all the texts. For Hindu texts, | only searched the epic and puranic passages in Wendy Doniger’'s
Hindu Myths, where | found two dozen examples of characters who “folded his/her/their palms together” in Doniger’s translation,
although no one “folds their hands;” the gesture, even today, is made with the flat hands in contact. For the two narratives of this
gesture at the opening of this essay (Part 2), | did not have to search at all. They are both taken from translation assignments that
had been given to me in language classes. I'm sure there are more examples spread throughout the early narrative literature, but |
doubt if anything more can be found than this gesture.

31. Banerjea, Appendix B gives the Sanskrit text and translation of Brhat-Samhita Chapter 57; called “the earliest,” on p. 502; his
translation of verses 33-35 is on both pages 396 and 586. On his translation of “giving peace” as abhaya mudra, see my comments
in footnote 19 on translation autofill.

32. Stella Kramrisch, who published a translation (incomplete) of the Third khanda, dates that chapter to the seventh; also Pal.
Harza dates it to the fifth, but Banerjea calls it “mediaeval,” 347.

33. This and other quotations from R. C. Harza, Studies in the Upapuranas, vol. 1, Saura and Vaispava Upapuranas (Calcutta:
Sanskrit College, 1951), 118 ff.

34. This information and the following on secret mudras from Pryabala Shah, Visnudharmottara-Purapa: Third Khanda, vol. 2
(Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1961). The introduction of the term and the discussion of rahasyamudra, secret mudras, begins on Shah
76 and continues through 88.

35. Pradapatitya Pal, Hindu Religion and Iconology According to the Tantrasara (Los Angeles: Vichitra Press, 1981). This book is,
in the editor’s words, “a compendium of the Sanskrit text of most of the dhyanas with summary translations as well as iconological
comments.”

36. Anthony Tribe, “Mantranaya/vajrayana—tantric Buddhism in India,” Chapter 7 in Buddhist Thought: A complete introduction to
the Indian tradition, ed. Paul Williams (2nd ed. Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2012). | am accepting Tribe’'s date, 224 note
31; he mentions, without comment, that Wayman had argued for an early fourth century origin. B. Bhattacharyya, below, dates it to
“circa 300.” These early dates imagine a centuries-long secret oral tradition.

37. Translation from Benoytosh Bhattacharyya, The Indian Buddhist Iconography: Mainly Based on the Sadhanamala and Cognate
Tantric Texts of Rituals, 2nd. ed. (Calcutta: Firma K. L. Mukhopadhyay, 1968), 45.

38. B. Bhatcharyya, Indian Buddhist Iconography, 20-23.

39. N. N. Bhattacharyya, History of the Tantric Religion: An Historical, Ritualistic and Philosophical Study, 2nd. ed. (New Delhi:
Manohar, 2005), 73.

40. Glen Wallis, Mediating the Power of Buddhas: Ritual in the Mafijusrimdlakalpa (Albany: SUNY, 2002), 45.

41. N. N. Bhatcharyya, 307 and 337, note 28.

42. Banerjea, 263 and plate V; the MS is Sanskrit/Newari and dates to the late 18th century. Others have drawn attention to this
linkage of mudras with the rites of the tantric worshiper. André Padoux, discussing Kaula texts of the Saiva and Sakta
denomination, shows how the mudras or hand poses are “inseparable from the performers spiritual attitudes and manifestations of
the deity expressed and evoked by them.” André Padoux, “The Body in Tantric Ritual: The Ease of Mudras,” in The Sanskrit
Tradition and Tantrism, ed. Tenn Goudriaan (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990), 66-76.

43. Kendon, 335-339

44. Huntington, Art, plate 31. The teaching nuns are depicted on an illustrated palm leaf manuscript; two lay women receiving the
teaching “have their hands together in the devotional afijali mudra.”




45. N.N. Bhattcharyya, 337, note 28.

46. Banerjea, 231-2, 523. Such subordinating of the devas goes back to the earliest Buddhist writings. Caroline A. F. Rhys Davids
discusses the “homage paid by Brahma devas” not only to the Buddha, but to the earliest monks, and she translates a passage
where the devas approach Sariputta “with hands held out in greeting reverently.” Sakya or Buddhist Origins, (1928; repr., New
Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint, 1978), 285. Regarding my Part 1 and footnote 2, Caroline Rhys Davids also has some sharp words
to say about the notion of “the unchanging east . . . which disinclines us to look for historical changes and differences,” 386 and
388.

47. Huntington, Art, 398.
48. Huntington, Art, 400. B. Bhattacharyya, Indian Buddhist Iconography, 196-197.
49. N.N. Bhattacharyya, 352-364.

50. A. Foucher, Etude I'lconographie Bouddhique de I'Inde d’Aprés des Documents Noveaux (Paris: 1900). W. Zwalf, ed.
Buddhism Art and Faith (New York: Macmillan, 1985). In Zwalf, J.P. Losty describes Cambridge University Library Add. 1643 on
page 126, with a color plate of four half-pages on p. 118; dimensions of the miniature illuminations are from this book; Foucher
does not give their size. Also, the script of the illustration captions is different from the main text of the sutra which is described by
Losty as “Transitional Siddhamatrika script.” Recently, the entire Cambridge MS Add. 1643 has been put online in photographs:
http://cudl.lib.cam.ac,uk/view/MS-ADD-01643/450. This reference to Foucher’s book, as with so many others, came to me from
Pratapaditya Pal. After | thought | was finished with my research; “There is an iconographic manuscript,” he said, “still using the
term hasta as late as the year 1000.”

51. A. Foucher, Etude sur I'lconographie Bouddhique de I'Inde d’Aprés des Textes Inédits (Paris: 1905).

52. Foucher 1905, 48-49. An incomplete version of this sadhana is in B. Bhattacharyya, Indian Buddhist Iconography, 80-81;
complete Sanskrit text of this short but interesting sadhana in B. Bhattacharyya, Sadhanamala vol. 2, devanagari p. 560.

53. Foucher 1905, 54, note 5 “Nous ignorons I'exacte nature de cette disposition des doigts,” and leaves the name of the mudra
untranslated. Physical description of the fingers in karana mudra in B Bhattacharyya Indian Buddhist Iconography, Glossary 435. A
brief diversion on cultural differences embodied in this gesture of extended pinkie and index with the thumb holding down the
middle and ring. It is the famous fight signal of my undergraduate alma mater, and known as “hook ‘em horns.” President George
W. Bush provoked another cultural difference when he raised his hand in this gesture at his second inaugural parade when the
University of Texas marching band passed by. Headlines in Europe, with photo, asked why the President of the United States was
displaying “the Satanic salute?” The two raised fingers do not represent the horns of Satan at all, as anyone around Austin will tell
you; the fingers represent the longhorns of Bevo, the Holy Bovid of the local tribal religion.

54. Besides the nine dictionaries named in this paragraph, | checked Arthur Anthony Macdonell 1929, L. R. Vaidya 1889,
Vasudevo Govind Apte 1912 rev. 1933, Robert Caesar Childers (Pali) 1875, T. W. Rhys Davids and William Stede (Pali) 1921-
1925. A total of fourteen dictionaries were checked.

55. Cunningham'’s story is told in Charles Allen, The Search for the Buddha: The men who discovered India’s lost religion (New
York: Carroll & Graf, 2003), Chapters 11 and 12. Quotations from Alexander Cunningham, The Bhilsa Topes; or Buddhist
Monuments of Central India (London: 1854; repr., Varanasi: Indological Book House, 1966), 123 and 130. Cunningham is
describing one of the four mid-fifth century Buddhas added in the Gupta period to the expanded, originally Maurya period, stupa.
These four, seated in meditation upon the circumambulatory walkway, face outward toward the gateways. Cunningham is
describing “the northern statue;” Huntington reproduces the nearly identical Buddha facing the east gateway, Art, 198.

56. Regarding Waddell's naming the lowered open palm as $arana, refuge: While reading a draft of this passage, Pratapaditya Pal
jotted down a short excursus that is so insightful that | do not want to misattribute it to myself, but should quote it in his own words.
“On the other hand, if Waddell is correct then he may have found in Tibetan literature a meaning lost in India; for the gesture of
open palm in the context of Buddhism may have been an invitation to take refuge in the Buddha as in the mantra, Buddham
Saranam gacchami.” Pal’'s comment illuminates such early figures as, for example, the large standing Buddhas carved at several
Ajanta caves, with their lowered palm extended directly above kneeling devotees (see examples illustrated in Huntington, pages
244, 245, 250, and 256, to Caves 19, 26, and 6). In footnotes on page 337, Waddell gives the Tibetan words underlying his
Sanskrit reconstructions. For this one, Footnote 6, he gives skyab-sbyin; literally, refuge-giving. Waddell does not give his source,
but from his preface the source could have been either a manuscript or oral information from a lama.

57. L. Austin Waddell, Tibetan Buddhism (1895; repr., original titte The Buddhism of Tibet, or Lamaism, New York: Dover, 1972),
336-337.
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58. Alice Getty, The Gods of Northern Buddhism: Their History, Iconography and Progressive Evolution through the Northern
Buddhist Countries (1914, rev. 1928; repr., Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1962), gratitude to Foucher in her Preface. Her text discusses
upwards of 100 deities and forms of deities, most of which show a gesture, which she names always using the word mudra. These
mudras are predominantly the traditional, non-tantric gestures; for their meanings, she refers to her “Explanations of the [five
languages] words used in the text.” A curious feature of Getty’s book is her ignoring of Hindu traditions in her explanations; “the
origin of the skull cup (kapala) is probably found in the legend of Yamantaka;” “the begging bow! carried by wandering Buddhist
priests” is ascribed to a Chinese legend, etc.

59. Albert Griinwedel, Buddhist Art in India (1893 in German, trans. A.C. Gibson, rev. James Burgess, London: 1901), 177 and
adjacent pages.

60. H. Kern, Manual of Indian Buddhism (Strassburg: 1896).

61. S.N. (Samarendranath) Gupta, “With the Five Fingers,” Modern Review 12, no. 2 (August 1912), 166-174, available online at
www.hathitrust.org. | have already mentioned the many ways Pratapaditya Pal has stimulated my thinking and research on this
subject, but this reference is a particularly good example of the fortunate discoveries that occur when researchers are in ongoing
dialogue. In the early stages of my research, Pal was concurrently writing his book on collectors of Indian art; this led to his sending
me an email with Gupta’s name and title of his article, somewhere in an early issue of the Modern Review.

62. A.N. (Abanindranath) Tagore, “Some Notes on Indian Anatomy,” (originally in Bengali) Prabasi (Pous and Magh 1320=Winter
1914); trans. Sukumar Ray and published as a booklet; 15 pp. of text plus 22 pp. of illustrations by his students (Calcutta: The
Indian Society of Oriental Art, 1914), English language booklet available online at www.hathitrust.org. Since A.N. Tagore’s
publication, the term tribhariga has become common in art historical writing and he is the source for this vocabulary; Banerjea’s
discussion of the bhariga terms (pp. 264-267) is entirely based on Tagore’s booklet. Tribhariga, by the way, should not be called or
translated with the Italian word “contrapposto;” contrapposto is the result of standing with all the weight on one foot, raising the hip
on the same side and shifting the opposite shoulder upwards (thus the contra), and the head is above the supporting foot.
Tribharga, as explained by Tagore, is “the body disposed along a plumb line,” sutra; therefore the shoulders are horizontal, as you
will see if you look at an Indian sculpture, and the head is not usually above the supporting foot, nor the shoulders shifted, though
sometimes are shifted the same direction. It is mannered rather than anatomical. Only occasionally, usually goddesses, are Indian
sculptures in true contrapposto.

63. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “Hands and Feet in Indian Art,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 24, (October 1913 to
March 1914).

64. T.A. Gopinatha Rao, Elements of Hindu Iconography (1914, repr., New Delhi: DK Publishers, 1990), 14-17 and PI. V.
65. H. Krishna Sastri, South-Indian Images of Gods and Goddesses (Madras: 1916).

66. Banerjea, Chapter VII, 246-306.

67. Benjamin Rowland, The Art and Architecture of India: Buddhist, Hindu, Jain, (London: Penguin, 1953, rev. 1977), 154.

68. J.C. Harle, The Art and Architecture of the Indian Subcontinent , 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 76. As for
his word “unchanging,” | will discuss this in my forthcoming “The Buddha’s Teaching Hands.”

69. Robert E. Fisher, Buddhist Art and Architecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993).

70. As well as halting my survey before the twenty-first century (the evidence becomes a landslide of the predictable), | am
avoiding such books as Gosta Leibert, Iconographic Dictionary of the Indian Religions: Hinduism-Buddhism-Jainism (Leiden: E.J.
Brill, 1976), which is mainly a collation of secondary sources; and, E. Dale Saunders, Mudra: A Study of Gestures in Japanese
Buddhist Sculpture (New York: Bollingen, 1960), which (a book of pervasive impact) | will deal with in my forthcoming “The
Buddha’s Teaching Hands.”

71. 1 am not alone in questioning the use of mudra in art history writing. Nicolas Revire, although he is discussing the art of
Southeast Asia, raises the issue: “Sanskrit terminology is quite prevalent among art historians’ descriptions of the Buddha statues
and their iconographies.” He cites a personal communication from Peter Skilling: “The ‘mudra’ terms, including the term ‘mudra@’
itself, are from Pala or post-Pala ‘sadhana’ texts known in North-Eastern India and translated into Tibetan.” | emailed Skilling to ask
if he had published his opinion; he has not, but restated in his reply to me, “The evidence for the use of a technical ‘mudr@’
terminology for the hand gestures of the Buddha or other Buddhist figures is late, and seems to come into use systematically only
in the Pala period.” (Peter Skilling, email to Richard Smith, January 16, 2015.) Nicolas Revire, “Some Reconsiderations on
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Pendant-Legged Buddha Images in the Dvaravati Artistic Tradition,” Bulletin of the Indo-Pacific Prehistory Association 31, 37-49;
BIPPA online at www.journals.lib.washington.edu. Revire overstates his case, however, accusing Ananda Coomaraswamy of, with
one instance at least, inventing “his own Sanskrit creation, pralambapada asana,” (in his History of Indian and Indonesian Art) as a
riposte to Alfred Foucher’s term “European posture,” assis a I'européenne. The Sanskrit word pralambapadam does, in fact, occur
in small print in footnote 5 at the bottom of page 67 of Foucher’s 1900 book on Iconography, where he cites the Siksasamuccaya
edited by Cecil Bendall; Coomaraswamy did not invent the Sanskrit term.

72. An example from that previous period of my life may add to this apologetic paragraph. | am well aware, through personal
experience, that a scholarly article cannot change the popular usage of vocabulary such as the word mudra. In 1994 my late friend
Marvin Meyer and | produced a book of translations from the Coptic language. We were the editors and primary translators along
with nine other contributors. The genre of these mostly papyrus texts had traditionally been labeled magic in English, or zauber by
scholars writing in German. Well aware that “magic” had become a discredited term because of its condescending association with
the “primitive” practices of others, we sensitively decided on the less judgmental term of ritual, then becoming popular among
academics. Specifically, and this is what we titled our volume, Coptic Texts of Ritual Power. | then wrote a naive introduction
explaining why “ritual power” was the preferred term over “magic.” The marketing department of the publisher, HarperCollins, then
changed the book’s title to Ancient Christian Magic; all three of those terms being inappropriate. | refused to revise the introduction,
and Meyer had to add an opening paragraph dovetailing the absurd publisher’s title into my Introduction. After an argument, the
publisher agreed to add our preferred title as the subtitle. The book is currently in print from Princeton University Press, and is
commonly referred to as “the magic book.” Jonathan Z. Smith told us that scholars should go ahead and use the word “magic,” to
prevent its meaning being controlled by popular usage and the media. I’'m dubious though, that academics can control any
vocabulary outside of their own classrooms. Don’t even get me started on the word “Gnosticism.”
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