
1 Literary Evidence

1.1 The Vedic Literature

Almost all categories of Vedic texts contain references to the 

guardians of the directions in space. When it comes to the descrip

tion of rituals, e.g. in the Satapathabrahmana, these are particularly 

numerous. Regarding the contexts in which an invocation of the 

directions and their overlords is crucial, the sphere of royal power 

and royal consecration has been prominent from the earliest times 

onwards. However, a consistent development towards the later 

directional lokapala concept has not taken place in that sphere, and 

has therefore been largely left aside here.

1.1.1 Early Vedic Literature

In the Rgveda, the.Atharvaveda and the Yajurveda, there is ample 

evidence for the number of directions. The latter two moreover con

tain many passages naming the presiding deity or deities. While cer

tain tendencies and predilections can be discerned, the classifica

tions often vary. Particularly noteworthy are the Atharvaveda hymn, 

later referred to as asdpdliyam (AV 1.31), which is addressed to the 

four directional guardians, and the two so-called digyukte hymns of 

the same text (AV III.26-27). The guardians’ protection is also 

expressly asked for in AV XIX. 17. In the Rgveda there are possible 

traces of a rudimentary development in the idea of overlords 

(adhipatis) of the directions. Apart from rather abstract references 

to the directional guardians, an interesting visual concept is pre

sented in TS 1.8.7 c, where the various groups of gods, together with 

their leaders, have occupied their seats in the four main directions 

and in the zenith.1

1.1.1.1 Origin and Symbolism of the Directions

In a somewhat later part of the Rgveda, the well-known Purusasukta 

hymn (RVX.90.14), the directions are described as arising from the 

ears of the purusa. In another passage (RVX.121.4; cf. AV IV.2.5), 

they form both arms of a superior being. In later texts, there are ref

erences to both these notions.2 In the same chapter, the directions 

are regarded as being born from the goddess Aditi (RV X.72.3), 

immediately after existence itself came forth. This stresses the ele

mental nature of the regions in the world system for which space is 

a natural precondition.

A highly interesting ritual aspect which throws light on their 

conceptual importance is the ritual “mounting of the regions” 

(digvydsthdpanarn), which is done with the desire to attain the heav

enly state. Thus the directions are conceived as forming the entrance 

to the celestial region, from which the whole world can be mas

tered.3 In connection with this, it has been maintained that, on a 

microcosmic level, “the regions (points of the compass) correspond 

to the covers of the embryo.”4

1.1.1.2 The Classification of the Directions

The Vedic texts offer an interesting diversity in the numbers and 

positions of the classified directions, starting with the commonly 

mentioned four5 or sometimes five6 regions (dis-, pradis-, or dsa) 

of the Rgveda and the Atharvaveda. It is obvious that the four 

regions, which are rarely specified (except, e.g. RV VII.72.5), but 

without doubt represent the four main directions, predominate in 

the Rgveda, where the earth is also said to be four-cornered (RV 

X.58.3). This number further corresponds to the number of heaven

ly rivers or oceans which are envisaged as originating in the highest 

heaven7. In later Vedic scriptures, the number four as referring to 

the total number of directions appears less frequently.

Regarding the number five, which includes the central axis as a 

point or direction, “It has long been observed that the predominant 

role of the number five in the Veda (cf. panca janah, panca krstth, 

panca carsanfh, panca ksitth) is due to the fact that the five points 

of the compass (panca pradisah [RV] IX.86.29) ‘represent in the 

Vedic scriptures the entire world.’ When five points are occasional

ly mentioned, that in the middle, where the speaker stands (madhy- 

atdh RS.[RV] X.42.11), denotes the fifth.”8 Five coordinates of 

space continue to appear in later Vedic texts (e.g. SB IX.4.3.10), the 

fifth point being the zenith, however. This concept is also rooted in 

the Yajurvedic tradition.9

The Atharvaveda, besides mentioning four or five directions, 

quite often refers to six directions10 (including a “fixed region” or 

centre - dhruvd dik,11 and the zenith - urdhvti dik), which are gen

erally governed by certain adhipatis (see below).

1 Cf. also JB 11.141 and other passages mentioned by Kuiper 1979: 57, referring 

to the daivi sab ha or daivi samsad.

2 E.g. concerning the senses in the Vedanta philosophy, the directions preside 

over the ear (Monier-Williams 1899: 167).

3 TS 1.8.13,1-2; MS 11.6,10; VS X.10-14 (cf. SB V.4.1,3-7), and other passages 

quoted by Heesterman 1957: 103. This rite is essential to the royal consecration, and 

is completed by a ritual which symbolizes the stepping down (ibid.: 196-199). In the 

SB, an explanation for the ascent of the regions has been provided: “it is the seasons, 

the year, that he thereby makes him ascend; and having ascended the seasons, the year, 

he is high, high above everything here” (SB V.4.1,8, after Eggeling). Most revealing 

is the statement in MS 4.4.4: diso vdi svargo lokdh - “the heaven is the quarters of 

space” (cf. SB VIII.6.1,4). In ChU III.13,1-5 the five openings of the heart, situated in 

the five directions and equated with particular deities and senses, represent the “door

keepers of heaven” (svargasya lokasya dvarapdh).

4 Heesterman 1957: 38 (cf. 105). He continues: “The gods presiding over the 

points of the compass and the raksases driven off by them ‘from the regions’ seem to 

coincide with the embryonic covers, whereof they then represent between them the 

protecting and the opposing dangerous aspects.”

5 RVi. 164,42; VII.35,8; 72,5; X. 19,8; 51,9; 58,4; 128,1. AVI. 11,2; 31,1; 11.10,3; 

XI.2,10; XII.L4&55.

6 RVII. 13,10; IX.86,29. AV 1.30,4; 111.4,2; 20,5; VIII.9,15; XIII.3,6. V5XIV.13; 

XVI.64-66; XXII.24.

7 Luders 1959: 285-288. Kuiper (1975: 110) rather regards them as coming 

down from the central mountain which represents the axis mundi.

8 Kuiper 1962: 148.7?VX.42,11 (“Brhaspati soil uns von hinten und von oben, 

von unten vor dem Ubelwollenden schiitzen, Indra soli uns von vorn und in der Mitte 

[...] einen Ausweg schaffen.’’[after Geldner]) quoted by him does not enumerate all the 

directions but refers only to two coordinates on the horizontal plane and three coordi

nates on the central axis (!). Interestingly, Brhaspati remains associated with the zenith 

until Brahma is assigned to this position. If Indra’s position “in front” is interpreted as 

an eastern one, this may be a very early hint at the direction which is later regarded as 

undisputably his (at first quite rarely, as in AV XVIII.3,25). The centre has also some

times been attributed to him in later texts, as in VadhSS 1.61 (Caland 1927: 173).

9 E.g. TS V.5,8; VII.1,15; MS 11.8,9; 111.12,8; VS X.10-14; IX.32; XIV.13; 

XV.10-14. “The normal term for the zenith in the Yajurveda is brhatf dik - ‘the high 

region’, perhaps with assonance of Brhaspati.” (Kuiper 1979: 57) Here also, Kuiper 

expresses his opinion that dhruvd dik (TS: iyam dik) denotes the nadir (see below).

10 AV IV. 11,1; 20,2; X.7,35; XIII.3,1. This division of space has perhaps been 

anticipated in RV VI.47,3.

11 Cf. Kuiper 1979: 57. Imagining the “fixed”, solid earth, a reference to the nadir 

seems to be implied. However, the expression avacl dik (MS II. 13,21) which definitely 

points to the nadir, occurs only rarely.
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Of particular interest are the cases where seven directions12 have 

been described. While one would naturally be inclined to count the 

cardinal directions, the centre, the nadir and the zenith, a “trackless” 

or probably “midway” (yyadhva) quarter has been added to the fixed 

and the upward quarter in AV IV.40.1-7, which is also implied 

in AV IV. 14.7-8. In the latter passage, most interestingly, the 

directions are described as being analogous to the bodily parts of a 

sacrificial goat13. The “trackless” quarter refers to antdriksa (air 

space), which can be deduced from the fact that Vayu presides 

over both.14

The classification of seven directions in AV XV.6.1-9 tran

scends our present-day notions about space and again shows that the 

directions were in ancient times closely related to the lokas, the par

ticular spheres in space. The directions, called dhruvd dik, urdhvd 

dik, uttama dik, brhati dik, pdrama dik, nddistha dik, and dndvrtta 

dik, all seem to be lined up on the central axis and extend far into 

space, which is practically inconceivable. The last-mentioned 

region is associated with Aditi, a goddess, who is elsewhere (RV 

X.5.7) described as abiding in the highest heaven.

Further examples of different classification concepts include a 

mention of eight directions in the Atharvaveda-Parisistad5 Accord

ing to Ludwig (1888: 229, 231), RV 1.52.11 and VIII.90.13 refer to 

ten directions. This cannot be proven, however. It is still interesting 

to note that ten directions, which already correspond to the latest 

development, are quite explicitly enumerated in AV V.l0.1-7. The 

concept becomes perfectly clear in SB VI.2.2.34, VI.8.2.12,16 and 

SadvB IV.4.

1.1.1.3 The Early Assignment of the Directions

Here again, F.B.J. Kuiper (1979) has done intensive research and 

has covered almost every aspect of early classification. According 

to his view, “In Vedic cosmogony [...] ddhipati is the specific term 

for a god or group of gods who, in the system of classification, have 

the function of protector(s) of one of the points of the compass. As 

such they exist as soon as the Cosmos arises from Chaos, for the 

world order is inconceivable without a system of classification.”17 

In his opinion, the assignment of particular groups of gods, the 

vasus, rudras, and adityas, to particular directions in the Athar- 

vaveda and other slightly later Vedic texts is closely related to this 

sequence, in which they have already been referred to in the Rgve- 

da.18 Thus, “The Vasus are always associated with the East, the 

Rudras with the South and, with rare exceptions, the Adityas with 

the West” (ibid.), which implies a clockwise order. For the north, 

for the zenith, and, if at all mentioned, for the centre or nadir, the 

classification differs.

In tracing the antecedents of the later dikpdla group, however, 

it is of particular interest to focus on the single deities associated 

with the directions. With rare exceptions, e.g., where all the direc

tions are allocated to only one god19 or to the months of the year,20 

different individual gods or groups of gods generally preside over 

the directions. Often they are accompanied by a “defender” 

(raksitr), an “arrester of arrows” (hetindm pratidhartr), or just 

“arrows” (isdvah). The position of a defender is never held by a 

main god, but is mostly assigned to serpents.21 The terminology 

already indicates that a magical protection was being sought.

While some general tendencies in the assignment of the direc

tions are obvious, such as the allotment of the east to Agni, the south 

to Indra, the west to Varuna, the north to Soma, and the zenith to 

Brhaspati, there is no consistency in the respective texts. Exceptions 

are ubiquitous. In the distributional tables, the evidence from the 

Atharvaveda and from some Yajurvedic texts has been separately 

listed. For the sake of clarity, the mythical names of the directions 

as well as those of the defenders, listed by Kuiper (1979: 56-57), 

have been omitted here.

Single gods are quite often combined with a group of deities 

with which their relationship is not apparent at first glance. Some of 

the conventional combinations are Agni with the vasus, Indra with 

the rudras2-2, Yama, originally the first man who died, together with 

the pitrs, the deceased, and Brhaspati with the visve devdh.23 Since 

Varuna is regarded as the first-born aditya (Kuiper 1979: 39), his 

association with this group is only natural. However, the exchange 

of groups and other alterations in the classification system point to 

the fact that the assignment of the directions in the Vedic texts was 

subjected to priestly speculation and hardly reflected a living tradi

tion. This is in particular indicated by the fact that Rudra, who is

12 A well-known instance is RV IX. 114.3, starting with saptd diso ndnasuryah 

saptd hotara rtv'ijah “Seven are the directions, each with its own sun. Seven are the cer- 

emoniants and hotars.” (Brereton 1981: 4) The first part is repeated in TA 1.7.4, and 

an equation of seven regions with seven hotrs has been made in SB VII.4.1.20 and 

X.2.6.2-3. A mention of seven regions further occurs in SB IX.5.2.8. Another enigmatic 

case is RV 1.22.16: dto devA avantu no ydto visnur vicakrame, prthivydh saptd dhdmab- 

hih “Von dort aus sollen uns die Gotter helfen, von wo aus Visnu ausgeschritten ist 

durch die sieben Statten der Erde.” (Falk 1987: 128) Although the term dhdman does 

not mean “direction” (Gonda 1967: passim, p. 42 commenting on this passage), some 

kind of solar symbolism is possibly shared by both passages, as the second passage may 

refer to the seven different monthly positions of the midday sun during a year (Falk 

ibid.').

13 In this case it becomes obvious that dhruvd dik denotes the centre.

14 Vayu governs the “midway” quarter in AVIV.40,6. He is described as ddhipati 

of antdriksa in AV V.24,8 and TS 111.4,5, cf. also J.R. Ioshi 1973: 234,239,241. In SSS 

VI.3,6 Vayu shares this position with vrsti (rain). This passage refers to the same 

division into seven regions, the intermediate one explicitly being called antariksa, the 

lower one prthivi (earth).

15 As in the following Atharvaveda passage, the intermediate directions are only 

treated collectively. In this case however, reference to the fear of particular perils in the 

different regions may have led to the omission of the fixed and the upper quarter.

16 Regarding this passage, doubts about the general validity of the statement may 

arise as two verses before, the number of regions is only nine {SB VI.8.2,10).

17 Kuiper 1979: 27. See also: 52-57. The term ddhipati, generally translated as 

“overlord”, is also used for deities presiding over certain realms, groups of beings or 

even abstract entities (particularly AW.24; TS 111.4,5). It is interesting to find such ref

erences combined with descriptions of the adhipatis of the regions as in AV XV. 14.

18 “the order in which the three groups were enumerated was fixed ever since the 

Rigveda. [...] The first question that arises is whether these fixed associations [with the 

directions] were due to the fixed order of the three groups [...] or if, inversely, the asso

ciation was from the beginning a given fact and thus led to enumerating the groups in 

the order of the classification system. As far as I can see, the second alternative is cor

rect” (Kuiper 1979: 47).

19 In TS II.4.14 (cf. AV VI.98.3), different aspects of Indra govern the four main 

directions, while in TS V.5,7, only Rudra is addressed in five regions. The latter instance 

is similar to AV XV.5,1-7, where six directions plus the intermediate directions are 

assigned to seven different names of Rudra.

20 AV 4.1-6 mentions two months respectively as guardians (goptr) for each of the 

six directions. The only deity referred to is “Aditya” for the zenith.

21 E.g. AVGLZT, TS V.5,10.

22 This seems to be confined to the Yajurveda (see table II) and can be explained 

on the one hand by Indra’s close association with the maruts (Hazra 1981: 115-140), 

which are also called the rudras, and on the other hand by the rather habitual enumer

ation of gods, in which the rudras followed the vasus and Indra followed Agni. For the 

rudras, cf. Arbman 1922: 156-7: “Doch kennt [...] die spatvedische Literatur einen 

Begriff rudrah, der sich nicht mit Rudras Scharen identifizieren lasst, namlich jene 

Rudras, die im Ritual allein oder zusammen mit den Vasus [...] immer in ganzlich far- 

blosen, schablonenmassigen Zusammenstellungen erscheinen. Diese Rudras haben mit 

Rudra nichts gemein, lassen sich aber ebenso wenig mit den Maruts identifizieren.”

23 “The nature and the function of the visve devdh are still obscure, although 

they were clearly connected with the idea of totality” states Kuiper 1979: 50. For 

a recent discussion of the encompassing nature of this group see Bodewitz 1973: 

87-89, n. 26.
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Table I - Directional Guardians mentioned in the Atharvaveda

Atharvaveda East South West North dhruva dik vyadhva dik Zenith Intermediate 

quarters

III.26.1-6 agni kama apa vata osadhih - Brhaspati —

III.27.1-6 Agni, 

adityas

Indra, 

pitrs

Varuna, 

dnnam

Soma, 

dsani

Visnu, 

osadhih

Brhaspati, 

varsdm

-

IV .40.1-8 Agni Yama Varuna Soma Bhumi Vayu Surya brahman

XII.3.7-11 agni, 

ddmpati

Y ama, 

pitrs

Soma pAnkta Aditi - - -

XII.3.55-60 Agni, 

Aditya

Indra, 

Yama

Varuna, 

dnnam

Soma, 

dsani

Visnu, 

osadhih

- Brhaspati, 

varsdm

-

XV.2.1-4 adityas pasavdh, etc. Varuna Soma - - - -

XV. 14.1-5,9,12 maruts Indra Varuna Soma Visnu - Brhaspati Paramesthi

XVIII.3.25-29 Indra, 

maruts

Dhatr,

Nirrti

Aditi, 

adityas

Soma, 

visve devah

Dhartr - Savitr -

XIX.17.1-10 Agni, vasus,

■ Vayu, 

antariksa

Soma, rudras, 

Varuna, 

adityas

Surya, 

Prthivi, 

apa, osadhih

Visvakarman, 

saptarsis, 

Indra, maruts

Prajapati, 

pratistha

- Brhaspati, 

visve devah

-

Table II - Directional Guardians mentioned in the Yajurveda

Yajurveda East South West North Zenith Centre/Nadir

MSII.8.9;

KS XVII.8;

KapS XXVI.7

vasus, 

Agni

rudras, 

Indra

adityas, 

Soma

maruts, 

Varuna

visve devah, 

Brhaspati

-

MS 11.13.21 Agni Indra Soma Varuna Brhaspati Visnu (avacl dik)

TS 1.8.7 Agni Yama Savitr Varuna Brhaspati -

TS 1.8.13 Agni Indra maruts Mitra, Varuna Brhaspati -

TS IV.3.3 Agni Indra visve devah Mitra, Varuna Brhaspati -

TS V.3.4 Agni, 

vasus

Dhatr, 

adityas

Mitra, 

Aditi

Indra, Savitr - -

TS V.5.8 Agni Indra Savitr Mitra, Varuna Brhaspati -

TS V.5.9 vasus, rudras Y ama, pitrs adityas, visve 

devah

Dyutana Maruta, 

maruts

“the gods, whose chief is Indra, [...] below and [...] 

above”

TS V.5.10 Agni Indra Soma Varuna Brhaspati Yama (iyam dik)

TS VI. 1.5 Pathya Svasti Agni Soma Savitr Aditi -

VS IX.35 Agni Yama visve devah Mitra, Varuna, 

or maruts

Soma -

VS XV. 10-14;

(SB VIII.6.1.5-9)

vasus, 

Agni

rudras, 

Indra

adityas, 

Varuna

maruts, 

Soma

visve devah, 

Brhaspati

-

traditionally associated with the north, never functions as a guardian 

of that direction in early classifications.24

The tables show that the traditions of the Atharvaveda and the 

Yajurveda differ to a certain extent. In both the Vedas, Agni and 

Indra quite regularly appear, on the east and on the south respec

tively. However, Soma and Varuna generally occupy the west and 

the north in the Atharvaveda, but tend to have exchanged positions 

in the Yajurveda, the latter often being conjoined with Mitra. Gods 

which are less regularly included, such as Savitr (west, north, or 

zenith) and Dhatr (south or north)25, often vary in their positions. 

The goddess Aditi seems to have a certain connection with the 

central parts of the coordinate system (dhruvd clik and zenith), but 

she is also found on the west. The few cases in which deities are 

confined to one region are Yama and the pitrs-6 for the south and 

Brhaspati for the zenith.27

24 Admittedly, the numerous references to the north being Rudra’s direction gen

erally come from later phases of the Vedic literature: TS 11.6.6,5; SB 1.7.3,20; 

II.6.2,5&7; V.4.2,10; IX. 1.1,10; ApDhS 11.2.4,6; ApSS XV. 11,7; KausB II.3. However, 

it can be assumed that this traditional association is older. The only mention of Rudra 

as the sole guardian of the north is made in a passage of the fragments of the VadhSS 

(Caland 1927: 173).

25 The latter evidence comes from SB XIV. 1.3,22.

26 Kuiper 1979: 56, n. 183 proposes a taboo as “the main reason why the Pitaras 

are but seldom mentioned in the system of classification in connection with the region 

that is characteristically theirs.” However, the observation already made in the case of 

Rudra may also be applied here, viz. the general exclusion of folk beliefs from the rit

ualistic connotations of the directions. Regarding the latter, it is highly significant that 

he is treated separately in systems in which all the regions are exclusively ruled by him 

(cf. note 19).

27 Schmidt 1968: 87-89 has argued for the priority of Savitr as guardian of the 

zenith (as in AV XVIII.3,29).
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Regarding the whole situation from the point of view of the later 

development, it is interesting to note that in the Atharvaveda, with 

the rather regular assignment of the west to Varuna and the north to 

Soma, the later convention was already known. Yama has made his 

appearance in both the Atharvaveda and Yajurveda as being associ

ated with the south. In the following development, he must have 

ousted Indra, who also quite regularly occupied this direction. The 

latter’s shift to the east, which here occurs only once (AV XVIII. 

3.25), has not been initiated as yet. Visnu for the centre or the nadir28 

still keeps some mythological connection with Ananta, who later 

guards the latter, and Brhaspati can be regarded as the precursor of 

Brahma as guardian of the zenith. The intermediate regions have so 

far only been treated collectively. However, their mention shows 

that they had not escaped the attention of the early priests.

1.1.2 Evidence from the Brahmanas, Aranyakas, Upanisads 

and Sutras

The literary stratum consisting of ritual and philosophic texts of 

c. first millenium B.C., viz. the Brahmanas, Aranyakas. Upanisads 

and Sutras, witnesses the advent of the lokapala concept, although it 

appears only in a later phase and even then sporadically. The main 

emphasis in the treatment of the directions is still placed on the con

tinuation of the earlier traditions, however (see tables III-VI). In 

this period, the assignment of the directions to particular deities 

becomes much more lucid than before, which is due to the theolog

ical development reflected in the scriptures. The number of classi

fied directions generally remains five to six, with the rare inclusion 

of the intermediate directions, to which groups of deities are often 

assigned29. Interestingly, these avantaradiks are, in SB XI. 1.6.27, 

associated with the patnisamyajas, i.e. offerings to the wives of the 

gods, e.g. Indrani, RudranI, Sarvani, and Bhavanl (PGS III.8.10). 

Thus it becomes clear that the substantially different treatment of the 

intermediate directions has not been resolved in the majority of the 

later Vedic scriptures. A few novel traits of directional classification 

will be introduced here. With all the emerging objects of classifica

tion, it is often extremely difficult to judge, when they were newly 

introduced, and secondly, whether they could have been the cause 

for a change in the traditional systems of directional assignment.

1.1.2.1 The Tripartite World (triloka') and the Directions

Apart from the classification of the “powers of the sacrifice (metres, 

stomas, samans) and the forces which constitute between them the 

social cosmos (brahman, ksattra, vis, supplemented by force and 

lustre)”30, the fundamental divisions of space, viz. the earth, the 

intermediate region, heaven31 and “the quarters”32, are for their part 

assigned to the directions in a clockwise order, starting from the 

east. The divisions of the tripartite world and the directions, which 

- at least partly - penetrate these divisions and possibly even tran

scend them33, are thus invoked, always with a view to mastering 

them (Gonda 1966: 51-53). This highly complex system of spatial 

reference, which might already have been implied in the earlier 

Vedic tradition, largely accounts for the distribution of directional 

guardians. Thus, the most common order of Agni (east), Indra 

(south), Varuna (west) and Soma (north) can be easily explained by 

the fact that Agni is classified as a terrestrial deity, Indra as govern

ing antariksa (together with Vayu), and Varuna as an aditya, thus 

belonging to heaven by definition34 (Macdonell 1897: 43, 54, 88). 

Soma has ancient connections with the directions, a fact which 

qualifies him as their leader.35 A conscious application of this dis

tributional system, however, is only found in SB VIII. 1.1.4-1.2.7 

and 6.1.16-20, where Agni, Vayu, Aditya and disah - the directions 

(respectively, yajna - sacrifice) are assigned to the directions in a 

clockwise order. The contrast between this and other, often varying 

assignments further shows that this “multidimensional” system of 

spatial reference must not necessarily be presupposed in every sin

gle case. However, at this stage, the sequence implies a progress 

towards the concept of totality.36

28 When Schmidt 1968: 87 states this as a general rule, he is criticized by Kuiper 

(1971: 283). According to the latter’s view, Varuna is the supporter of the world axis 

par excellence (as in RV VIII.41,10). Kuiper continues: “Nowhere, however, is Visnu 

said to support the skambhd-. He rather is the pillar, and his natural place would be in 

its middle, as the connecting link between underworld and upperworld.”

29 SB 1.8.1.40 assigns the pitrs to the intermediate directions, SaclB IVA lists the 

ddityas, rudras, maruts and vasus as presiding over the same.

30 Heesterman 1957: 104. Cf. VSX.10-14.

31 E.g., as referred to by Dandekar 1979: 300, the fundamental threefold divison 

with the respective presiding deities Agni (earth), Vayu (antariksa) and Surya/Aditya 

(heaven), has been expressed in RV X.158.1. For the “three worlds” bhur (= prthivi), 

bhuvas (= antariksa), and svar (= dyaus) see Wayman 1986.

32 These four entities are often mentioned as being gained, in this succession, by 

the four steps of Visnu, e.g. TS\N.2.\ a; SB VI.7.2.13-16.

33 Here we touch on a complex problem which has to be tackled in a two ways. 

Firstly, it must be asked whether all known directions or only four are to be counted, 

and secondly, the real relationship between the lokas and the disas must be established. 

Another basic question concerns the principles of classification. Regarding the classi

fication of four items, it has been stated: “The fourth element often represents some

thing which on the one hand is added to a threefold totality and on the other hand 

includes the three preceding items” (Bodewitz 1982: 47, cf. Heesterman 1957: 34- 

37), and, “The fourth can, by its inherent numerical value, be heterogeneous, represent 

another concept and connect this in some way or other with the three” (Gonda 1976: 

117). Although in most cases the number of directions has not been specified, accord

ing to Klaus (1986: 27, 48-50) and Gonda (1976: 117) the (four) directions denote 

only the horizontal extension of the universe, without including the lokas.. That the rela

tionship between the divisions of the tripartite world and the directions is highly com

plex and somewhat paradoxical, has been summarized by Gonda 1966: 110, n. 17: 

“The quarters are said to be both inside and outside these ‘worlds’ (SB. 6,5,2,7), but 

elsewhere (7,3,1,13) they are in these ‘worlds’ (cf. 6,5,2,6), or between them [viz. heav

en and earth] (7,3,1,27); 8,1,2,4 they are said to be ‘above everything here’ and at the 

same time to be identical with the svarga loka [heaven]; according to SB 6,5,2,22; 

13,6,1,3 all this (universe) is as great as the lokas and the regions (disah).”

34 E.g. Gonda 1974: 220. However, Varuna never presides over heaven. An 

attempt to replace this god in the west by Surya, the ruler of the heavenly realm, had 

already been made in AV XIX. 17.5, and Aditya takes this position in SB VIII. 1.2.1 and 

VIII.6.1.18.

35 RV IX.86.29: “Dein sind diese fiinf Weltgegenden in ganzer Ausdehnung” 

(after Geldner). AitB 1.14 relates how the gods and demons had fights in the four direc

tions, the latter always being victorious. Then, “They contended for the north-eastern 

quarter; they were not conquered thence. This is the unconquered quarter [...] ‘Through 

our lack of a king they conquer us; [...]’ They made Soma king; with Soma as king they 

conquered all the quarters” (after Keith). According to Bodewitz 1982: 50-51, the 

quarters and Soma/Candramas/moon, together with other members, share the fourth 

position in the cosmic classification. A more direct connection between them has been 

described by Gonda (1967: 74—75): “By performing the ritual act called nigrabha [...] 

the gods made Soma ‘consort’ (copulate) with the regions as his ‘mate’ (mithunena), 

his ‘loved resort’ (Eggeling: SB. 3,9,4,20). Here the question arises as to how the quar

ters of the universe could at the same time be spouse and dhaman [abode] of Soma.”

36 This seems to be implied by the assignment of the visve devah (“all the gods”) 

and the dual deity Mitravarunau (cf. note 54) to the west or to the north. The zenith, by 

its very position, represents the totality. An interesting succession of heavenly strata is 

described in KausU 1.2-3, where the deceased person has to pass successively through 

the worlds of Candramas, Agni, Vayu, Varuna, Indra and Prajapati, to reach the world 

of Brahman. With some modifications, it is possible to apply this succession to the 

system of directional classification, starting with the north, proceeding clockwise, and 

again touch the north (on a higher level) with Indra. Either both Prajapati and Brahman 

have to be located in the zenith, or the latter has to be imagined above the other, or Brah

man’s world is here conceived of as transcending space. The cosmographical inconsis

tency lying in the fact that Agni is enumerated after Candramas has been noted by 

Thieme 1951-52: 33. Our interpretation would explain this succession. Curiously, com

paring this succession with the known types of classification, it is also possible to start 

with Candramas/Soma on the south and proceed anti-clockwise, with Agni on the east, 

Vayu on the north, and so on.
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1.1.2.2 The Classes of Beings and the varnas

The classes of beings are not entirely new objects of classification37 

and their assignment still varies to a certain extent. The Sata- 

pathabrdhmana alone offers three different versions of their direc

tional distribution. In the usual clockwise order, the gods, pitrs and 

men are allocated to the east, south and west, respectively (SB 

1.2.5.17). The second version substitutes the serpents (sarpa) for the 

human beings on the west,38 while the latter have been shifted to the 

north (SB III. 1.1.6-7). In the third version, the gods and pitrs again 

keep their positions, while “cattle” (pasu) comes on the west, “off

spring” (praja) on the north; the sacrificer (yajamana) himself is 

referred to in connection with the zenith (SB XIV 2.2.28). From 

these concepts, which may well have been popularly accepted, it is 

not difficult to arrive at a valuation of particular directions. The 

north and the east were generally regarded as “positive”, while the 

south and the west were regarded as “negative” (cf. Moody 1980: 

80). The most prominent positive valuation often occurs for the 

combination of the north and the east, the intermediate direction of 

the north-east which has been characterized as the direction of gods 

and men.39 The unrivalled positive quality of a direction which was 

practically excluded from the classificatory scheme (and comple

mented by the extremely negative association of the south-west, 

Nirrti’s direction) may have formed one of the reasons for the even

tual break-up of the four-plus-two scheme of spatial reference.40

The varnas are also not entirely new objects of classification. 

The VS X.10-12 refers to the three superior social classes starting 

with the highest one in the east. Although the directions are not 

expressly mentioned in SB X.4.1.9 and JB 1.68-69, Agni is recog

nized as the deity of the brahmana, Indra as the lord of the ksatriya 

and the visve devah as governing the vaisya, while no deity is asso

ciated with the sudra.^

1.1.2.3 The Sacrificial Ground

Considering the overwhelming importance of the layout of the 

sacrificial ground42 and the positions of the priests on the one hand 

and the directional classifications on the other, a close connection 

between the two should be expected. A high degree of directional 

determination in the ritual actions moreover provides innumerable 

hints as to the directional symbolism involved. However, the dif

ferent levels of symbolism and the differing traditions both make the 

whole sphere of ritualism a difficult field of enquiry. Thus the lay

out of the sacrificial ground offers a safe starting point.

The three fires, viz. gdrhapatya (west-circular), ahavamya (east 

- square) and daksinagni (south - semi-circular) through their dis

tinct forms reflect connections with the divisions of the tripartite 

world (discussed under 1.1.2.1). The most common assignment is 

gdrhapatya - earth, ahavamya — heaven, daksinagni - intermediate 

region, while the fire-less space on the north may stand for chaos or 

the “fourth world” (SB 1.2.4.12-14) 43 During an interesting ritual, 

the pahcedhmiya, which is performed at the close of the caturmasya 

year, the ahavamya fire is divided and pushed out to the four points 

of the compass, leaving a fifth fire in the middle.44 This practice was 

meant to drive off the demons from the main directions.

Regarding the priests’ positions, it is generally accepted that 

they are symbolically connected with particular directions.45 The 

assignment propagated in SB XIII (5.4.24; 6.2.18; 7.1.13) is: hotr- 

east; brahman - south; adhvaryu - west; udgdtr-north. Some other 

instances of spatio-directional significance can only be speculated 

about: the patnVs (wife’s) seat on the south-west, which has been 

discussed in connection with Aditi’s position,46 the rubbish (utkara) 

heap on the north, which might bear an allusion to Rudra’s posi

tion.47 Curiously, the north-east is characterized by aquatic symbol

ism, as the pranitah water-pot is located there.48

A relationship between the directional guardians (goptrs) and 

particular areas in the elaborate sacrificial ground is established in 

the Vadhulasutra (table VI). Interestingly, the enumeration is anti

clockwise, and the three lokas are equated with the vedi, uttaravedi, 

and uttaranabhi. Thus they are excluded from any directional impli

cation.49 In descriptions of the agnicayana ritual, during which an 

elaborate altar of cosmographic significance is constructed, the

37 An earlier stage of this classification is met with in TS 1.6.5 d: Gods and priests 

(rtvijah) are allocated to the east, months and the pitrs, to the south, houses and cattle to 

the west, waters, plants and trees to the north and the sacrifice, the year, and the lord of 

sacrifice (yajnapati) to the zenith. Another passage from this text distributes the gods, 

pitrs, men and rudras to the east, south, west, and north respectively (TS VI. 1.1.1).

38 A close relationship between the serpents and Varuna has been postulated by 

Shende 1948: 281 and Johnsen 1965-66: 260-261.

39 E.g. SB VI.6.2.3. It is added that the gateway to heaven is also located here. 

Exceptionally, according to TA 1.23, the men and the gods are both assembled in the 

zenith, while in MaitrU VII.6 the men share the nadir with relatively inferior beings 

(see table V).

40 This is also corroborated by the exceptional assignment of particular deities or 

groups of deities to the north-east (table VI). On the material level, the importance of 

the summer solstice may have increased during this period, as advocated by Falk 

(1997: 87). The sunrise on the north-east announces the advent of the rainy season.

41 The directional order “Agni - Indra - visve devah” occurs in SB V.5.1, while 

the deva-less character of the north is also known from SB VIII. 1.2.4.

42 Sketches are available in Eggeling 1885: 475; Sen 1978: plans 3-6; Staal 

1983: inside of the book cover.

43 Moody 1980: 83-87. The different order is highly significant with regard to the 

matters discussed under section 1.1.2.1, where the enumeration starts with “the earth” 

on the east (this is still maintained by Thieme 1966: 89). Then the sequence of the three 

lokas would start with the west and proceed anti-clockwise (see below). Exceptionally 

however, antariksa is represented by the - generally fire-less - space on the north: In 

ChU III. 13.1-5 (table VI), Candra is allotted to the south, terrestrial and celestial gods 

to the west and east respectively, and a typical antariksa deity, Parjanya, to the north. 

However, a linear arrangement of “worlds” is favoured by SB VI. 1.2.23, antariksa 

being represented by the dhisnya fires which are situated on the central axis, between 

the gdrhapatya (representing earth) and the ahavamya (representing heaven). In any 

case, different interpretations may have existed side by side. For further reflections 

on the spatial symbolism of the sacrificial fires see Sparreboom/Heesterman 1989: 

119-123.

44 Heesterman 1957: 31-32, 37-39. It is likely that the object of this fivefold par

tition, the ahavamya, symbolizes the identity of the directions with the heaven.

45 In SB XII.8.2.36 it is stated that the officiating priests are [analogous with] the 

quarters. JB 1.72 expresses the fact that particular priests are connected with particular 

deities, whose quarter they face. See Bodewitz 1984: 43^15 on the southern position 

of the brahman priest. A relationship between the priests and the directional guardians 

is established in the disam avestayah (Heesterman 1957: 196), where it is striking to 

find “Mitra and Varuna” related to “both adhvaryus”.

46 SB 1.3.1.17.: “Let her not sit to the west of the sacrifice, with her face towards 

the east. For Aditi [...] indeed sits on the west [...] and this lady would, therefore, raise 

herself to her [...]. For this reason let her [the patrii] sit somewhat to the south.” (after 

Eggeling) At the same time there is a definite - though rather complex - connection 

of the patni with Aditi and Varuna (SB 1.3.1.12-16). Considering the significance of the 

south-west, it is a well-known fact that this direction belongs to Nirrti (SB VII.2.1.8). 

The strongly negative bias of this goddess in that period, however, forbids any specu

lation about a possible symbolic connection with Nirrti.

47 Rudra, who is known to inhabit the north, is “most closely linked in myth and 

ritual to the remainder. He is the god par excellence known as ucchesanabhdga” (Srini

vasan 1983: 555, cf. 552-554). Elsewhere, the raksas are invoked at a domestic rub

bish heap (GGS 1.4.11).

48 The north-east is clearly connected with water, which is also hinted at by the 

rite of setting up a water barrel in that position during the construction of a house (Apte 

1954: 142). The symbolic character is described as decidedly female in SB 1.1.1.18-21. 

Accordingly, the female water has to be placed north of the male ahavamya fire on the 

east, “since the woman lies on the left (or north) side of the man” (after Eggeling).

49 References to a practice of sacrificing in three different altitudes (Arbman 

1922: 120) point to the same idea.

8



Table III - Directional Guardians mentioned in various Brahmanas

Brahmana East South West North Zenith Nadir Centre Intermediate

AitB II. 1-2 Aditi Agni Soma Savitr (Pathya) - - -

AitB VIII. 14 vasus rudras adityas visve devah maruts, 

angirasas

sddhyas, aptyas - -

JB 11.141 vasus rudras adityas maruts visve devah sddhyas, aptyas Indra -

SadB IV.4 Agni Yama Varuna Soma sddhyas pitrs - adityas, rudras, 

maruts, vasus

SB III.2.3.15-18 Agni Soma Savitr Pathya Svasti Aditi - - -

SB N.2A.5 Agni Yama visve devah. Mitra, Varuna, 

or maruts

Soma - - -

SBNAA.3-% Agni Indra maruts Mitra, Varuna Brhaspati - - -

SBN.5A Agni Indra or Soma visve devah Mitra, Varuna Brhaspati - - -

SB VIII. 1.1.4-2.7 Agni Vayu Aditya disah Candramas - - -

SB VIII.6.1.5-9 Agni, vasus Indra, rudras Varuna, adityas Soma, maruts Brhaspati, 

visve devah

- - -

SB VIII.6.1.16-20 Agni Vayu Aditya yajna Parjanya - - -

SB XIV. 1.3.19-23 Agni Indra Savitr Dhatr Brhaspati - - -

TB III. 11.5 Agni Indra Soma Mitra, Varuna Brhaspati - Aditi -

Table IV - Directional Guardians mentioned in various Aranyakas

Aranyaka East South West North Zenith Centre

JUB III.5.2.2 Indra Isana Varuna Soma Prajapati -

TA 1.23 Aditya Agni Vayu Indra men, gods, pitrs, 

gandharvas, apsarases

Pusan

Table V - Directional Guardians mentioned in various Upanisads

Upanisad East South West North Zenith Nadir

BAU III.9.19-25 Surya

(caksus)

Yama 

(yajna')

Varuna

(dpas)

Soma 

(diksa)

- Agni

(vac)

ChU III. 1-10 vasus, Agni

(rohita)

rudras, Indra

(sukla)

adityas, Varuna

(krsna)

maruts, Soma 

(parahkrsna)

sddhyas, Brahman -

ChU III. 13.1-5 Surya Candra Agni Parjanya Vayu -

MaitrU VII. 1-6 Agni, vasus Indra, Soma, rudras maruts, adityas visve devah, Varuna, 

sddhyas

Mitravarunau, 

angirasas, Candramas

Sani, Rahu, Ketu, 

uragas (serpents), 

raksas, yaksas, 

men, etc.

regions are adequately referred to. Here it is significant that the 

“triloka'’-symbolism, which seems to have originally been separat

ed from the directional symbolism,50 has to a certain extent been 

intermingled with it in SB VIII (table III).51 At the same time, a 

transference of the directions from antariksa to heaven52 seems to 

have taken place, but disya bricks are still found in the third, 

antariksa layer (SB VIII.3.1.11-14). Another version of the com

plex symbolism of the “celestial” layer consists of the ten pranas on 

the east, four (directional) gods and six cosmic elements on the 

south, the ten directions on the west, and the ten months on the north 

(SB VIII.5.2.13). The altar, which often assumes the form of a bird 

(syena or suparna) oriented towards the east, clearly refers to the 

east as the region of the gods.

50 “in the first, third, and fifth layers lie the three naturally-perforated bricks, 

representing the three worlds through which he [the sacrificer] will have to pass on his 

way to the fourth, invisible, world, the realm of immortal life.” (Eggeling 1897: XXII) 

Interestingly, the directions are symbolized by disya bricks in the layer which cor

responds to antariksa (TS V.7.5 c; SB VI.2.3.4).

51 Here, SB VIII. 1.1.4-2.7 belongs to the first layer of the agnicayana, the two 

other passages belong to the fifth layer corresponding to heaven.

52 Cf. note 44, 55 VIII.6.1.4.

9



Table VI - Directional Guardians mentioned in various Sutras

Sutra East South West North Zenith Nadir Other Coordinates

AsvGS I.2.5-6 [B] Indra Yama; pitrs Varuna Soma; raksas Brahman - -

BhGS III. 13-14 [B] Indra/Agni Yama Varuna Soma - - Centre: Brahman, Prajapati;

NE: saptarsi, sarvabhutah

GG5IV.7.41 [B] 

(crit. ed.: IV.7.36)

Indra Yama Varuna Soma Brahman Vasuki SE: Vayu; SW: pitrs;

NW: Maharaja; NE: Mahendra

KausGS III. 10.6-8[B] Indra Yama Varuna Soma Brhaspati - NE (apardjitd disa): 

maruts, asvins, chandorsis;

SE: Agni; SW: Nirrti (fem.);

NW: Vayu; NE: Rudra

MGS 11.12.12-16 [B] 

(cf. KathGS 44.11-16; 

ViDhS 67.15-20)

Indra Yama Varuna Soma — - Centre: Brahman

MSSXI.7.1.7 Indra Yama Varuna Soma, Kubera Brahman Ananta SE: Agni; SW: Nirrti (fem.); 

NW: Vayu; NE: Isana

PGS III.4.14-17 Agni, Aditya ahar, ratri anna,prana Candramas, Vayu - - -

SGS II. 14.6-7 [B] Indra Yama Varuna Soma Brhaspati - Direction of the sun (?):

Aditi, adityas

SSS IV.21.8-12 Agni, vasus Y ama, pitrs Varuna, adityas Indra, rudras Prajapati, 

visve devah

- -

SSS VI.3.1-7 Surya, Candra Yama, Mrtyu Mitra, Varuna Soma, Rudra Brhaspati, 

Indra

- antariksa: Vayu, vrsti (rain);

PrthivI: Agni, anna (food)

VadhSS 26c

(Caland 1927: 130)

vasus rudras adityas visve devah sadhyas angirasas -

VddhSS6\ 

(Caland 1927: 173)

Aditya

(dhavariiya)

Yama 

(marjaliya')

Aja Ekapad 

(garhapatya)

Rudra 

(agnidhriya)

- - Centre: Indra (hotriya)

VarGS XVII.6 [B] Agni Yama Soma Varuna - - Centre: Varuna, 

Aryaman, Brahman

1.1.2.4 The Senses

Another level of meaning, which is attached to the directional 

guardians in the Satapathabrahmana and in some of the Upanisads, 

is the microcosmic sphere of the senses or sense organs and other 

bodily faculties. It seems as if this kind of classification has - like 

the one mentioned under 1.1.2.1 - promoted the position of Vayu, 

who was only sporadically included in the earlier systems. Here, 

Vayu is the representative of prana. Aditya or Surya is always asso

ciated with the eye, as Agni is with speech. The directions (disah) 

are related to the ear (srotram). However, the classification of the 

senses does not seem to imply any strict order of enumeration and 

therefore exerts no influence on the spatial distribution of the 

deities.

1.1.2.5 Double Assignment of Deities

In the literary stratum under discussion, the assignment of two 

deities for each direction53 occurs more frequently than in the early 

Vedic texts. This phenomenon may be regarded as another harbin

ger of the subsequent break-up of the four-plus-two scheme of spa

tial reference. Whereas Mitra and Varuna, as the dual deity 

Mitravarunau, almost regularly occupy the north in the Yajurvedic 

tradition and appear as a complementary couple, a comprehensive 

“dualite unite”,54 one Grhyasutra (PGS III.4.14-17) and one 

Srautasutra (SSS VI.3.1-7)55 offer a distribution of the deities, in 

which those gods who may be regarded as similar in some respects 

have been paired.56 It may therefore be postulated that it was felt 

necessary to accommodate all the gods with claims to a particular 

position, the old classification systems proving too narrow for this 

task.

53 Rare instances of double assignment can be observed even in earlier Vedic texts 

(cf. tables I—II), and a regular double assignment for the four main regions has occurred 

already in AV XIX. 17.1-10.

54 Gonda 1974: 208. “That this pair of gods was believed to encompass the whole 

twofold universe, is in view of their character and the importance of the Rta principle 

not surprising.” (ibid.: 207). Regarding their position, the author (ibid.: 192) admits that 

he is unable to find a reason for the northern position of this dual deity.

55 Gonda 1974: 60-61 analyzes this passage and reflects upon it: “one is under 

the impression that the author, while coupling together powers which are more or less 

traditionally connected with the seven directions, consciously deviated from the more 

usual procedure which is characterized by the allocation of one single deity to every 

direction. [...] there can be no doubt that in his eyes these double invocations supplied 

a need, that they made the prayer more effective.”

56 Some of these couples are still pairs of opposites (ahar — day, ratri — night) 

or tend to be complementary (Surya, Candra). However, Agni and Aditya, often 

compared for their brilliance, Soma and Rudra, who can both claim to rule the north, 

and most obviously, Yama and Mrtyu, both connected with death, clearly consist of 

related deities.
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1.1.2.6 The bali offering

In some passages of the Srauta-, the Grhya- and the Dharmasutras 

(marked with [B] on table VI) bali offerings to the guardians of the 

directions are prescribed. This popular rite was executed in the pri

vate sphere of the household and basically served the worship of 

deities in connection with particular loci in the house. An invoca

tion of the directions was not always included,57 but if it was, the 

“hosts of Rudra”58 were another common recipient of oblations “in 

all the directions”. Interestingly, individual hosts (anugah) have 

also been assigned to the traditionally known guardians of the direc

tions (cf. Manu III.87), the almost invariable order being Indra - 

east, Yama-south, Varuna-west, Soma-north, Brahman-zenith. 

It is a somewhat misleading fact that the recipients of bali offerings 

are generally regarded as “divine powers of a lower order”.59 In fact, 

particular deities or groups of deities (most prominently the visve 

devati) are worshipped with non-homa oblations, before offerings to 

other, lower classes of beings (bhuta) are made. Different traditions 

must have existed side by side, a fact which becomes obvious when 

the worship of ten guardian deities at a house construction (GGS 

IV.7.41) is compared with the expressly “silent” preparations of the 

ground in other texts.60

With regard to the development of the directional guardians, 

two important innovations can be observed in this popular rite, viz. 

the expansion of the number of guardians to ten, which occurs in a 

few cases, and the rather regular appointment of Indra as the 

guardian of the east.61

1.1.2.7 The Inclusion of the Intermediate Directions

and the Incipient lokapala Concept

The term lokapala had hitherto been used as an epithet for single 

deities (e.g. SB XIV.7.2.24) and seems to have become a common 

term for the group of guardians of the regions or directions only 

subsequently. A rare instance of the latter meaning in this literary 

stratum is AsvGPar II.7. This passage describes the lokapdla- 

dvdhanam, an invitation to the lokapdlas, without mentioning any 

directions. However, the sequence Indra, Agni, Yama, Nirrti, 

Varuna, Kubera, Tsana implies the order known hereafter, with 

the exception of Vayu being mentioned separately from the other 

guardians, together with Ksetrapala and Akasa. This passage also 

provides one of the earliest known iconographic descriptions of the 

group. There are no guardians for the zenith and the nadir,62 but a 

substantial increase in the number of single guardians has taken 

place.

An inclusion of the intermediate directions can be observed in 

some of the prescriptions of balidana (KhGS III.2.10; IV.2.21-22). 

Reference to particular connected deities63 or an offering to such 

deities is still quite rare, however. One of these cases is GGSIV.7.41 

(table VI), where the eight guardians of the quarters, Vasuki on the 

nadir, and Brahman on the zenith are all offered balis on the occa

sion of the construction of a house.64 It speaks in favour of the 

chronological priority of the group described here that the assign

ment of the intermediate directions differs from the later known 

order.65 Ten guardians are named once more in MSS XI.7.1.7. This 

passage, taken from the Manava-Grhya-Parisistha, forms a later 

addition to this text and seems to be one of the earliest references to 

the canonical group of eight directional guardians. The only devia

tions from the later system are the fact that Nirrti is regarded as 

female, Soma and Kubera are sharing the north66 and Rudra gov

erning the north-east.

It may not be accidental that A.N. Pande’s statements on the 

general nature of the deities in the Grhyasutras, “the functional divi

sion of gods in the Grhyasutras is of a thoroughly spiritualised and 

specialised nature” and “the general characteristics of gods [...] is 

that they pervade the different quarters, wearing armour, wielding 

strong bows and arrows, not winking the eyes and vigilant about the 

affairs of men” (Pande 1958-59: 92; 131) seem to be most appro

priate for the lokapala?,. Their roots belong to this period.

57 E.g. ApDhS II.2.3-4. A few directional references are made here (south: pitrs', 

north: Rudra), but there is no special worship of the directions. PGS II.9.3-10 may be 

regarded as a transitional form with a quite elaborate, but not systematic treatment of 

the directions. Interestingly, Vayu is the only god referred to in connection with the 

outer regions; Brahman, antariksa and Surya come in the centre, all gods and all beings 

on the north, Usas and the Lord of beings (Rudra?) further north, the pitrs on the south, 

and Yaksma on the north-west. Incidentally, the latter, under the name of Papayaksman, 

is also positioned near the north-west in the vastumandala grid (BrS LIII.45).

58 E.g. AsvGS IV.8.22: PGS III.8.11. The close relationship of Rudra with all the 

directions is corroborated by his epithet disam pati in the Satarudrlya (e.g. TS IV.5.2 

a). It has been stated in AsvGS IV.8.24 that the worship of the directions (disam 

upasthanam) has to be performed at all sacrifices to Rudra.

59 Gonda 1977: 563. MDhsU.70 and TA II.10.4 list the bali offerings among the 

five types of sacrifices and name the bhiltas as their recipients.

611 ApGS VII.17, cf. HGS 1.8.27. Significantly, ApGS VII.17.1 prescribes that the 

ground should slope to the south-west (1), while GGS IV.7.3, like many other texts, calls 

for a plot of land inclining towards the north or the east. The bali offerings in ten direc

tions without any reference to deities could be regarded as a possible intermediary stage 

(KhGS IV.2.21-22).

61 Exceptions appear in the Vdraha-Grhyasutra (table VI) and in KausS VIII.3; 

L.3-5 and other passages, where AV 111.26 and 27 (table I) are prescribed for bali 

worship. All these passages assign the east to Agni.

62 As in the earlier types of classification of four, five, six, seven, etc., directions, 

the authors were able to choose whichever system suited the context. Regarding the 

lokapdlas, eight was the favourite number. It is highly significant that one of the earliest 

references to lokapdlas as a group of regional guardians in AitU 1.1.4 lists eight mem

bers (Agni, Vayu, Aditya, disah, osadhi-vanaspatayah, Candramas, Mrtyu, apas), 

which are different from the group under discussion. The first four of them, however, 

correspond to the guardians of the four main directions in SB VUI. 1.1.4— 2.7 (table III). 

They are also included in a list of eight cosmic deities/elements given in MtP 161.14 

(Arka [Aditya], Soma, Vayu, Hutasana [Agni], salila, antariksa, naksatrani, diso dasa), 

and the first three (Agni, Vayu, Aditya; supplemented by PrthivI, Antariksa, Dyaus, Vac, 

Prana) recur in JUB 1.1.1, where the eight mentioned principles are stated to contain every

thing in this world: td eta astau devata: etdvad idam sarvam (JUB 1.1.7.1, cited by Klaus 

1986: 28). It is again striking to find many members of this group (particularly of the two 

latter versions) shared by the eight vasus, as they are listed in SB XI.6.3.6 and BrAU 

III.9.3: Agni, PrthivI, Vayu, Antariksa, Aditya, Dyaus, Candramas, Naksatrani. These 

deities have been regarded by Kirfel (1920: 5) as corresponding to the eight lokas.

63 The case of BhGS III. 13-14 is rather strange. In referring to the bali offerings 

to the directions, the intermediate regions have been labelled with the names of the lat

er known guardians (respectively, Agni, Nirrti, Vayu, Isana), while in enumerating the 

directional guardians during two pradaksina rounds reference is made only to those of 

the main directions and to the north-east (here: uttarapurvd). Therefore, this passage 

seems to be corrupt. KausGS III. 10.6-8 also seems to be in disorder, as the north- east 

is counted twice (first reference: aparajita diSa, cf. AitB 1.14). The emendation must 

have been made at an early date, as Nirrti is still feminine, and Rudra takes the place of 

Isana.

64 This passage has been quoted by Banerjea 1956: 521.

65 Significantly, Vayu (Anila) on the south-east and the pitrs on the south-west 

are found in the same position in the vastumandala grid (BrS LIII.43-44). Maharaja on 

the north-west and Mahendra on the north-east is somewhat mysterious. The former of 

these names may refer to Kubera (714 1.31.6: Kuberdya Vaisravanaya Mahardjdya 

namah). The grammarian Panini, of about the 5th century B.C., according to V.S. 

Agrawala (1963: 361) mentions a deity Maharaja without implying its identification 

with Kubera.

66 It is interesting to find “king” Soma and “king” Vaisravana juxtaposed in HGS 

II.8.19.1.
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1.1.2.8 Directional Assignment in the Later Vedic Period

The colours67 and the trees68, two other new objects of classifica

tion, will not be discussed here, as in their cases the assignment 

varies considerably.

To summarize briefly, it has become apparent that the period 

under survey witnessed a considerable development in the concep

tions of the directions, their guardians and particular associated 

components of the material world. It has also become obvious that 

the rigid system of ten directional guardians lies only one step ahead 

from here.

The diversity of the systems makes it quite difficult to sum up 

all the new traits of classification. The most significant development 

is the replacement of the old concept, still prevalent in the 

Brahmanas, in which the main cosmic divisions are assigned to the 

five directions, starting with the earth on the east (continued: atmos

phere, heaven, fourth world, and totality), by a new system which 

starts with heaven (Aditya, Indra69) on the east. This tendency is not 

entirely new however, as the ddityas have been assigned to the east 

before, in a few Atharvaveda passages (cf. table I). This distribu

tion has now been adopted by some of the Aranyakas (table IV), 

some of the Upanisads (table V), and most of the Grhya- and 

Srautasutras (table VI). In the case of Aditya (or Aditi) ruling the 

east, Agni has sometimes been shifted to the south (AitB II. 1-2; TA

I. 23). In the case of Indra ruling the east, however, Agni never occu

pies the south, which is instead, at least in the Sutras, governed 

exclusively by Yama. Indra can be also found in the centre (JB

II. 141; VadhSS 61). The variability in the positions of Soma70 and 

Varuna is still considerable; this seems to come to an end in the rigid 

order prevailing in the sphere of the bali offering, however. Here 

again, there is a surprisingly high variability, this time concerning 

the intermediate directions. It has been pointed out before that the 

north-east, being of outstanding importance and regarded as invin

cible (apardjitaM), was probably the first direction which called for 

an individual assignment. The south-west, due to an already exist

ing tradition, was easily taken over by Nirrti, who was still regard

ed as female. Rudra, who traditionally belongs to the north but is 

also known as disdm pati (master of the directions), justifiably 

deserves the most important direction, the north-east. The south

east, for which an occupation by Vayu was not unknown,72 seems 

to have quickly become the stable seat of Agni, who had been oust

ed from his place on the east. Surya/Aditya maintains the eastern 

position, which he had gained in some texts other than the 

Brahmanas, only in the vastumandala grid (BrS LIII.43). The 

zenith, which was almost invariably ruled by Brhaspati in the earlier 

Vedic texts and in the Brahmanas, has now been handed over to 

“Brahman”, with only a few exceptions. Prajapati also makes his 

appearance here (JUB III.5.22; SSS IV.21.8-12).

It is fascinating to observe how a new eight-plus-two system of 

spatial reference has been created, in which some of the “old” 

guardians (e.g. Yama, Varuna, Soma) retain their positions, but 

which also makes room for some traditional assignments of deities 

(Nirrti, Kubera73, Rudra) which had hitherto been excluded from the 

directional classification. Although the new system is known only 

from the later parts of the Ritual Sutras, the intricate layout of the 

sacrificial ground and the complex nature of the ritual actions must 

have paved the way for an extension of the old coordinate system. 

The latter, which was not much more than an abstract succession of 

cosmic layers projected into space, was thus partly modified and 

supplemented by new members relating to the popularly existing tra

ditions of directional symbolism. However, the dichotomy of direc

tion (dik) versus cosmic region (loka) seems to have been retained.74

Now we are in a position to characterize in brief the diverse 

sources of origin of the ancient Indian group of eight or ten 

guardians of the directions in space: their ancestors are the adhipatis 

of the directions in the Yajur- and the Atharvaveda, the increase of 

their number and their fixed assignment is owed to the Ritual Sutras, 

while a tradition of eight lokapalas has been referred to by some of 

the Upanisads. This complex genesis of the group might have led to 

the fact that some irregularities regarding its composition continue 

to occur.

1.2 The Directional Guardians in the Epics

(Rdmayana and Mahabharata)

Contrasting with the rather speculative and schematic treatment of 

the directional guardians in the Vedic texts and later in the 

Silpasastras, the epics and some of the Puranas contain the wealth 

of popular belief with all its mytho-cosmological, figurative and 

narrative aspects. The guardians’ treatment in the epics is discussed 

separately here, because a basic difference in the conception of the 

directional guardians prevails: their number is generally four and 

never eight.75 The conception of four outer directions corresponds 

to the earlier Vedic texts. Similarly, the positioning of some of the 

guardians has not yet been completely fixed, so that a certain degree 

of variation occurs. Regarding this variation, it will suffice to refer 

to the table of “epic Lokapalas” published by E.W. Hopkins (1915: 

152).76

67 In CW III. 1-10 the rays of the sun in the four main directions are described as 

having particular colours (cf. Damais 1969: 77), which the respective deities enter. It 

is also interesting to find the mention of ants of seven different colours related to the 

seven directions known from AV IV.40.1-8 in KausS CXVI.3: sveta - east; krsna — 

south; rajata - west; rohita — north; babhru - centre; harita - vyadhva (“trackless”); 

aruna - zenith.

68 It is stated that the asvattha, plaksa, nyagrodha, and udumbara trees should be 

avoided on the east, south, west and north respectively of a building site, as they are 

sacred to Aditya, Yama, Varuna, and Prajapati respectively, and seem to induce (unwel

come) manifestations of these gods’ powers (GGS IVY.22-24 [crit. ed.: 20-22]). 

A directional significance of particular species of trees can be further inferred from 

particular ritual prescriptions mentioned by Heesterman (1957: 31; 114). The only 

recurring assignment is that of udumbara - north.

69 In the old classification, Indra is never assigned to heaven, but the new tendency 

of regarding him as Lord of the heavenly gods, has led to a shift in his position. For 

Indra - heaven see JB 1.105.

70 It is conspicuous that, in the Brahmanas and Upanisads, Soma/Candra occurs 

several times on the south, a position which is also found in the Atharvaveda 

(XIX.17.1-10). This move might be related to the symbolism expressed in the layout 

of the sacrificial ground, where the southern fire (daksinagni) assumes the shape of a 

half-moon and is sometimes stated to signify the fourth world (ChU IV.12.1, cited by 

Bodewitz 1982: 50).

71 Cf. note 63. Also, e.g. KausS XVII.9, 22; XXXVIII. 17,18,30.

72 GGS IV.7.41, cf. also his position as “Anila” in the vastumandala grid (BrS 

LIII.43). In the former text, the close association with Indra may be due to their com

mon rulership of antariksa, which, in a deified form, is his neighbour in the latter 

instance.

73 Dhanapati (Kubera) should be individually worshipped on the north according 

to KausGS III. 10.16 and SGS II. 14.17.

74 Cf. note 62 for the classification of the guardians of the lokas without any direc

tional reference.

73 Cf. E.W. Hopkins 1915: 149.

76 For references see ibid.'. 149—152, but unfortunately, the author does not refer 

to or give a list of the respective passages.
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Table VII - Directional Guardians mentioned in the Epics

Direction 

(mentioned or 

implied)

Groups of lokapalas mentioned in the Epics

East Agni Kubera Agni Kubera Indra

South Yama Yama Yama Yama Yama

West Varuna Varuna Varuna Varuna Varuna

North Indra Indra Soma Soma Kubera

Most conspicuous are the unrivalled positions of Yama in the south 

and Varuna in the west. Matters are somewhat obscured by the fact 

that the lokapdlas are often mentioned as a group, without any ref

erence to their status and without any directional assignment.

In some epic and Puranic passages, the guardians of the direc

tions are literally brought to life. Detailed descriptions of their 

abodes belong to the sphere of mythic geography in the epics. 

Besides these vivid illustrations, the members of the lokapala group 

also act as dramatis personae, though in a restricted way.

The composition of the group is not very different from the 

Vedic schemes (tables I-II). The positioning as expressed in 

AV IV.40.1-8 for the outer directions (table I), viz. Agni - east, 

Yama - south, Varuna - west, Soma - north, is found in the epics, 

as are other versions. A remarkable change, however, is the fre

quently occurring inclusion of Kubera who is described - as far as 

can be observed - only in the MSS (XI.7.1.7) and probably as 

“Maharaja” in the GGS (IV.7.41; table VI). He appears as guardian 

of the east or the north. Both Kubera’s installation in this position 

(attainment of lokapdlatva - the status of a lokapala) and his attain

ment of immortality are referred to in the Rdmayana (7.3.17) and 

the Mahabharata (3.258.15). Kubera is a rather ambivalent deity of 

a rather enigmatic origin. In the epics, he is closely connected with 

the rdksasa demons. In a well-known passage in SB XIII.4.3.10, he 

appears as the lord of thieves and criminals. Subsequently, in the 

Puranas, his yaksa (superhuman creature) aspect becomes his most 

prominent characteristic. Kubera’s inclusion can be probably ex

plained by the infiltration of a prevalent popular tradition,77 accord

ing to which he was a powerful king of immeasurable wealth in the 

north. In this position he is associated with Mount Kailasa and the 

god Siva, who resides there. The descriptions of his well-defined, 

but ambivalent characteristics are symptomatic of the clear, vivid 

concept of the world guardians and their domains contained in the 

epics.

The case of Kubera shows how a gradual evolution towards the 

later fixed order of directional guardians took place and elements 

from diverse cultural layers became involved in this process.

It is important to note that the residences of the four lokapdlas 

are not yet conceived as being located on the world’s central moun

tain, but they are described as situated in their respective directions 

(tables VIII-IX).7? This, with respect to their function quite logical 

setting of mythical geography has in the Puranas been superseded 

by the concept that the lokapalas’ abodes lie on Mount Meru, i.e. 

at the centre of the world.

1.3 Evidence from the Puranas

This large body of religious didactic texts contains, in our opinion, 

the most valuable clues to the genesis of the directional guardians 

as a popular group of cult deities. There is a surprisingly large 

degree of variation in the aspects and contexts in which the

Table VIII - Lokapalas and Associates mentioned in 

Mahabharata 2

Mbh

2.8-11

East South West North

Lokapala Sakra 

(Indra)

Yama Varuna Vaisravana 

(Kubera)

Attribute vajra - pctsa -

Consort SacI - Varum 1000 women

Residents 

(selection)

ma ruts, 

sadhyds

pitrs adityas, 

daityas, four 

oceans, rivers, 

directions (disah)

naras, 

guhyakas, 

kinnaras, 

kimpurusas

Table IX - Lokapalas and Associates mentioned in Mahabharata 5

Mbh 5.

54.105-109

East South West North

Lokapala Sakra 

(Indra)

Yama Varuna

“gopati”

Dhanada

(Kubera)

Residents

(selection)

sadhyas pitrs, nairrtas, 

visve devas

Vayu,

Visnu

Brahma, 

rdksasas, 

yaksas, 

gandharvas, 

nairrtas

loka-ldikpalas are mentioned. Perhaps due to the variability of par

allel traditions and concepts, moreover representing different stages 

of development, their descriptions are to a certain extent incongru

ent. It is essential to the present study to observe the probably exist

ing relationship between this variability and the diversity found in 

early dikpdla representations in art.

Taking information in particular from an exemplary survey of 

the Matsyapurana, which contains numerous relevant passages, but 

also from other Puranas, the different contexts of dikpdla activity 

and relevance can be listed as follows:

1 The directional guardians act as warriors, who fight to uphold 

the moral order of the cosmos (e.g. MtP 133.64; 135.71; 

135.77-78; 148.81-85; several passages in chapter 150; 

153.208-219). Their presence as armed warriors and atten

dants of Siva causes offence to Viraka, Siva’s watchman, in 

MtP 154.570-572.

2 Their character as (minor) gods with limited power is empha

sized in passages where they are described in a poor, defeated 

state (MtP 154.18-26; ‘Wras” are mentioned instead of 

Isana). Hiranyakasipu and other mighty demons are able to 

usurp the positions of the dikpdlas and other deities (MtP 

161.14-15; 177.58). Such a dangerous situation is finally 

resolved by the guardians’ return to their respective quarters: 

lokapalesu sarvesu diksu samydnavartisu (MtP 176.41b).

77 This hypothesis is supported by the Buddhist tradition, in which the protector 

of the north (Kubera-Vaisravana) is the only one of the directional guardians who 

conforms to the Brahmanical version (cf. section 2.1.1).

78 As an example, Varuna is repeatedly referred to as residing on the “sunset 

mountain” (Ram 4.41.38-39; Mbh 3.160.10-11). This is particularly interesting as 

elsewhere, this sovereign of the waters inhabits a subterranean palace (cf. Kuiper 

1975: 115).
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3 They are objects of worship, e.g. in the ritual of bathing at the 

time of a solar or lunar eclipse {MtP 67.9-15; Nairrta is miss

ing). During the consecration of divine images the lokapalas 

are worshipped and their banners hung in a mandapa in the 

appropriate directions {MtP 264.21). Among several impor

tant ritual contexts are the sixteen mahadanas, “Great Offer

ing” ceremonies, in which the lokapalas are regularly invited 

{lokesavahanam, e.g. MtP 275.3), and the rituals in which 

particular substances are offered. In the latter ritual context it 

is prescribed that images of the eight lokapalas, made from 

precious metals, should be put in the appropriate places of a 

miniature model of the cosmos {e.g. MtP 83.18; 84.4). The 

description of the modes of worshipping the lokapalas {loka- 

palabhipujand) is expressly mentioned in the summary of the 

contents of the Matsyapurana (291,3b).

4 In the chapters on cosmography, the lokapalas appear to

gether with their particular cities on the mountains surround

ing Mount Meru {MtP 124.19-24). In this case, the number 

of directional guardians is only four (Indra, Yama, Varuna, 

Soma). The Matsyapurana does not mention the cities of the 

eight lokapalas situated on top of Mount Meru, which most 

Puranas refer to.79

5 Some of the dikpalas make presents to the god Siva on the 

occasion of his wedding {MtP 153.208-219; 154.487-490). 

Interestingly, the group of Manu Lokapalas (Indra, Agni, 

Yama, Varuna, Vayu, Kubera, Surya, Candra80; cf. following 

section, p. 41 )81 has been referred to in this connection.

6 A group consisting mostly of dikpalas {i.e. the Manu 

Lokapalas with Prthivi substituting Kubera) with the particu

lar functions of its members forms a model for the behaviour 

of an ideal king in MtP 226.2-11. Taking into account other 

versions of this group from other texts, the only passage in 

which the complete group of dikpalas is mentioned in the 

same context82 is contained in Lingapurdna 1.35.5-6. It is a 

remarkable fact that Soma and Kubera appear here side by 

side, thereby raising the number of divine regents to nine.

7 The guardians of the zenith and the nadir, Brahma and Anan- 

ta/Sesa, are included in the list of ten “dikpalas” in MtP 93.52 

(cf. 266.27-28; 274.50-51). Ten is the usual number of direc

tions referred to in the Puranas {e.g. MtP 161.14). It is some

what mysterious that an entirely different group of four direc

tional guardians, also variously referred to as “lokapalas”, 

“dikpalas” or “disampalas”, occurs in the Matsya and in a 

number of other Puranas (cf. Kirfel 1927: 229). The names 

of these guardians differ slightly from text to text. In the Mat- 

syapurdna (124.94-96), they are called Sudhama Vairaja, 

Kardama Prajapati, Hiranyaroma Parjanya and Ketumana 

Rajasa. In a list of pious kings in MtP 143.38-39, some of 

their names are mentioned. Their installation as overlords of 

particular directions is described in most Puranas {e.g. MtP 

8.9-11).83 The abodes of this second lokapdla group are 

located in the centre of the Lokaloka mountain.84 The 

Lokaloka mountain range is generally regarded as forming an 

outer ring around the inhabited world, and “in the centre” in 

this case could mean on top of the mountain ridge. Thus, these 

guardians may be the protectors of the very periphery of the 

world according to the ancient Indian tradition. No particular 

relationship can be traced between this group of directional 

guardians and the usual divine regents.

It has become obvious from the close study of the Matsyapurana 

that the latter group of directional guardians, which was still varied 

in its composition (particularly referring to the interchange of 

Kubera and Soma), was either already very popular, or it was 

intended by the authors of the work to increase its popularity among 

the worshippers. The variations occurring with respect to the attrib

utes and the vehicles (table X)86 can be interpreted as being indica

tive of a primary stage in the formation of the finally canonic group, 

still bearing testimony to the parallel existing traditions which must 

have contributed to its genesis.

Among the Puranic descriptions of rituals, the “offering of the 

lokapalas” in Lingapurdna 11.43, is particularly worthy of note. It 

belongs to a different version of the sixteen mahdddna offerings 

than those enumerated in the Matsypurdna (cf. LiP 2.28-44; MtP 

274-298). In this case however, the regents are not symbolized by 

images but are represented by eight priests. The statement that the 

ritual was performed by those desirous of becoming an emperor 

indicates that it must have been more apt for the already more 

wealthy and powerful strata of the society.

Among the rare irregularities in the composition and the con

figuration of the astadikpala group is the occurrence of Virupaksa 

as regent of the south-west in some texts (Kirfel 1920: 95; cf. VdhP 

on table X) as well as an exceptional enumeration of deities in 

Vdmanapurdna 32.22-23. Starting from the east, the deities are 

here named as (clockwise, with intermediate directions): Vajri 

(Indra), Vahni (Agni), Dandanayaka, Kubera, Past (Varuna), Vayu, 

Laksmamsu (Soma), Siva (Isana). Kubera’s position in the south

west, the direction of the raksasa demons, is unusual. Dandanayaka 

may be Yama, as that particular name refers to Yama’s weapon, the 

rod {danda'). It remains possible, however, that this name might 

describe a separate deity with a horizontal staff, here referred to as 

Dandapani (see section 2.5.10), who appears in a number of images. 

Another irregularity occurs in the mention of both Kubera and Soma 

for the northern position in AgP 56 (table X), a discrepancy which 

is symptomatic of a lingering uncertainty regarding the protector of 

the north, something which is also expressed in the sculptural art of 

the time (Badami 3, see section 2.2.1).

Various attempts have been made to assign dates to the 

Puranas.87 However, hardly any chronological indications are 

contained in them. As a general time bracket for the well-known

79 See Kirfel 1920: 95. It is quite reasonable to assume that the scheme of four 

lokapalas is the older version. In some Puranas, both versions exist side by side 

(Bhagavatapurdna 5.16.29 and 5.21.7). The astadikpala scheme must have developed 

from the older model, as the north is, in the older version, generally presided over by 

Soma (Kubera exceptionally occurs in the Vardhapurana, see Kirfel: ibid.).

80 Agni, Surya and Candra are mentioned as being inherent in the eyes of Siva 

(MtP 154.441).

8' One may speculate that both Nairrta and Isana, who are missing, are regarded 

as identical with Siva himself. In the case of Isana this is clear, as he is alternatively 

called Siva or Sankara. For Nirrti/Nairrta it may be relevant to note that he is listed as 

the first of the eleven rudras (a group of deities closely connected with Siva) in MtP 

171.38.

82 The supposed analogy between particular deities and the king is an often re

curring subject in the early texts under survey.

83 It appears quite logical that in this recurring passage which describes the coro

nation of Prthu and other divine kings, the directions are not distributed among the usual 

lokapdlas, but are here entrusted with their primary domain of regency (Indra with the 

maruts", Yama with the pitrs', Varuna with the waters; Soma/Candra with medicinal 

herbs, etc.).

84 MtP 124.94a: lokapdlah sthitastatra lokalokasya madhyatah.

85 (See table next page).

813 Some further, particularly interesting instances of variation in the vehicles 

found in the Matsyapurana are the occurrences of vydla (snake) for Kubera (MtP 

133.64) and horse for Varuna (MtP 174.13).

87 The dates for all the known Puranic scriptures proposed by earlier authors have 

been compiled by L. Rocher 1986: 133-254.
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Table X - Iconographic specifications of dikpalas from various Puranas

Puranas East85 South-East South South-West West North-West North North-East

AgP 51.14-15 Indra 

gaja (elephant)

vajra (bolt)

Agni 

chaga (he-goat)

sakti (spear)

Yama 

mahisa 

(buffalo) 

danda (rod)

Nairrta

khadga (sword)

Varuna

makara (mythical 

aquatic animal) 

pdsa (noose)

Vayu 

mrga (deer)

dhvaja (standard)

Kubera 

mesa (ram)

gadd (mace)

Isana 

vrsa (bull)

AgP 56.17-31 Indra

gaja (elephant)

vajra (bolt)

Agni

chaga (he-goat)

sakti (spear)

Yama

mahisa (buffalo)

danda (rod)

Nairrta

vahana

- unspecified - 

[96.28: khara 

(donkey)] 

khadga (sword)

Varuna

makara

(mythical 

aquatic animal)

pdsa (noose)

Vayu

vahana

- unspecified -

dhvaja (standard)

Soma

also: Kubera!

vahana

- unspecified -

gadd (mace)

Isana

vrsa (bull)

sula

(spear/trident)

MtP 148.81 ff. 

(battle scene)

Devaraja (Indra)

ratha (chariot)/

gaja (elephant)

Hutasana 

(Agni

chaga (he-goat)

sakti (spear)

Yama

mahisa (buffalo)

danda (rod)

Raksasesa

(Nairrta)

narayuktaratha

(“nara-chariot”)

khadga (sword) 

mudgara (hammer)

Jalesa (Varuna)

bhujagendra 

(king of snakes) 

pdsa (noose) 

gadd (mace)

Pavana (Vayu)

ahkusa (goad)

Dhanadhyaksa 

(Kubera) 

ratha (chariot)

gadd (mace) 

sakti (spear)

MtP 260.65-

261.23

Suraraja (Indra)

mattavarana 

(infuriated 

elephant)

vajra (bolt) 

utpala 

(blue lotus)

Vahni (Agni)

aja (ram/he-goat)

aksasutraka 

(rosary) r. 

kamandalu 

(waterpot) 1.

Yama

mahisa (buffalo)

danda (rod)

pdsa (noose)

Nairrta

nara (anthropoid)/ 

narayuktavimana 

(“nara-chariot”)

khadga (sword)

Varuna

jhasa (fish)

pdsa (noose)

Vayu

mrga (deer)

pataka (flag)

dhvaja (standard)

Kubera

narayukta vimana

(“nara-chariot”)

gadd (mace)

Isa (Isana)

vrsa (bull)

trisula (trident)

VdhP 2.104. 

42b-50a

Sakra (Indra)

gaja (elephant)

vajra (bolt)

Vahni (Agni)

sukayana 

(parrot-chariot)

- (Yama)

mahisa (buffalo)

danda (rod)

Virupaksa

ustra (camel)

khadga (sword)

Varuna

hamsa (goose)

pdsa (noose)

Vayu

(yayumandala — 

circle of air)

Kubera

vyomayana

(sky-vehicle)

gadd (mace)

Tsana 

vrsa (bull)

VdhP 3.50 ff. Sakra (Indra)

gaja (elephant)

padma (lotus) r. 

ahkusa (goad) r. 

vajra (bolt) 1.

Vahni (Agni)

sukayana 

(parrot-chariot)

jvald (flame) r. 

trisula (trident) r. 

aksamdld 

(rosary) 1.

Yama

mahisa (buffalo)

khadga (sword) r. 

danda (rod) r.

carma (shield) 1.

Virupaksa 

ustra (camel)

danda (rod)

Varuna

saptahamsa 

ratha

(goose chariot)

padma (lotus) r.

pdsa (noose) r.

sahkha (conch) 1.

ratnapatra

(gem-vessel) 1.

Vayu

vayvapuritavastra

(inflated cloth)

Dhanada

(Kubera) 

nara (anthropoid)/

sibika (palanquin)

gadd (mace) r.

sakti (spear) r.

Gaurisvara

aksamdld

(rosary) r.

trisula

(trident) r.

darpana

(mirror) 1.

indivara

(blue lotus) 1.

major Puranas, the first millenium a.d. is quite probable, but it is 

possible that subsequent changes have crept in. R.C. Hazra (1940: 

176-177) has tentatively assigned dates to most chapters of the 

Matsyapurana. One interesting result of the attempts to date Parana 

passages, which has some bearing on the development of the 

astadikpala group, has been secured by Hensgen (1958). The 

author, having noticed reference to some intricate details in the 

cosmic layout in Kalidasa’s works, postulates that the cosmological 

passages of the Brahmanda, Vayu, and Matsyapurana predate the 

poet Kalidasa (c. early 5th cent. a.d.). Incidentally, the passages 

referred to by Hensgen88 form a kind of textual bracket for the 

description of the abodes of the four lokapdlas Indra, Yama, Varuna 

and Kubera on the Manasottara mountain in the Matsyapurana 

(see above, no. 4). Thus, the concept of only four lokapalas, which 

is already known as the older one, also seems to belong to an early 

Puranic stratum, prior to the 5th century. Significantly, one century 

later, the earliest dated literary evidence for the astadikpalas occurs 

in Varahamihira’s Yogayatra, as will be shown in the following 

section.

85 The directions are not mentioned in the texts, but they are implied by the 

sequence of the deities.

88 See Hensgen 1958: 162-163, where he refers to Kirfel 1954: 135, si. 74 ff.; 

230, si. 29 ff.
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From the passages utilized in table X, those from the VdhP 

probably also belong to a particularly early stratum. The dates pro

posed by some authors vary between “a.d. 400-500“, “a.d. 450- 

650“, and “a.d. 600-1000“ (Rocher 1986: 252). Some interesting 

hints of a chronological priority lie also in the mention of an ancient 

(Kusana period) form of Vayu89 and in the reference to unusual 

deities (Virupaksa instead of Nairrta, Gaurlsvara instead of Tsana) 

and unique vehicles of some of the guardians (Agni, Virupaksa, 

Varuna). A passage in the Skandapurdna (2.9.68-85, see A.B.L. 

Awasthi 1976: 209-213) draws much material from the VdhP. Its 

posteriority can be deduced from the fact that the configuration of 

each deity, portrayed so elaborately in the VdhP, has been abridged 

in the Skandapurdna, so that, e.g. the nooses, formerly held by 

attendants of Yama and Virupaksa, respectively, are, in the Skan

dapurdna, assigned to these deities themselves.90 In the case of the 

VdhP, it is somewhat unexpected to find that very elaborate descrip

tions of the directional guardians’ images91 are contained in such an 

early text. Keeping in mind the aspect of “propagation” contained 

in the Matsyapurana, however, this need not be surprising. In any 

case, it will be seen below that many of the features mentioned here 

did not succeed in gaining acceptance in art.

Finally, it is worth mentioning a chronological assessment of 

the late 6th century for chapter 51 of the Agnipurana (table X), 

which was recently provided by an iconographical study of another 

group of deities, viz. the navagrahas, which are described in the 

same chapter92. Except for the omission of Nairrta’s vehicle and 

Tsana’s attribute in this passage, the characteristics of the dikpalas 

are standard and already conform to the canonical version.

1.4 Other Early Texts

The designation “early” is here applied to texts which, as with the 

selected Puranic passages, can be rather safely dated before 1000 

a.d.93 Only a few of these contain iconographic descriptions 

(table XI).

The texts surveyed belong to various categories, and thus in

formation about the directional guardians can be expected to be 

diverse. The political treaty Kautilya Arthasastra, which probably 

dates from the pre-Christian era, mentions four deities as the 

guardians of the city gates {Arth 2.4.17): Brahma, Indra, Yama and 

Senapati (Skanda). The directions are not specified, however. The 

well-known Nanaghat inscription from c. the late first century b.c. 

includes the “four lokapalas” Yama, Varuna, Kubera and Vasava 

(Indra). It has been noted by D.C. Sircar (1971: 239) that Indra and 

Dharma, the latter akin to Yama, have been invoked separately, 

indicating that “the identification of Dharma and Yama and of Indra 

and Vasava may belong to a later date”. The sequence of deities 

seems to start with Yama in the south and proceeds in the usual 

clockwise order.

In this connection, however, it is relevant to note the occurrence 

of the relatively later group of astadikpalas in the particular texts, 

as well as to trace iconographic passages. The most important 

reference to a group of eight is contained in the Manusmrti, which 

has been assigned to the period of B.C. 200 to a.d. 200. While in this 

text, the number of classified directions amounts to eight {e.g. 1.13), 

a group of eight deities which is not explicitly linked to them has 

been variously called “lokapalas” {Manu 5.96), “lokesas” (basical

ly synonymous with the former; Manu 5.97), and “surendras” 

(kings of the gods; Manu 7.4). The composition of this group does 

not exactly tally with the later established astadikpala set {Manu 

5.96):

Soma, Agni, Arka (Surya), Anila (Vayu), Indra, Vitta 

(Kubera), Appati (Varuna) and Yama.

In this group, which is referred to as “Manu Lokapalas” (see section 

2.4.1.3) in the present study, Nairrta and Tsana are replaced by Surya 

and Soma, the Sun and Moon Gods.95 The group is referred to again 

in Manu 7.4 and 7.7, but in different orders. In Manu 9.303-311, 

Kubera is substituted by the Earth Goddess Prthivi. In other texts, 

the analogy between the king and certain deities, which is the under

lying theme here, recurs,96 but the group of Manu Lokapalas as men

tioned in Manu 5.96 and 7.4 has not, according to our knowledge, 

been referred to anywhere else. In this context, there is only one 

interesting reference to a group of eight or nine “lokapalas”, corre

sponding to the directional guardians.97

An early version of the dikpala scheme, contained in the 

renowned treaty on dance, the Natyasastra, preserves the principle 

of allocating a number of deities and groups of beings to the eight 

directions, with Brahma at the centre.98 This order may be general

ly related to the versions contained in the Grhyasutras (table VI).

Regarding iconographic passages, the two works of the author 

Varahamihira (until 587 a.d.), the Brhatsamhita and the Yogayatrd, 

contain the earliest known rules for making images of the dikpalas 

(see table XI). While the Yogayatrd significantly describes the 

dikpalas in their respective regions, their images being carried on 

military standards (cf. A.M. Shastri 1964), it includes only few 

details about their appearance. The Brhatsamhita also refers to the

89 This description clearly conforms with the “running type” representation of 

Vayu with dishevelled hair and an open mouth, holding an inflated cloth, which is 

known from early representations (see section 2.5.6). The omission of the mention of a 

vehicle also does not seem to be accidental.

90 In the case of Yama, the attendant Kala holds the noose in VdhP 3.51.7; in the 

case of Virupaksa, his consort Nirrti carries the noose, according to VdhP 3.57.3. For 

the SkP, see 2.9.27.72-73.

91 Nowhere else has such a fully detailed and even interpretative account of the 

directional guardians been made. The mostly four-armed dikpalas are minutely 

described, together with their vehicles and consorts, and in some cases, with their atten

dants. The second part of the account explains the symbolic meaning of the attributes, 

the vehicles, etc. The regent himself is always identified with an aspect of Visnu, the 

consort with his wife Laksml.

92 S. Markel 1995: 165. The author observes “the fact that the verses (51:1,11- 

12) ascribe to Candra, Brhaspati and Sukra the ‘early’ iconographic features of the 

rosary and the water vessel, yet accord the ‘late’ attributes of the lunar crescent to Rahu 

and a sword and, uniquely, a lamp to Ketu.” This description of Ketu’s lamp has been 

assigned to “Zapartie ancienne” by M.T. de Mallmann (1963: 4), dating to c. 6th cen

tury (ibid.: 10), while Markel prefers a late-6th century date.

93 This time bracket roughly corresponds with the early phase of representation of 

the directional guardians.

94 The directions are expressly mentioned only in the Yogayatrd.

95 Some authors (e.g. J. Dowson 1879: 180) have tried to force these deities, the 

sequence of which changes from passage to passage, into a directional scheme. In doing 

so they have assigned Surya to the south-west and Soma to the north-east. No corrob

oration whatsoever can be found in other texts or in the artwork of the period.

96 On the divine functions and their royal analogies see also A.S. Altekar 1949: 

61-63.

97 Lingapurana 1.35.5-6; in this passage, a king explains that he himself holds the 

physical body of the eight, but in actual fact probably nine lokapalas (if Isvara is under

stood as Isana): Indra, Agni, Yama, Nairrta, Varuna, Vayu, Soma, Kubera, Isana (?) — 

astanam lokapdldndm vapurdharayate nrpah / tasmadindro hyaham vahniryamasca 

ni[r]rtistathd varunascaiva vdyusca somo dhanada eva ca / tsvaro ’ham na sandeho 

nd 'vamantavya eva ca //.

98 In Nat 3.23-31, correspondence with the usual order lies in the positioning of 

Mahendra on the east, Vahni (Agni) on the south-east, Yama on the south, Varuna on 

the west, and Dhanada on the north. Unusually, the south-west has only a group of 

nairrtas, and the north-west the seven winds (sapta vayavah), while Siva is installed 

not on the north-east, but on the east.
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Table XI - Iconographic specifications of dikpalas from various early texts

Early texts East94 South-East South South-West West North-West North North-East

Brhat- 

samhita 

58.42; 57

Mahendra (Indra)

dvipa (elephant)

vajra (bolt)

— Yama

mahisa (buffalo)

danda (rod)

- Varuna

hamsa (goose) 

pdsa (noose)

Kubera

nara (anthropoid)

Hayaslrsa- 

pancaratra 

1.28

Indra

Airavata

(personal elephant)

vajra (bolt)

Vahni (Agni)

aw (sheep)

aksasutra

(rosary) r.

kundikd (pot) 1.

Vaivasvata

(Y ama) 

mahisa (buffalo)

pdsa (noose) 

danda (rod)

Raks as am

Pati (Nairrta) 

rksa (bear)

khadga (sword)

Varuna

makara (mythical 

aquatic animal) 

pdsa (noose)

Vayu

mrga (deer)

dhvaja

(standard)

Yaksesa

(Kubera)

nara (anthropoid)

gada (mace) 

sankha (conch)

Isana

vrsa (bull)

sula (spear/trident) r. 

varadamudra

(bestowing gesture) r.

kapala (skull-cup) 1. 

nagapasa (snake

noose) 1.

Yogayatra 6 Mahendra (Indra)

Airavana 

(personal elephant) 

vajra (bolt)

Agni Yama

danda (rod)

Nirrti

[female!]

Varuna

pasa (noose) 

gada (mace)

Vayu Dhanada 

(Kubera)

gada

Suit

(Siva/Isana)

astadikpala group," but only mentions the iconography of four of 

them. It is difficult to decide whether this incomplete information is 

exclusively due to the fact that the works reflect an initial stage 

in the description of directional guardians. In the Amarakosa, a 

lexicographical work which probably also dates from the 5th cen

tury,100 similarly only few of their characteristics are revealed.101

The Hayasirsapancaratra is a religious text which probably 

dates from c. 800 a.d. It includes a complete description of the 

images of the “lakesas”, as the directional guardians are called here. 

It does not mention the respective directions, as is generally the case 

in the early texts. While there are few exceptions to the descriptions 

known from the Puranas (table X), the text is extremely important 

in that it depicts Isana as four-armed, while the other members of 

the group are only two-armed. The text also contains a rare version 

of Nairrta’s vehicle, which is a bear. This unique reference could 

explain some peculiar forms of Nairrta’s vehicle in Central India 

(see section 2.5.4).

In summing up, perhaps also anticipating a comparison of the 

actual representations, it is important to note that the variation in the 

iconographic prescriptions of the first millennium a.d. seems to cor

respond more or less to the variation in the artwork of the period. It 

would be futile to try to link a particular text to a particular image, 

but a few plausible connections and general tendencies can be rec

ognized, as the number of relevant texts is relatively small. There 

remains no doubt that specialized ritual functions must have pro

moted the popularity of the directional guardians; their features 

were not generally very elaborately described. No mention will be 

made here of the colours of their skin and clothes, which have been 

referred to in a number of texts but are not relevant in the present 

context.

99 BrS 54.4 and 86.75; it is a significant aberration that, contrary to the evidence 

listed on table XI where the respective guardian is Kubera, the north is allotted to Soma 

(called Indu) in both passages.

100 C. Vogel 1979: 309-310.

101 The group of eight is enumerated in digvarga, lines 2b and 3a. A list of the 

guardians’ names, including also their wives, vehicles, etc. (elaborate only in the case 

of Indra), appears in the section svargavarga, lines 44-75a.
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