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Beauty on the Beast

Ellen M. Raven

At the 16th meeting of South Asian Archaeology, held in Paris in 2001, I focused on Candragupta II’s coins 
with the Lion-slayer portrait. As their name indicates, these coins show the king in close combat with a lion. 
I used them as a case study for criticizing the unsystematic ways in which Gupta coins had been classified 
thus far, and suggested a new method.

Six years later, at the 19th meeting in ravishing Ravenna in 2007, I turned to the reverse of the Gupta 
coins to examine the images of a goddess seated on a throne, a wicker stool, a lotus or a lion. Each of these 
recurs during successive reigns in the coin programme. My not so hidden agenda was to unravel systematic 
patterns of change, both in style and iconography, within the designs.

Another nine years have passed so fast and I now return to Candragupta’s Lion-slayer coins. Not for 
lack of things to say on other types, but to focus on designing choices. I wish to illustrate how die engravers 
experimented with, and found solutions for, the visual formula of placing a deity (in this case a goddess) as 
actually sitting on a lion. We should realize that showing gods and goddesses seated on their emblematic 
mount, as a visual formula expressing their link, was a new phenomenon in the Indian visual language. Its 
introduction apparently went hand in hand with an increasingly popular narrative format for showing the 
divine. 

Śrī-Lakṣmī and Her Lion
Śrī-Lakṣmī, India’s divine ‘Lotus Lady’ and most favoured goddess of prosperity, remains a favourite of scholars 
as well. In several recent articles, Doris Srinivasan discussed her iconography in seals, coins and sculptures 
upto the Medieval period from regions ‘north of the Vindhyas’, with a special focus on early northwestern 
finds.1 Via art centres in the Kuṣāṇa realm, Śrī-Lakṣmī’s iconography became enriched with the cornucopia 
or horn of plenty befitting a bringer of prosperity and supporter of kings.2 Quite understandably, her lotus 
attribute stayed paramount. In an image from Mathura now in the National Museum in New Delhi, Śrī-
Lakṣmī sits on her haunches in what some iconographers call a ‘mātṛkā’ position, the legs splayed. We may 
no longer recognize the baby that apparently once sat in her lap, but the lotus cannot be easily overlooked 
(Fig. 1)! What seems to have gone unnoticed is the fruit, probably her emblematic śrī-phala (the wood-
apple) in the raised right hand.3 Vinay Gupta and Doris Srinivasan recognized the same fruit in the left hand 
of a goddess seated on a lion reclining to left, as shown in a panel from Kanawara (Fig. 2). This site lies in the 
Bharatpur district of Rajasthan, only 70 km from Mathura. Doris Srinivasan and Vinay Kumar Gupta identify 
her as Śrī-Lakṣmī and date the panel on the basis of its style to the Kuṣāṇa-Gupta transitional period of the 
mid-3rd to early 4th century CE, though I would be just as happy with a ‘true’ Gupta period dating.4 

The lion was not new to Śrī-Lakṣmī’s iconography though. In the early Northwest, by the time of King 
Azes II (who ruled towards the turn of the Christian era), a lion already accompanies the goddess on a 
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series of Azes’ copper coins. The lion does not serve 
as a mount yet; Śrī-Lakṣmī stands on a lotus instead 
(Fig. 3).5 In her recent studies, Srinivasan offers 
many examples of how the lion became an accepted 
feature of Śrī-Lakṣmī’s entourage.6 Anna Maria 
Quagliotti identified a circa third-century sculpture 
from Jandial at Taxila, now in the Taxila Museum, 
as Śrī-Lakṣmī (see note 1). It seems that not one, but 
even a couple of lions serve her as a mount. The back 
of the image, however, reveals that her seat is still 
actually a lion’s throne.

Nana
The lion association is not exclusive to Śrī-Lakṣmī 
in the melting pot that the Northwest was, as it 
defines the iconography of multiple goddesses with 
roots that sometimes reach back into Babylonian 
times. In the Kuṣāṇa period, the most familiar of 
such goddesses is Nana or Nanaya.7 She comes with 
her own, distinctive iconography that may include 
a crescent above her head, a sceptre (sometimes 
mounted with a lion protome), a bowl or a sword. 
On the gold coins of the Kuṣāṇas, Nana is usually 
shown standing, without a lion in sight.8 In a series of 
gold coins issued for King Huviṣka, however, she sits 
sideways on a lion mount; both goddess and mount 
are looking towards the right (Fig. 4). The sceptre 
resting against the right shoulder and the bowl 
held in the left hand are sufficiently clear markers, 
but Nana is also identified by her name ‘nano’ (in 
Bactrian) along the edge of the coin.9 

Nana seated on a lion recurs a century later in 
a gold coins series, probably for the Kuṣāṇa King 
Kaniṣka II (Fig. 5).10 In the 1960s, the single-known 
specimen was part of the N.S. Singhi collection in 
Kolkata. Its device was studied extensively by B.N. 
Mukherjee (1968). Nana sits to front, facing front, 
just as Śrī-Lakṣmī later will do on the Gupta coins. 
Nana extends an investiture fillet in her right hand, 
and supports a sceptre against her left shoulder. She rests her feet on a lotus pericarp, of which we can 
count the seeds.11 The lion stands to left on all fours. Along the right margin the legend, which has been 
read as nano šao, ‘royal Nana’, confirms the identity of the goddess. When the coin was first published in 
1933, M.F.C. Martin commented how its reverse was reminiscent of the goddess with cornucopia, seated 

Figure 1: Seated Śrī-Lakṣmī with lotus, Mathura. Red, 
spotted sandstone, size unknown. Kuṣāṇa period. National 
Museum New Delhi 66.19. After S.P. Asthana, Mathurā 
Kalā, ed. by S.P. Gupta (New Delhi: National Museum, 
1999), fig. 36.

Figure 2: Gaṇeśa together with Śrī-Lakṣmī seated on a 
lion. Spotted, red sandstone panel, Kanawara (Rajasthan). 
Width 64 cm, H. 41 cm. Photograph courtesy Vinay Kumar 
Gupta.
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on a lion crouching to right, as depicted on the King-
and-Queen coins of the Guptas. We will return to this 
similarity later.12 

Ardoxšo, Śrī-Lakṣmī and 
Durgā
The most popular of goddesses depicted on Kuṣāṇa 
coins was not Nana, but Ardoxšo, a Bactrian-Iranian 
goddess of good fortune favoured by the Kuṣāṇa 
kings.13 She may be shown seated or standing, but 
in coins issued in the name of third-century Kuṣāṇa 
kings her seated portrait is much more common. She 
sits to front on a throne, her feet resting on a lotus 
pericarp strewn with seeds. With her right hand 
she extends an investiture diadem in token of her 
support for the king’s right to rule. A horn of plenty 
rests on her left shoulder (Fig. 6). 

Obviously then, in the century preceding Gupta 
rule, it was quite customary in North India to depict 
a goddess signalling prosperity on the reverse of gold 
coins. Such a goddess indeed makes her appearance 
on the earliest of Gupta gold coins: probably first 
on those of Sceptre Type showing Samudragupta 
sacrificing at an altar (Fig. 7a), and soon also on 
coins of Archer Type (Fig. 7b) and on coins of King-
and-Queen Type that seem meant to celebrate 
Samudragupta’s descent from the illustrious 
Licchavis through his mother Kumāradevī (Figs 7c-
d).The goddess depicted on the Sceptre Type and Archer Type coins sits on a throne, like Ardoxšo did before 
her. The goddess on the King-and-Queen Type coins sits on a lion, like Nana did before her on Kuṣāṇa coins. 
The mint masters no longer add a name label next to the deity portrayed, so her attributes are expected to 
identify her. 

In each of these coin types, the goddess is given an investiture fillet in her right hand and a horn of 
plenty in the left. The variation is in the seat: either a throne or a lion, reclining either to left or to right. 
The attributes are not those specific for Nana, so we can rule her out. The horn of plenty on Kuṣāṇa coins 
points to Ardoxšo, but that goddess belongs to the Bactrian cultural heritage of the Kuṣāṇa kings, and with 
the demise of Kuṣāṇa rule, she lost her prominent role vis-à-vis kingship as expressed in coins, inscriptions, 
sculptures and seals of the Northwest and beyond.

Ardoxšo does not figure in imperial Gupta epigraphs or in contemporary seals, so it is highly unlikely 
that she would still be selected to share ‘coin space’ with Samudragupta on his Sceptre and Archer Type 
coins.14 In the 2010 conference in Ravenna, I argued that the coin portrait of the goddess seated on a throne, 
holding an investiture fillet and a horn of plenty, would have been meant to represent Śrī-Lakṣmī. In the 

Figure 3: Śrī-Lakṣmī with lion on the obverse of a copper 
coin of the Indo-Scythic king, Azes II. On the reverse a bull.
First century BCE. British Museum. After Gardner 1886: 
fig. 19.5.

Figure 4: Nana seated on lion on the reverse of a gold 
coin of the Kuṣāṇa King, Huviṣka (r. c. 155-189 CE). On 
the obverse a bust of the king holding a sceptre or mace.  
W. 7,89 g, ∅ 2,00 cm. British Museum 1888,1208.555. Acquired 
from Alexander Cunningham. Photograph courtesy of the 
British Museum COC188308.
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Figure 5: Nana seated on lion on the reverse of a gold coin of the Kuṣāṇa King, Kaniṣka II (r. c. 227-247 CE). On the obverse 
a king holding a trident and sacrificing at an altar. Whereabouts and ∅ unknown. Perhaps still in N.S. Singhi collection. 
Photograph after B.N. Mukherjee 1969, cover illustrations.

Figure 6: Ardoxšo seated on a throne. On the obverse King Vasiṣka (r. c. 247-265 CE) holding a tall sceptre (‘standard’) 
while sacrificing at an altar. A trident behind. Gold coin, Kuṣāṇas; W. 7,88 g, ∅ 2,20 cm, Tandon collection.  
Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.
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Figure 7a: Samudragupta, Sceptre Type gold coin, British Museum 1983,0215.1; W. 7,56 g, ∅ 1,90 cm. DINARA database 5108. 
Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum COC307872.

Figure 7b: Samudragupta, Archer Type gold coin, British Museum 1910,0403.13; W. 7,63 g, ∅ 2,20 cm. DINARA database 712. 
Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum COC12659.

company of the Sceptre-bearing king and the Bow-bearing king, she would be deemed Rājya-Lakṣmī, the 
goddess of Royal Fortune, the divine consort of the Gupta royal hero.15 

Regarding the goddess on the lion, some scholars preferred to cautiously call her ‘goddess on lion’.16 Those 
that sought to identify her more properly, often called her Ambikā or Durgā.17 As Yuko Yokochi pointed out 
in her PhD study of the Warrior-Goddesses, ‘Durgā’ is often seen as the proper name of the Warrior Goddess 
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in India and among scholars inside and outside India’.18 But should we relate the Warrior-Goddess tradition 
to these early Gupta coins? I do not think so. Artists in the Kuṣāṇa and Gupta periods developed a specific 
iconography for the depiction of the Warrior-Goddess killing the demon Mahiṣa. The earliest phase in that 
evolution has been linked to workshops in Mathura. One or two lions may serve the goddess as a mount in 

Figure 7cW: Samudragupta, King-and-Queen Type gold coin, lion to left. Spink, auction 17006 (25/09/2017), lot 133. 
W. 7,26 g, ∅ unknown. DINARA database 1254. Photograph courtesy of Spink & Son.

Figure 7d: Samudragupta, King-and-Queen Type gold coin, lion to right, Oswal; W. 7,33 g, ∅ 2,10 cm. DINARA database 
556. Photograph courtesy of Oswal.
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the iconography of the fight, but not predominantly 
so.19 Yokochi also pointed out that the lion is absent 
in Gupta period Mahiṣāsuramardinī imagery.20 

The goddesses seated on a lion or a throne that 
we examine in this paper better fit into a category 
that Yokochi designated as ‘Consort Goddess’ (next to 
the ‘Warrior Goddess’ and the ‘Supreme Goddess’):21 
‘When a goddess coupled with a God figure is 
considered to incorporate many other goddesses 
into herself as her manifestations, she will be called 
the Consort Goddess. There are several figures of the 
Consort Goddess according to religious affiliation; 
Pārvatī is usually the Consort Goddess for the Śaivas 
and Śrī-Lakṣmī for the Vaiṣṇavas’.22 A terracotta 
roundel from Śrāvastī, now in the State Museum 
Lucknow, shows us an image of a goddess that fits 
in the category of ‘Consort Goddesses’. She is armed 
with a trident, but at the same time comfortably 
seated on a lion recumbent to left. Style attributes 
the panel to the Gupta period. A vertical third eye 
sits on the forehead, indicating the Śaiva affiliation 
of this divine lady, who is conventionally identified as Durgā (Fig. 8). 

The lion-mounted goddess on the coins of King-and-Queen Type (Figs 7c-d) did not bring any such 
attributes to identify her other than those associated with prosperity and kingship. In this case, the goddess 
is consort not to Viṣṇu, but to the Gupta king shown on the obverse, as his human equivalent and protector 
of the earth. And the goddess par excellence in this role for the Gupta kings is undoubtedly Śrī-Lakṣmī.23 

Licchavis
The presence of the lion has led some scholars to seek a link with Vaiśālī, the capital of the Licchavis. They 
are indeed mentioned in the legend licchavayaḥ next to the goddess. This whole coin design is about the 
impressive ancestry of Samudragupta and his links through to the Licchavis via his mother, Kumāradevī. In 
the same vein, one of the titles given to him in the imperial inscriptions is licchavi-dauhitra, ‘the son of the 
daughter of the Licchavi’ (ruler).24 An ancestry to boast about, by all means. 

Trading the throne for the lion may indeed have been intended to visually link the goddess to Kumāradevī’s 
home town, although definite proof is not easy to find, as Altekar already pointed out.25 The choice for a 
lion seat was not accompanied by adding ‘Durgā’ attributes though, so the introduction of the lion mount 
(for its own reasons possibly related to the Licchavis or Vaiśālī) need not necessarily mean that the goddess 
herself became Durgā. The lack of a specific ‘Durgā’ attribute and the attributes symbolizing prosperity and 
blessing point in the same direction. Adding the emblematic lion did not go against Śrī-Lakṣmī’s flexible 
iconography, which could portray her on a lotus, a throne, or a lion, as we have seen.

The rare Nana image on the unique coin of Kaniṣka II mentioned earlier (Fig. 5) obviously was not the 
direct visual model for the designing of the goddess-seated-on-a-lion device for the King-and-Queen coins, 

Figure 8: Durgā with trident seated on a lion. Terracotta 
roundel from Śrāvastī, now in the State Museum Lucknow 
B.592. Photograph J.E. van Lohuizen-de Leeuw. Courtesy of 
the Kern collection, Leiden University.
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nor was that of the earlier Nana coins of Huviṣka. The heraldic lion mount of Nana has made way for a 
reclining lion resting its head on its paws. The die engravers may have found inspiration in existing imagery 
of a reclining lion serving as a mount, of which the Kanawara panel (Fig. 2) presents an excellent example.

Adapting by Substitution
When ordered to carve an image of a goddess seated on a lion26 for a new series of gold coins, the engravers 
appear to have adapted the image of Śrī-Lakṣmī seated on a throne as employed in the Sceptre Type and 
Archer Type coins (figs 7a-b). They ‘took away’ the throne and inserted a reclining lion instead, but kept the 
rest pretty much intact, judging from the close stylistic and iconographic similarities between the coins.27 

The scenario presented here puts the Sceptre Type into existence before the King-and-Queen Type coins, 
a chronology which is by no means self-evident, certain or undisputed. Scholars still come up with different 
answers to the question for whom the first Gupta coins in gold were struck (either Samudragupta or his 
father, Candragupta I). And there is no consensus on which of these two kings sanctioned the issue of the 
King-and-Queen Type coins with the goddess-on-lion device.28 

Back in 1914, John Allan pointed out the closeness of the Sceptre Type coins with the seated Śrī-Lakṣmī 
to Kuṣāṇa coins with the seated Ardoxšo. He found the King-and-Queen coins ‘one step removed from 
this prototype by the addition of the figure of the queen on the obverse and the substitution of a lion 
for the throne on the reverse.29 He attributes both the sceptic type and the King-and-Queen type coins to 
Samudragupta.

In support of Allan’s scenario, I would add that the King-and-Queen coins show no signs of trying out 
how to place Śrī-Lakṣmī on her lion mount, of not-so-successful renderings that would soon be discarded.30 
We find no obvious experimental solutions before a format became ‘standardized’. It looks then as if the 
mints were instructed to use the reverse of the Sceptre Type as a model (Figs 7a-c, 9a-b).31 Oddly enough, the 
situation became quite different under Candragupta II, as we shall presently see. 

Figure 9a: Samudragupta, Sceptre Type gold coin, ex Jucker collection G18; W. 6,92 g, ∅ 2,05 cm. DINARA database 1145. 
Photograph Ellen M. Raven.
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Figure 9b: Samudragupta, King-and-Queen Type gold coin.Tandon collection 586,08; W. 7,44 g, ∅ 2,00 cm. DINARA 
database 4309. Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.

Intended Iconography
The motif of Śrī-Lakṣmī seated on a lion was retained for certain coin series of subsequent Gupta kings. 
According to Srinivasan, this was mostly because Gupta kings favoured her for the reverse of their gold 
coins; especially the enthroned image. The lion-as-throne fitted the bill. However, thinking in terms of a 
motif ‘surviving’ because it can serve as a throne and because the lion has royal connotations, could make us 
overlook an important aspect of the planning that must have steered Gupta coin imaging: that there was an 
intended iconography behind the ‘look’ of the coin ensemble, obverse and reverse devices and legends on 
two sides working in unison. It cannot be coincidental that the motif survived especially in the Lion-slayer 
Type, from the time of Candragupta II (Fig. 10) up to that of Skandagupta (Fig. 11). 

We may envision a scenario in which an official overseer of coin design broadly coordinated the coin 
programme for issues in different metals. He must have pondered what best to pair the Lion-slaying king 
with. Pragmatically, he may have instructed the mints to set their engravers at work to create a device 
involving the goddess of prosperity (as the goddess-of-choice for ‘officially’ sanctioned coin and seal issues) 
together with a lion serving her as a willing mount. 

In my contribution for South Asian Archaeology 2001, which focused on methods of classification, I 
suggested why Śrī-Lakṣmī was given a lion seat. ‘The king defeats the lion, thus showing his courage, physical 
fitness and strength. A king who defeats the lion can make a lion serve his divine consort, the goddess of 
Royal Fortune, as a mount. The king’s lion’s courage is also captured in his epithet “siṃhavikrama-” inserted 
in the right field’.32 

The obverse image of Candragupta II in close combat with a ferocious lion and killing it, was not the 
first Gupta ‘king-conquers-beast’ motif, as Samudragupta had been shown killing a tiger on his magnificent 
Tiger-slayer coins (Fig. 12). Introducing a lion as opponent was new, and may well have been inspired by 
Sasanian imagery of a king chasing lions.33 
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Figure 10: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin with king trampling the lion.Tandon collection 438,03; W. 7,70 g,  
∅ unknown. DINARA database 4339. Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.

Figure 11: Skandagupta, Lion-slayer Type gold coin Dhananjaya collection; W. 9,23 g, ∅ 2,10 cm. DINARA database 7213. 
Photograph courtesy of Dhananjaya.
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Experiments
Still, there must have been limited familiarity on the part of the engravers with the new format and, 
surprisingly really, considerable room for artistic input. The coins are evidence that there was no strict 
instruction in place to use the composition of the existing King-and-Queen coins as the model to emulate. 
The engravers do not seem to have been in the least bit inclined to copy the earlier composition. In fact, the 
perplexing diversity in the designs for the images both of Candragupta II fighting the lion and Śrī-Lakṣmī 
seated on her lion mount, suggests that there may even have been a call for inventiveness. 

Śrī-Lakṣmī’s attributes vary to some extent, but stay within expected iconographic boundaries. In her 
left hand she may hold a cornucopia, which soon gets competition from the lotus. With her right hand 
she keeps extending the investiture fillet, a most persistent attribute in Gupta coin designing. At times the 
investiture fillet makes way for a varadamudrā or, less often, a lotus (but then the cornucopia is left out). 
In designs that I would date later in the reign, Śrī-Lakṣmī is mostly showering coins with her right hand in 
varadamudrā and holding a lotus in her left hand.

Seating the Goddess
Especially in the early years of Candragupta II’s reign, we come across a wide array of ways to make Śrī-
Lakṣmī sit on her mount, sometimes decidedly less comfortably. Unlike before, the engravers now use 
various sitting postures, both familiar and unfamiliar, next to the familiar bhadrāsana with two legs pendant, 
also sometimes referred to as the ‘European sitting posture’ (Fig 13). Śrī-Lakṣmī may sit with legs folded 
in paryaṅkāsana (Fig. 14), a spectacular ardhaparyaṅkāsana with one leg folded, the other hanging down 
elegantly (Fig. 15), in lalitāsana with right or left leg resting on the curly manes of the lion (Fig. 10) and even 

Figure 12: Samudragupta, Tiger-slayer Type gold coin. State Museum Lucknow 3174; W. 7,46 g, ∅ 2,20 cm. DINARA 
database 1287. Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.
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in mahārājālīlāsana, precariously balancing on the back of her mount with one leg folded beneath her and 
the other leg supporting an arm (Figs 16-17).

She may be seen hovering above the animal (Figs 18, 21) or, quite the opposite, seated firmly as if on 
horseback (Figs 19-20). She may lean comfortably backwards, or stretch one or both legs forward across 

Figure 13: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated in bhadrāsana. Baldwin’s, New York auction 20 
(07/01/2009), lot 510; W. 7,87 g, ∅ unknown. DINARA database 163. Photograph courtesy of A.H. Baldwin & Son.

Figure 14: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated in paryaṅkāsana. Bharat Kala Bhavan 8625;  
W. 7,74 g, ∅ unknown. DINARA database 1575. Photograph after Allan 1914, p. 40, fig. 8.16.
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the lion’s manes (Fig. 21). She may look to front, left or right, and may sit to front or left. This variety is 
unparalleled in Gupta design history, both before and afterwards.

The occasional presence of horizontal beaded beams or vertical uprights behind the goddess in early 
Lion-slayer coins (cp. Fig. 15) has been explained as parts of a throne backrest. We may also notice such 

Figure 15: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated in ardhaparyaṅkāsana. British Museum 
1847,1201.363; W. 7,97 g, ∅ 2,30 cm. DINARA database 1514. Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum 
COC307974.

Figure 16: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated in mahārājālīlāsana. State Museum Lucknow 3148; 
W. 7,53 g, ∅ 1,90 cm. DINARA database 1504. Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.
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elements in the King-and-Queen Type coins. Such backrest elements do indeed go back to throne imagery 
as inherited from the Kuṣāṇa image repertoire (Fig. 6), and logically, they could have been discarded when 
the lion mount was first introduced. Some engravers did so, while others retained parts of vertical and 
horizontal framing as framing background elements. 

Figure 17: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated in mahārājālīlāsana. Paras collection 159; W. 7,80 
g, ∅ 1,80 cm. DINARA database 7574. Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.

Figure 18: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess hovering above back of lion. Classical Numismatic Gallery, 
auction 15 (02/02/2014), lot 24; W. 7,83 g, ∅ unknown. DINARA database 7409. Photograph courtesy of the Classical 
Numismatic Gallery.
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Recently, Sanjeev Kumar has argued that in Lion-slayer coins where such backrest traces exist, the 
intention was to show Śrī-Lakṣmī seated on a throne, while resting her feet on a lion (Fig. 22).34 He prefers to 
attribute those coins to Candragupta I. The type would then have been reintroduced under Candragupta II  
with designs in which the goddess sits on a lion instead. These new devices would then illustrate an 

Figure 19: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated astride. State Museum Lucknow 10586; W. 7,78 g, ∅ 
2,00 cm. DINARA database 8054. Photograph courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.

Figure 20: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated astride, holding lotus. Private collection, ex Classical 
Numismatic Gallery, auction 5 (2011), lot .1114; W. 7,70 g, ∅ unknown. DINARA database 5970. Photograph courtesy of the 
Classical Numismatic Gallery.
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Indianizing evolution of the device which gradually discards the throne as a seat element. The division of the 
Lion-slayer coins over Candragupta I and Candragupta II is part of a novel theory that moves several series 
of early Gupta gold so far attributed to Candragupta II back to the time of his grandfather, Candragupta I. 
These reattributions are fraught with problems that I cannot go into within the context of this paper.

From a methodological point of view, however, I find it questionable that Kumar adjusts his descriptions 
of the same Lion-slayer coin to a preferred attribution: When the coin is attributed to Candragupta I, 
the goddess sits on a throne, while resting her feet on the lion; when the coin is attributed by Kumar to 
Candragupta II, Śrī-Lakṣmī is ‘sitting in a vāmārdhaparyaṅka pose [so with her right leg folded and left leg 
pendant ER) on a sleeping lion’ (Fig. 22).35 Even more curious is the fact that Kumar finds ‘remnants of a 
throne’ behind the lion seat in certain King-and-Queen coins (cp. Fig. 7d) no reason to adapt his description 
of the device as the goddess (in his view Ardoxšo) seated on a lion facing to the left or to the right.36 

Positioning the Lion
The positioning of the lion on Samudragupta’s King-and-Queen Type coins on the one hand and on 
Candragupta II’s Lion-slayer coins on the other hand, is hugely different. On the earlier coins the beast 
rests its heads on its front paws, in what Doris Srinivasan called a ‘docile’ pose. The animal lies with its head 
facing either to left or to right, and that is about what it amounts to by way of movement (Figs 7c-d).

Most lion mounts on the coins of Candragupta II still look somewhat subdued, but they take on many 
different poses: standing on four feet (Figs 14, 18) or lying down, facing to left or right, sometimes roaring 
(Fig. 20), or facing forward, watching out (Fig. 13). The latter position closely resembles that in the Kanawara 
sculpture (Fig. 2), but the engraver has placed the goddess higher on the mount, while the sculptor has 
draped the lion around the goddess, apparently still faithful to the mātṛkā position.

Figure 21: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess seated with left leg stretched forward over the head of the 
lion (right leg pendant?). Government Museum Mathura 49; W. 7,87 g, ∅ 2,00 cm. DINARA database 1813. Photograph 
courtesy of Pankaj Tandon.
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A Few Parallels
For the lalitāsana rendering, the engravers may 
have been inspired by goddess-on-lion imagery 
exemplified by the beautiful terracotta medallion 
from ancient Śrāvastī that shows Durgā on her lion 
mount (Fig. 8). Here too the tendency of engravers to 
place the goddess higher on the lion than sculptors 
do is evident.

The sculptors that embellished the brick temples 
of the Gupta age with terracotta panelling left us 
many successful visuals of how to combine riders 
and mounts. A close parallel for Śrī-Lakṣmī seated 
astride her lion is offered by a terracotta medallion 
now in the Museum für Asiatische Kunst in Berlin 
(Fig. 23). It shows a damsel riding a winged lion. In 
the medallion the lion emerges from between the 
legs of its rider, while the coin engraver portrays the 
goddess as if she is seated on a wicker stool, but puts 
in a lion instead. 

The iconographic and stylistic parallels between reliefs in terracotta and stone panels on the one hand 
and Gupta coin engravings on the other are still largely unexplored. Going down a road to study these in 
unison ideally will need to involve not only published works of art, but also sculptures that lie in museum 
storage and items of art and craft that were archived through photography and drawings prepared during 
excavations. Similarly, we may wonder to what extent seal devices and ornamental imagery developed for 

Figure 22: Candragupta II, Lion-slayer Type gold coin. Goddess hovers above the lion. Traces of backrest in left field. 
Private collection 1158; W. 7,84 g, ∅ 2,00 cm. DINARA database 16313. Photograph courtesy of Jan Lingen.

Figure 23: Female figure riding a winged lion. Terracotta 
medallion, Gupta period, 21,5 x 26,6 cm. Museum für 
Asiatische Kunst Berlin, SMB I 5866. Photograph courtesy 
of the BPK/Museum für Asiatische Kunst, SMB.
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jewellery such as earrings, pendants and necklaces, hairpins and belts may have provided a ‘catalogue’ of 
design solutions for engravers to work with. 

Diversity within a Pattern
Finally, although first impressions suggest otherwise, this diversity in the imagery of Śrī-Lakṣmī on her 
lion mount on coins of Candragupta II is not random. It constitutes one of the numerous threads in an 
ultra-complex, mintidiomatic patterning that I have seen emerging through a comparative analysis of the 
entire corpus of gold coins. Mints distinguished themselves and their coins through iconographies and 
styles, through choices for fabric, through selections of symbols, through shaping of legends and scripts. 
Unravelling this patterning helps us plot compositional choices such as those delineated in this paper, that 
were made by engravers and coin technicians operating at different mints. We may also then recognize 
gradual changes in the pattern. And while a slight understanding of the evolutionary pattern is gradually 
churned from this ocean of gold, the sheer diversity remains something to marvel at and admire.
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5.	 These coins are rare. Percy Gardner described a specimen in the British Museum: Percy Gardner, The Coins of 
the Greek and Scythic Kings of Bactria and India in the British Museum, ed. by Reginald Stuart Poole (London: The 
Trustees of the British Museum, 1886), p. 85, coin 137, fig. 19.5. R.B. Whitehead reported on a second specimen in 
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