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     Indian religious images truly have lives of their own, both 
literally to devotees as the material manifestation of the divine 
(arca-vigraha) and metaphorically as vessels of historical and 
contemporary meaning. The significance of religious images is 
exhibited throughout Indian traditions wherein the visual is 
relished. Their study opens the door to the larger question of how 
images are used and understood in various contexts. The iconic 
images of India stand between lived religious experience and the 
many texts that describe and prescribe modes of religious 
worship. I contend that religious images have the potential to 
meditate the gap between lived experience and the text.  
    Chinnamastā, the goddess who beheads herself, is typically 
shown standing over Rati and Kama in a sexual embrace while 
holding her own severed head with her left hand and a scimitar in 
her right. Three streams of blood spurt from her neck, feeding her 
two female attendants and herself. Chinnamastā is an exemplary 
Daśa Mahāvidyā of the Tantric tradition, in which images indeed 

come to life. Her enigmatic icon serves as a gateway to understanding the multivalent theological, 
psychological, and social significance of the Tantric image.  
   I intend to elaborate upon what Diana Eck has referred to as a “hermeneutic of the visible” insofar as 
the image of the goddess serves as lingua franca for the diverse religious population of India. She is 
unique in her divine representation since she is the only one of the Mahāvidyās who beheads herself and 
nourishes both herself and her devotees with her own blood sacrifice. I will explore how Chinnamastā’s 
image functions as narrative, ritual instruction, and as the object of devotion using a variety of methods. 
The phenomenological approach will be the primary method used, as well as textual analysis. The 
comparative method will be used to analyze the myths, ritual texts, and images from a variety of contexts 
within the tradition in order to understand Chinnamastā in depth and breadth.  
    This investigation addresses the larger question of how religious images communicate and why they 
are such effective communicators. I propose that there is a dialectic that occurs between the visual and the 
theoretical insofar as the religious image communicates with the viewer, who then interprets and 
reinterprets what is communicated through the image. This interpretation is further influenced by the rites 
and rituals surrounding the religious image, which incorporate not only what is seen, but what is felt and 
understood by the religious devotee. The Indian religious image is not only looked upon, but interacted 
with, therefore one cannot deconstruct the meaning of an image without taking into account the dynamic 
interaction between the seer and that which is seen. 


