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Abstract
The story of the divine flying palace (vimāna) called Puṣpaka (‘Little Flower’) 
is well known from the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa. Puṣpaka is created by the god 
Brahmā for Kubera. Subsequently, Rāvaṇa wrests the aerial car from Kubera 
and uses it to defeat the gods and other supernatural beings. When Rāvaṇa 
is killed by Rāma, Puṣpaka becomes Rāma’s property. Later, Rāma wishes to 
return Puṣpaka to Kubera, but the god of riches sends it back. Here, I propose 
to investigate the series of metamorphoses of the flying palace in the Vālmīki 
Rāmāyaṇa and beyond. Depicted as a self-moving architectural construction 
made of precious metal and stone, Puṣpaka is also associated with animals, 
since it is sometimes drawn by haṃsas (‘geese’) and is īhāmr̥gasamāyukta 
(‘embossed with an animal motif’). In pictorial representations, Puṣpaka is 
often shown as a hybrid between a bird and a palace or temple-like structure. 
In Book 7 of the Rāmāyaṇa, the flying palace is personified and can suddenly 
speak and bow. It even appears to acquire divine status, as it is worshipped 
by Rāma himself. The Uttarakāṇḍa promotes a vision of Puṣpaka as Rāma’s 
vāhana (a mount belonging to a god), which both carries and symbolises the 
divinity. In architectural treatises, vimāna is a technical term for a pyramidal 



VISIONS AND REVISIONS IN SANSKRIT NARRATIVE

252

spire rising above the sanctum in temples of the southern or drāviḍa type. 
In  the Samarāṅgaṇasūtradhāra, the name Puṣpaka is given to a flower-
shaped temple adorned with floral and vegetal motifs, thus finally giving full 
sense to its name, ‘Little Flower’. 

Introduction
The Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa provides us with the first and most detailed version 
of the story of the divine flying palace (vimāna) called Puṣpaka (‘Little 
Flower’). Puṣpaka was created by the god Brahmā for the newly appointed 
god of riches, Kubera. Subsequently, the rākṣasa Rāvaṇa, Kubera’s half-
brother, wrests the aerial car from Kubera and uses it to defeat the gods and 
other supernatural beings. When Rāvaṇa is killed by Rāma in the battle of 
Laṅkā, Puṣpaka is given to Rāma. Thanks to the divine palace, Rāma can 
fly back quickly to Ayodhyā, his time of exile being over. Afterwards, Rāma 
wishes to return Puṣpaka to its first owner, Kubera, but the god of riches 
sends it back with a message that Rāma should keep it as a reward for his 
prowess.

The term vimāna, which means ‘measurement’ in Vedic literature, derives 
from the root vi-mā- (‘to measure, mete out, pass over, traverse’). In the two 
Sanskrit epics,1 the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa (Rām) and the Mahābhārata (Mbh), 
the term vimāna is used with four different meanings:2

1.	 In the first meaning of the term, vimāna designates a palace or a building 
of some size and height that must be built according to measurement.

2.	 It designates a palace-like flying structure the use of which is the 
prerogative of divine or semidivine beings, essentially as a means to 
circulate in Heaven or between Heaven and Earth. The gods come down 
to Earth on vimānas to witness noteworthy events, and newly deceased 
and deified meritorious people go to Heaven on vimānas.

3.	 It is synonymous with Puṣpaka, which is one representative of the second 
category.

1	  References will be given throughout to the critical editions of these two texts: for the Vālmīki 
Rāmāyaṇa, Bhatt and Shah (1960–75); and for the Mahābhārata, Sukthankar (1933–66).
2	  For a more detailed exposition of the different meanings of vimāna in the Sanskrit epics, see Feller 
(2022).
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4.	 By semantic shift, the name of the conveyance used to reach Heaven came 
to designate Heaven itself, or at least one type of individual mini-heaven, 
complete with a palace, gardens, etcetera. This usage appears especially in 
some passages of the Mahābhārata’s Anusāśanaparvan.3

The divine vimāna Puṣpaka, which figures chiefly in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, 
can be considered the vimāna par excellence. It is a palatial construction 
made of all kinds of precious materials and able to fly about at will. It is also, 
as far as I am aware, the only vimāna that has a name and, we might even say, 
a personality of its own. I have examined elsewhere (Feller 2020) Puṣpaka’s 
nature and its three consecutive owners: the god of riches, Kubera; the lustful 
rākṣasa Rāvaṇa; and the righteous prince Rāma—who stand, respectively, for 
artha, kāma and dharma. The divine palace’s functions in the Rāmāyaṇa 
are threefold: narrative, allowing the tale to wind up quickly at the end of the 
war, since Rāma can fly back to Ayodhyā instead of walking; psychological, 
with Puṣpaka functioning as a status symbol that excites both admiration and 
envy; and theological, as the possession of the flying palace confers divine or 
quasi-divine status on its owner.

In this chapter, I investigate more closely the series of metamorphoses of the 
divine palace, both in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa and in other texts. Initially 
depicted as a self-moving architectural construction of precious metal and 
stone, Puṣpaka is also associated with animals, since it is sometimes said to be 
drawn by haṃsas (or ‘geese’). But the greatest change takes place in Book 7 of 
the Rāmāyaṇa, the Uttarakāṇḍa, in which the flying palace is personified to 
a greater extent than before. It can suddenly speak and is more independent 
after becoming Rāma’s property. It even appears to acquire divine status, as 
Rāma himself worships it. The authors of the Uttarakāṇḍa were likely trying 
to promote a new representation of Puṣpaka as Rāma’s vāhana, in the sense 
of a mount belonging to a god, which carries and to some extent symbolises 
and represents the divinity.

In post-epic literature, vimāna becomes one of the many general terms 
that designate a temple. In the southern or drāviḍa-type temples, vimāna 
refers more specifically to the pyramidal spire that rises over the sanctum. 
In an architectural treatise, the Samarāṅgaṇasūtradhāra, the name Puṣpaka 
is given to a flower-shaped temple adorned with floral and vegetal motifs, 

3	  Also in the Vimānavatthu or ‘The Stories about Vimānas’, a Pāli Buddhist canonical text belonging 
to the Khuddakanikāya of the Suttapiṭaka.
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finally giving full sense to its name, ‘Little Flower’. We will examine Puṣpaka’s 
various metamorphoses as the flying palace keeps shifting through mineral, 
animal, personified, divine and vegetal forms. 

Mineral Puṣpaka
In the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, Puṣpaka is depicted in a way that corresponds to 
the descriptions of divine vimānas we come across elsewhere in the epics: 
palace-like, huge and dazzling, made of all things precious and adorned with 
architectural elements (Plate 10.1). Its mineral nature is what strikes us first 
and foremost. This is how Puṣpaka is described in one of its first elaborate 
depictions in this text, as it appears to the monkey Hanumān’s eyes while he 
is searching Rāvaṇa’s palace for Sītā:

īhāmr̥gasamāyuktaiḥ kāryasvarahiraṇmayaiḥ |
sukr̥tair ācitaṃ stambhaiḥ pradīptam iva ca śriyā ||
merumandarasaṃkāśair ullikhadbhir ivāmbaram |
kūṭāgāraiḥ śubhākāraiḥ sarvataḥ samalaṃkr̥tam ||
jvalanārkapratīkāśaṃ sukr̥taṃ viśvakarmaṇā |
hemasopānasaṃyuktaṃ cārupravaravedikam ||
jālavātāyanair yuktaṃ kāñcanaiḥ sthāṭikair api |
indranīlamahānīla-maṇipravaravedikam |
vimānaṃ puṣpakaṃ divyam āruroha mahākapiḥ || 

[It was supported by finely wrought pillars that were fashioned of 
gold and silver and embossed with an animal motif. It seemed ablaze 
with splendor. It was adorned everywhere with exquisite penthouses, 
which, resembling Mount Meru and Mount Mandara, seemed almost 
to scrape the sky. The great monkey then climbed the heavenly flying 
palace Puṣpaka, which had been finely wrought by Viśvakarman 
and which, with its golden staircases and its lovely raised platforms, 
resembled the blazing sun. Its ornamental skylights and windows 
were of gold and crystal; and its raised platforms were set with lovely 
emeralds and sapphires.] (Rām, 5.7.12–15; translations by Goldman 
and Sutherland Goldman 2017) 
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Plate 10.1 Puṣpaka as a flying palace. Rāma leaves Laṅkā on Puṣpaka. 
Opaque watercolour and gold on paper, c. 1650. Himachal Pradesh, 
Pahari School. The San Diego Museum of Art
Source: Wikimedia Commons.



VISIONS AND REVISIONS IN SANSKRIT NARRATIVE

256

This description—which teems with architectural terms such as pillars, 
staircases, platforms, skylights and windows—testifies to rather advanced 
architectural techniques. Puṣpaka is not only said to be made of mineral 
elements—such as gold, silver, crystal, emeralds and sapphires—it is also 
compared with the mountains Meru and Mandara. Moreover, as the context 
shows, Puṣpaka is here a part of Rāvaṇa’s palace (also called vimāna), as it 
were. Hanumān finds the divine flying palace parked in a hall, as though 
it were encapsulated and indeed captive, as a spoil of war, in the larger 
stone enclosure of the rākṣasa king’s mansion. The palace itself forms part 
of Rāvaṇa’s citadel, which is built on the lofty Mount Trikūṭa, which is 
subsequently elaborately described when Rāma’s army reaches Laṅkā in 
Book 6:

śikharaṃ tu trikūṭasya prāṃśu caikaṃ divispr̥śam |
samantāt puṣpasaṃchannaṃ mahārajatasaṃnibham ||
śatayojanavistīrṇaṃ vimalaṃ cārudarśanam |
ślakṣṇaṃ śrīman mahac caiva duṣprāpaṃ śakunair api ||
manasāpi durārohaṃ kiṃ punaḥ karmaṇā janaiḥ |
niviṣṭā tatra śikhare laṅkā rāvaṇapālitā ||
sā purī gopurair uccaiḥ pāṇḍurāmbudasaṃnibhaiḥ |
kāñcanena ca sālena rājatena ca śobhitā ||
prāsādaiś ca vimānaiś ca laṅkā paramabhūṣitā |
ghanair ivātapāpāye madhyamaṃ vaiṣṇavaṃ padam ||
yasyāṃ stambhasahasreṇa prāsādaḥ samalaṃkr̥taḥ |
kailāsaśikharākāro dr̥śyate kham ivollikhan || 

[There, reaching into the sky, stood one of the lofty summits of 
Mount Trikūṭa. Covered on all sides with flowers, it seemed to be 
made of gold. It was bright and lovely to behold, and its breadth was a 
hundred leagues. It was beautiful, grand, and majestic and impossible 
for even the birds to reach. It was impossible for men to scale, even in 
their imagination, let alone in reality. And there, on that peak, stood 
Laṅkā, under the protection of Rāvaṇa. The citadel was adorned with 
ramparts of gold and silver and with lofty gateway towers resembling 
white clouds. Indeed, Laṅkā was as magnificently adorned by its 
palaces [prāsāda] and mansions [vimāna] as are the heavens, Viṣṇu’s 
middle step, with clouds at summer’s end. In the city could be seen a 
palace [prāsāda] adorned with a thousand columns, which, seeming 
to scrape the sky, resembled the peak of Mount Kailāsa.] (Rām, 
6.30.18‒23; translation by Goldman and Sutherland Goldman 2017)
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From these two juxtaposed descriptions, we can see how similarly the 
mountain, the citadel of Laṅkā, Rāvaṇa’s palace and Puṣpaka are described: 
all are equally lofty, golden and seem to scrape the sky. More importantly for 
present purposes, all seem to be coterminous extensions of one another, as 
though they were different manifestations of an identical mineral essence. 
Unfolding in quasi-telescopic fashion, the mountain gives birth to the citadel, 
which in turn yields Rāvaṇa’s palace, which contains Puṣpaka—imprisoned 
for the time being, but destined to soon fly free.

Animal Puṣpaka
Unlike most other heavenly vimānas depicted in the Sanskrit epics (Feller 
2022), Puṣpaka seems to be able to move through the air without being 
drawn by animals, nor is it said to have wheels or wings. As far as we can 
make out from the passages that describe it, the divine flying palace zooms 
about in quasi-magical fashion. It is said to be yoked to haṃsas (‘geese’) only 
once in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa,4 in a passage that describes Rāma’s return to 
Ayodhyā on board the majestic flying palace:

yayau tena vimānena 
haṃsayuktena bhāsvatā | 
prahr̥ṣṭaś ca pratītaś ca 
babhau rāmaḥ kuberavat || 

[Then Rāma departed in that radiant flying palace yoked to haṃsas. 
Delighted in mind and body, he resembled Kubera himself.] (Rām, 
6.110.23; translation by Goldman and Sutherland Goldman 2017)

The haṃsa or bar-headed goose (Anser indicus) is the god Brahmā’s sacred 
bird. It flies particularly high in the sky in its yearly migrations over the 
Himalaya. Due to this characteristic, it is considered a symbol of the pure, 
liberated soul. Even though Puṣpaka is by no means the only vimāna said to 
be drawn by these birds,5 the choice of haṃsas to pull the flying palace serves 
as a reminder of its divine origins, for it was made for the newly appointed 
god of riches, Kubera, by Brahmā himself.6 

4	  And once in Mbh 9.46.27, where Puṣpaka is likewise said to be ‘yoked to geese’ (haṃsa-yukta).
5	  See, for example, Mbh (3.246.31; 13.14.141; 13.109.52, 54) or Rām (3.68.6; 7.68.10).
6	  Or by the divine architect Viśvakarman, on Brahmā’s order. See Feller (2020: 329).
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In the passage quoted above (Rām, 5.7.12), we furthermore read that 
Puṣpaka is ‘supported by finely wrought pillars … embossed with an animal 
[or wolf] motif’ (īhāmr̥gasamāyuktaiḥ … sukr̥tair ācitaṃ stambhaiḥ). Here, 
it appears as though the animals had become mere decorative items on the 
flying palace—a trend we can also witness in some vimāna descriptions 
of the Mahābhārata’s Anuśāsanaparvan (Feller 2022). Apart from these 
few references, Puṣpaka’s link with the animal kingdom is scanty. But its 
association with haṃsas has nevertheless left a lasting impression, for until 
today, many visual representations of Puṣpaka show the divine flying palace 
as drawn by geese, as a goose or swan or, more often, as a hybrid half-goose, 
half-palace (Plate 10.2). The half-palace, half-bird shape could have become 
a favourite because of its easily recognisable characteristics, which immediately 
signal Puṣpaka’s identity.7 Another reason this haṃsa shape met with success 
in the plastic arts, despite its meagre literary support, can be explained by the 
fact that in Book 7 of the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, the Uttarakāṇḍa, Puṣpaka’s 
personification is more pronounced than in the previous books. Its semi-
architectural, semi-ornithomorphic appearance could be an ingenious way 
of accounting for both its original palace-like aspect and its personified 
behaviour. The latter certainly looks less odd in the case of a bird than in 
the case of a flying mansion, at least in the fable-like literary context of the 
Rāmāyaṇa, which is otherwise peopled by intelligent speaking monkeys, 
vultures and bears.

7	  In this respect, we can draw a comparison with the nāgas (‘snake-genii’). In the epics—especially 
in the Mahābhārata, where they play a great role—the nāgas, who are endowed with the power to 
change their form at will, appear either as snakes or as humans. But in the plastic arts, to make them 
immediately recognisable as nāgas, they are mostly shown as hybrid creatures, half-human and half-snake, 
with a human torso and a snake tail, or as humans with the characteristic uneven number of cobra-hoods 
sprouting from their neck and surrounding their human head.
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Plate 10.2 Puṣpaka as a swan. Rāma, Sītā and Lakṣmaṇa fly back to 
Ayodhyā on Puṣpaka. From: Tulsi Ramayan, Tej Kumar Book Depot, 
date unknown
Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Personified and deified Puṣpaka
In the Uttarakāṇḍa, Puṣpaka appears personified to a greater extent than 
before and differentiates itself sharply from all the other vimānas described 
in Sanskrit literature, as well as from the way it is described in the previous 
books of the Rāmāyaṇa. Whereas Puṣpaka is ‘just’ an inanimate heavenly 
flying palace under Kubera’s and Rāvaṇa’s ownership, it develops a 
personality of its own once it becomes Rāma’s property. At the end of Book 
6, after returning to Ayodhyā, Rāma sends Puṣpaka back to its first owner, 
Kubera (Rām, 6.115.48–50). Some time later, Rāma and his brothers are 
surprised to hear ‘sweet words spoken from the sky’ (madhurāṃ vāṇīm 
antarikṣāt prabhāṣitām; Rām, 7.41.2). Looking up, they see Puṣpaka 
hovering above them in the air. The beautiful flying palace explains to them 
that Kubera has ordered it to come back to Rāma and to continue to serve 
him as a reward for slaying Rāvaṇa. In Rām 7.66, an occasion arises for 
which Rāma requires Puṣpaka’s help. This will be the last time the divine 
palace makes an appearance in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa. Rāma needs Puṣpaka 
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to tour the directions to locate and eliminate the source of evil, the śūdra 
Śambūka’s unlawful austerities, which have caused the untimely death of a 
brahmin’s son. Rāma merely has to think of Puṣpaka to make the golden 
flying palace appear:

manasā puṣpakaṃ dadhyāv āgaccheti mahāyaśāḥ || 
iṅgitaṃ sa tu vijñāya puṣpako hemabhūṣitaḥ | 
ājagāma muhūrtena samīpaṃ rāghavasya vai ||
so ‘bravīt praṇato bhūtvā ayam asmi narādhipa |
vaśyas tava mahābāho kiṃkaraḥ samupasthitaḥ || 

[He called to mind the Puṣpaka with the thought, ‘Come!’ When the 
Puṣpaka, adorned with gold, perceived Rāghava’s intentions, it came 
at once into his very presence. Bowing humbly, he said, ‘It is I, great-
armed lord of men, your obedient servant, who has come.’] (Rām, 
7.66.5c–7; translation by Goldman and Sutherland Goldman 2017)8

These characteristics and behaviour clearly evoke a sentient being rather 
than an inanimate palace. The fact that Puṣpaka bows (praṇato bhūtvā) and 
calls himself Rāma’s servant (kiṃkara) even evokes an anthropomorphic 
appearance. How a flying palace can speak and bow is left unexplained by 
the text, but later commentators, as well as Kālidāsa in his Raghuvaṃśa 
13.68, explain this by means of a presiding deity (devatā, abhimānidevatā or 
adhidevatā) residing in Puṣpaka and appearing and speaking when required. 

Though not clearly expressed in the Rāmāyaṇa, this deification of Puṣpaka is 
nevertheless corroborated by the Uttarakāṇḍa in 7.40, where Rāma worships 
the heavenly palace as one would a divinity, before dismissing it:

kākutsthaḥ puṣpakaṃ samapūjayat |
lājākṣataiś ca puṣpaiś ca gandhaiś ca susugandhibhiḥ ||
gamyatāṃ ca yathākāmam āgacches tvaṃ yadā smare |
evam astv iti rāmeṇa visr̥ṣṭaḥ puṣpakaḥ punaḥ |
abhipretāṃ diśaṃ prāyāt puṣpakaḥ puṣpabhūṣitaḥ || 

8	  Padma Purāṇa (Sṛṣṭikhaṇḍa, 1.35.61‒63), which relates the Śambūka episode, contains practically 
the same wording: ‘He, of great fame, mentally thought of the Puṣpaka aeroplane and ordered it, “Come 
[here]”. Knowing the internal thought [of Rāma] that aeroplane, decorated with gold and moving 
according to [the occupant’s] desire came near Rāma in a short time. He [the presiding deity of the 
aeroplane] joined the palms of his hands as a mark of humility and said: “O king, [here] I am. This servant, 
O you of mighty arms, stands before you’ (Deshpande 1989: 464). My sincere thanks to Mary Brockington 
for pointing out this reference to me.
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[Kākutstha worshipped the Puṣpaka with parched grain, unhusked 
rice, flowers, and extremely fragrant perfumes, saying: ‘Now you 
must depart as you wish. But you must return whenever I call you to 
mind.’ Then, having said, ‘May it be so!’ the Puṣpaka was dismissed 
once again by Rāma. Adorned with flowers, the Puṣpaka departed 
in the direction of its choice.] (Rām, 7.40.10–11; translation by 
Goldman and Sutherland Goldman 2017)

Concerning this personification and deification of the vimāna Puṣpaka, 
which are quite unique because they do not seem to happen in the case of 
any other vimāna, I submit the hypothesis that the Uttarakāṇḍa is here 
trying to promote a new vision of Puṣpaka as Rāma’s vāhana—a trend that 
runs parallel to its theological agenda of representing Rāma as the supreme 
god Viṣṇu.9 A divine flying palace obviously is a vāhana, in the literal sense 
of a ‘vehicle’,10 but I mean here vāhana in the sense of an (animal) mount 
belonging to a god that both carries and to some extent symbolises and 
represents the divinity. This concept was yet unknown to Vedic literature, in 
which the gods ride on rathas (‘chariots’) drawn mostly by horses.11 The term 
vāhana is quite rare even in the epics. When it does occur, it is mostly used 
in battle descriptions, in the sense of an ordinary mount, horse, elephant or 
chariot. Yet, the concept of a vāhana as a god’s typical mount makes a timid 
debut in the epics, even though the animals serving as vāhanas may not 
necessarily be called by that name.

9	  See Brockington (1998: 393): ‘Superficial hints of Rāma’s exceptional status now became the basic 
theme of the Uttarakāṇḍa, in which the final stage was reached in the progress of Rāma from a heroic 
figure to an ideal model of the perfect ruler and finally to the avatāra of the supreme deity.’
10	  It is probably in this meaning that Puṣpaka is called Kubera’s vāhana in Mbh 9.46.27, which describes 
how Kubera became a god and received the divine vimāna after performing severe penance. 
11	  On the historical precedence of riding chariots drawn by horses over riding horses, see Gonda (1965: 
95‒114).
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For instance, the Rāmāyaṇa knows the elephant Airāvata as Indra’s mount 
(Rām, 7.35).12 The Mahābhārata witnesses the birth of Garuḍa, explaining 
how the divine bird becomes both Viṣṇu’s vehicle and the emblem on his 
banner (dhvaja) (Mbh, 1.29.16). The great epic also contains many accounts 
of the god Skanda’s birth.13 One explains how the young god receives his 
rooster (kukkuṭa) from Agni (Mbh, 3.218.32).14 In other passages, we see 
how the god Śiva receives his bull15 from Brahmā to use as his mount and to 
keep on his banner (Mbh, 13.76.27‒28; 13.128.9‒12). We see that the gods’ 
favoured animals serve them as both mounts and emblems. Banners were 
of course initially meant to float above the chariots in battle. We see again, 
superimposed, the continuance of the Vedic custom of riding a chariot and 
the new trend of riding an animal mount.

Of course, unlike most other vāhanas, Puṣpaka is not an animal, even 
though it has some links to the animal kingdom, as we have seen. However, 
it shares several characteristics with the animal vāhanas belonging to other 
gods. It  appears at once when its master requires its presence and carries 
him wherever needed. It is a sentient being who can speak and act of its own 
volition and has a life of its own when not serving the deity.16 It is a hybrid 
creature and can be personified, or at least semi-personified, as for instance, 
Viṣṇu’s eagle, Garuḍa, or Śiva’s bull, Nandin.17 It is even deified to some 
extent, since Rāma himself worships it. In this, Puṣpaka is again comparable 
to Viṣṇu’s vāhanas, the divine bird Garuḍa and the great snake Śeṣa or 
Nandin, who at times receive their own separate cult within the perimeter 
of a temple dedicated to the main deity. We can further note that in some 

12	  Elsewhere, the epics also show Indra as the owner of a vimāna (for example, in Mbh 1.51.9) or of a 
ratha, which on occasion he generously lends to certain heroes (for example, to Arjuna in Mbh 3.43 and 
to Rāma in Rām 6.90‒100).
13	  For these, see Feller (2004: 115‒20); and Mann (2012: Chs 2‒4).
14	  In Gupta times, this rooster usually becomes a peacock, perhaps as an emblem of imperial rule (see 
Mann 2012: 204). The god Skanda is often represented sitting on his peacock, but sometimes this bird 
figures on his banner as well. See, for instance, Bṛhat Saṃhitā 58.41, where Skanda is called barhiketu 
(‘having a peacock on his banner’) (cf. Sastri 1946). We can note that both the rooster and the peacock 
are very colourful birds belonging to the order Galliformes. They are indigenous to India and enjoy an 
omnivorous diet, scratching the ground in search of seeds and insects.
15	  Nandin is also mentioned by name as Śiva’s attendant in Rām 7.16, but there he appears in the 
unusual guise of a monkey (Rām, 7.16.12, 14), and not as a bull. Since Rāvaṇa makes fun of his monkey-
shape, this provides Nandin with a pretext for cursing him that monkeys will bring about his destruction 
(Rām, 7.16.14‒15).
16	  Even though Rāma allows Puṣpaka to roam about as it likes (Rām, 7.40.11), the text never tells us 
what Puṣpaka is doing in its free time. Unlike some other vāhanas—Garuḍa, for instance—Puṣpaka does 
not seem to have any adventures on its own, independently of Rāma.
17	  Shukla (1993: 283) remarks that both Nandin and Garuḍa are often represented (both in literature 
and in the plastic arts) as theri-anthropomorphic, or even as fully human, especially in Nandin’s case. 
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modern devotional representations of Puṣpaka, the divine palace is depicted 
in the form of Garuḍa (and not as a haṃsa) carrying a temple-like pavilion 
on his back, which shelters Rāma, Sītā and their entourage (Plate 10.3). 
Although this proves nothing about the time in which the Uttarakāṇḍa was 
composed, it reveals a merging of identities between Puṣpaka and Garuḍa 
as Viṣṇu’s/Rāma’s vāhanas.

Plate 10.3 Garuḍa-Puṣpaka. Garuḍa (holding a snake in his claws and 
with lotus-like back feathers) carries a canopy sheltering Hanumān, 
Rāma, Sītā and Lakṣmaṇa
Source: Copy of an unidentified illustration seen on the internet. Drawing by Aryan Conus.



VISIONS AND REVISIONS IN SANSKRIT NARRATIVE

264

For the supreme god, or at least one of his manifestations, having a divine flying 
chariot as his vāhana seems singularly appropriate. If we make a comparison 
with another of Viṣṇu’s avatāras, Kṛṣṇa, we see that one of his most popular 
representations is on a chariot, when he acts as Arjuna’s charioteer in the 
Kurukṣetra War, guiding him simultaneously towards victory in battle and 
towards spiritual fulfillment by his recitation of the Bhagavadgītā. In the 
Rāmāyaṇa’s Uttarakāṇḍa, when Kubera sends Puṣpaka back to Rāma, 
he tells him the following highly meaningful words, here reported by Puṣpaka 
to Rāma:

sa tvaṃ rāmeṇa laṅkāyāṃ nirjitaḥ paramātmanā |
vaha saumya tam eva tvam aham ājñāpayāmi te ||
eṣa me paramaḥ kāmo yat tvaṃ rāghavanandanam |
vaher lokasya saṃyānaṃ gacchasva vigatajvaraḥ || 

[You were won in Laṅkā by Rāma, who is the Supreme Spirit. And 
thus I command you, ‘Gentle one, you must carry him.’ It is my 
greatest desire that you should carry the delight of the Raghus (on his 
journeys through the world/the vehicle of the world). So go, free 
from any anxiety.’] (Rām, 7.40.7‒8; translation by Goldman and 
Sutherland Goldman 2017, modified)

The key term here is saṃyāna, a neuter substantive that can mean ‘going 
together’, ‘a journey’, ‘a vehicle, wagon, car’.18 Various commentators 
interpret  the phrase lokasya saṃyānaṃ in different ways. Some, taking 
saṃyāna in the sense of ‘journey’, interpret it as an accusative of direction 
meaning ‘on  his journey through the world’ (lokasya saṃyānam iti 
lokasaṃcaraṇam ity arthaḥ), which is how Goldman and Sutherland 
Goldman translate it. Other commentators take it as an apposition to 
rāghavanandanam and gloss it—somewhat stretching the meaning of 
saṃyāna—as ‘the refuge of the world’ (lokasya saṃyānaṃ lokasya śaraṇam) 
(see Goldman and Sutherland Goldman 2017: 838‒39). I propose to 
understand saṃyāna in the sense of ‘vehicle’: ‘the vehicle of the world’. Since 
the term saṃyāna is a neuter, saṃyānaṃ can be taken either as a nominative, 
and as such refer to Puṣpaka,19 or as an accusative, as an apposition to 
rāghavanandanam. The  ambiguity could have been deliberate, but if we 
choose the second possibility, lokasya saṃyānaṃ designates Rāma as the 

18	  According to Monier-Williams’s Sanskrit–English Dictionary (2009).
19	  Goldman and Sutherland Goldman (2017: 839) note that ‘Ck, Cm, and Ct understand the term to 
mean that the Puṣpaka has become an excellent vehicle for the attainment of any desired world, such as the 
earth, etc. [lokasya bhūrādyaśeṣābhimatalokaprāpaṇasya saṃyānaṃ samīcīnayānabhūtas tvaṃ].’
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‘vehicle of the world’. Indeed, as the supreme god, Rāma/Viṣṇu carries and 
contains the whole world and its population. He is furthermore the ‘vehicle’ 
by means of which his devotees can reach ultimate release.20 Puṣpaka, who 
is ordered by Kubera to carry Rāma, thus holds an extremely prestigious 
function: no less than carrying the Supreme Being, who himself carries the 
whole world. Puṣpaka thus becomes the vehicle’s vehicle. We see that there is 
a fusion between Rāma’s and Puṣpaka’s identities,21 as is indeed commonly 
the case for a deity and his or her vāhana.22 

Except for this incipient and rather sketchy vāhana-hood of Puṣpaka in the 
Rāmāyaṇa’s Uttarakāṇḍa, however, the divine flying palace did not, as far as 
I could ascertain, have a noteworthy destiny as Rāma’s vāhana in other texts. 
Of course, we must consider the fact that many other versions of the Rāma-
kathā deal with Puṣpaka summarily and only mention the heavenly palace 
while describing Rāma’s flight back to Ayodhyā after the war. And many—
such as the Rāmopākhyāna found in Mahābhārata 3.257–276, Bhaṭṭi’s 
Bhaṭṭikāvya, Tulsidas’s Rāmacaritamānasa and so on—dispense with the 
events of the Uttarakāṇḍa altogether. In their view, Puṣpaka is returned to 
the god of riches after Rāma’s return to Ayodhyā and remains ever after 
in Kubera’s possession as his inanimate vimāna.23 

Vimāna as a temple
In later literature, the term vimāna acquires the meaning of ‘temple’. 
As  Kramrisch (1977: Vol. 1, p. 132) remarks: ‘[V]imāna … has remained 
one of the most generally accepted names which designate a temple.’ This 
meaning does not yet appear in the epics, for indeed temples, at least in the 
form in which they are known today, probably first appeared in north India 
only towards the end of the fourth century CE (see Dagens 2009: 11). In view 

20	  In a Buddhist context, the current known as Mahāyāna, ‘The Great Vehicle’, is likewise called a yāna 
(‘vehicle’) because it brings people to liberation.
21	  This identical essence is also subtly underscored in the same passage, where Puṣpaka twice calls Rāma 
saumya (Rām, 7.40.2), and Kubera likewise calls Puṣpaka saumya (Rām, 7.40.6). Saumya can simply be 
translated as ‘gentle’, but the term of course derives from soma, the plant used in the sacrifice, the nectar 
of immortality or the Moon. Rāma and Puṣpaka, it seems, partake of the same somic nature.
22	  Gonda’s (1965: 83) remark that ‘these animals which are more or less intimately or regularly 
connected with gods are, in the Vedic as well as the Hindu period, theriomorphic manifestations of an 
aspect of the god’s essence or nature’ could be extended to a divine flying palace.
23	  See Mbh 3.158.35 and 3.175.68; Harivaṃśa 34.17. However, Puṣpaka is not Kubera’s vāhana, as this 
god has a man for his vāhana and is often called naravāhana.
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of our introductory remarks on the term vimāna,24 this semantic shift from 
‘(flying) palace’ to ‘temple’ appears to be a logical development, from both 
a formal and a symbolic point of view. From a morphological point of view, 
palaces and temples share the same basic requirement for exact measurement 
as complex architectural constructions. Kramrisch (1977: Vol. 1, p. 133) cites 
the following definition: ‘Vimāna is the name of the temple built according to 
tradition [śāstra] by the application of various proportionate measurements 
or various standards of proportionate measurement.’25 

In some architectural treatises, the term vimāna becomes a technical term 
for  a  ‘pyramidal form of superstructure that rises over the garbha-gṛha 
[sanctum]’ in temples of the southern or drāviḍa type.26 Lorenzetti says it 
‘comprises a succession of sloping storeys [tala, bhūmi], generally separated 
by  a corniced moulding, kapotapālī’ (2015: 79). Again, it is likely that the 
name vimāna was given to this type of spire because it had to be measured 
with utmost precision. Various types of spire-vimānas are shown in 
Plates 10.4 and 10.5.

From a symbolic point of view, too, we can immediately perceive the 
connection between a temple and a heavenly vimāna: flying vimānas are 
the abodes of celestial beings in paradise. Similarly, temples are the abodes 
of celestial beings on Earth. As Kramrisch (1977: Vol. 1, p. 133) remarks: 
‘The temple as Vimāna, proportionately measured throughout, is the house 
and body of god.’ Similarly, Dagens (2009: 25) says: ‘Un temple dans le monde 
indien, c’est … la “maison d’un/du dieu” [A temple in the Indian world is … 
the “house of (a) god”].’ It is thus a piece of Heaven that has come down 
to Earth.

24	  See also Feller (2022).
25	  Cf. Īśānaśivagurudevapaddhati 3.28.2, repeated in Śilparatna 16.2.
26	  For a detailed exposition on drāviḍa temples, see Hardy (2007: Pt 5).
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Plate 10.4 The vimāna of the Virūpākṣa Temple, Hampi (Karnataka), 
c. fifteenth–sixteenth century
Photo: Raymond Conus.
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Plate 10.5 Keshava Temple, Somnathpur (Karnataka), c. 1268
Hardy (2007: 99) describes it: ‘Three stellate vimanas share the mandapa, which is closed 
at the rear, open (with pierced screens) at the front. The temple is raised on a platform [jagati] 
within an enclosure [prakara].’
Photo: Raymond Conus.

Divine vimānas are also used as transportation between Heaven and Earth. 
The gods occasionally come down to Earth on their vimānas and newly 
deceased people ascend to Heaven on a vimāna acquired by their good deeds. 
Likewise, a temple is, par excellence, a place where the human and divine 
planes are believed to intersect, and where men can meet gods. The devotees 
are lifted along ‘the spire’s upward thrust’ (Lorenzetti 2015: 22) by means of 
the sacrifices, gifts and prayers offered at the temple. As Kramrisch (1977: 
Vol. 1, p. 142) remarks: ‘The temple is built as a work of supererogation, with 
the utmost effort in material means and the striving of the spirit so that the 
Prāsāda attains and leads to the Highest Point.’ 

While Kramrisch concentrates on the upward movement implied in both the 
building and the viewing of a temple, where the eye is naturally led up the 
elevation of the spire, Hardy remarks that the inverse downward movement 
is implied as well in a temple building and that the gods are thought to 
come down from Heaven and reside in the sanctum, which is right beneath 
the spire:
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At this point it can be noted that within the logic of Kramrisch’s own 
metaphysical view, aspiration towards union with the divine must be 
inwards and upwards to the unity beyond form, while manifestation 
must be downwards and outwards from the one to the many: God is 
up there and comes down to earth. (Hardy 2011: 485)27

This downward movement is further explained on an architectural plane:

The shrine is invested with a sense of movement that appears to 
originate at the tip of the finial, or a point just above it, progressing 
downwards from this point and outwards from the vertical axis, 
radiating all around, predominantly in the four cardinal directions. 
(Hardy 2007: 38)

Thus, a temple, even though it is static, remains the locus of upward, 
downward and radiating movements in a manner that is consistent with, and 
reminiscent of, its nature as a mobile, heavenly vimāna. 

Even more potent than the prayers and oblations offered up by the devotees 
at the temple, the building of a temple was, over time, increasingly seen as a 
guarantee of future heavenly bliss: 

Let him who wishes to enter the worlds that are reached by sacrificial 
offerings and the performance of religious obligations [iṣṭāpūrta] 
build a temple to the gods, by doing which he attains both the results 
of sacrifice and the performance of religious obligations. (Bṛhat 
Saṃhitā, 55.2).28 

In other words, by building a vimāna (‘temple’) according to vimāna 
(‘measurement’), the devotee then climbs on a vimāna (‘heavenly palace’) 
and obtains a vimāna (‘heavenly abode’). To sum up the evolution of the 
concept of vimāna, we might say that, starting out as an earthly human 
palace, transferred to Heaven as a godly palace, the vimāna has come full 
circle, taking root in the ground, but this time as the permanent residence of 
the gods on Earth. 

27	  Quoted nearly verbatim from Hardy (2007: 38).
28	  Quoted in Kramrisch (1977: Vol. 1, p. 139). We see here that the Bṛhat Saṃhitā proceeds by equivalences, 
trying to establish practices that bring about the same merit as sacrificial performances.
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Vegetal Puṣpaka
After this excursus on vimāna as a temple, let us return to Puṣpaka in 
conclusion. In a treatise on vāstu, the Samarāṅgaṇasūtradhāra29 (Ssd), the 
name Puṣpaka is given to a flower-shaped temple adorned with floral and 
vegetal motifs (Plate 10.6). Hardy (2016: 132) doubts whether anyone ever 
built a temple of this kind, even though, as he notes, temples inspired by the 
shape of lotuses are quite common. Not only is the basic layout inspired by 
the design of a flower,30 but also its walls abound in decorations representing 
vegetal motifs: 

The instructions for the Pushpaka luxuriate in flowery poetry. For 
example, the wall of the temple should be adorned with ‘a garland 
of celestial maidens’ [vidyādharī mālā] ‘with flowers in their hands’ 
[mālā vidyādharī kāryā puṣpahastair alaṅkṛtā] (Ssd, 57: 152). Many 
technical terms for temple architecture already have flower-like 
etymology: śṛṅga (‘sprout’), kanda (‘bulb’), mañjari (‘blossom’), and 
so on. Here the floral characteristics of a temple blossom in profusion. 
(Hardy 2016: 132)

Thus, more than a millennium after the composition of the Vālmīki 
Rāmāyaṇa, Puṣpaka, which despite its appellation never had a particularly 
prominent connection with flowers,31 finally realises the full potential of its 
name, ‘Little Flower’, even though this flower is sculpted in stone. We see that 
Puṣpaka has come full circle in its metamorphoses through every conceivable 
mode of being, starting from a mineral shape, then passing through animal, 
personified, divine and vegetal forms, the protean flying palace has returned 
to its original mineral manifestation. It is of special interest to note that in 
their semantic evolution, the terms vimāna and Puṣpaka have ultimately 
come to designate a temple or type of temple. Could this be because, in 
modern non-mythical times, the temple remains the only ‘vehicle’ in which 
humans still hope to be uplifted to Heaven?

29	  The Samarāṅgaṇasūtradhāra is a ‘compendious Vastu Shastra attributed to the legendary king 
Bhoja (ruled c. 1010–1055), Paramara ruler of Malwa in central India’ (Hardy 2016: 126).
30	  ‘The arrangement of the ground plan for the Puṣpaka should be in the shape of five flowers 
[puṣpakasya talanyāsaḥ pañcapuṣpākṛtir bhavet] (Ssd 57: 149)’ (Hardy 2016: 132).
31	  In the Rāmāyaṇa, it is once said to be adorned with golden lotuses (hemapadmavibhūṣitam; 
Rām, 6.109.23) and once to be decorated with flowers (puṣpabhūṣitaḥ; Rām, 7.4.11), after Rāma has 
worshipped it.
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Plate 10.6 The Puṣpaka temple
Source: Reproduced by permission of the author from Hardy (2016: 131). My heartfelt 
thanks to Professor Hardy for allowing me to use his drawing.
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