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THE GODDESS OF MIRACULOUS POWER 
KERRY LUCINDA BROWN 

 

Fig. 1    Siddhi Lakshmi (Purnachandi); Nepal; ca. 16th–17th century; gilt bronze 
with pigment; height: 15 ¾ in. (40 cm); Patan Museum, Patan, Nepal; object 234; 
photograph by Erik Törner 

SIDDHI LAKSHMI (PURNACHANDI) 
Nepal 
ca. 16th–17th century  
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SUMMARY 

Indic religions often emphasize the spiritual energy (shakti) of female deities, whether wrathful or 

benign. Art historian Kerry Lucinda Brown introduces this dynamic bronze sculpture of a powerful tantric 

goddess Siddhi Lakshmi. She is associated with other Indic goddesses, Mahadevi and Kali. Rival kings in 

city-states of Kathmandu, Patan, and Bakhtapur used to worship her in secret, and both Hindus and 

Buddhists celebrate her public images at shrines and festivals. 

Goddesses play a vital role in establishing sacred geography and reaffirming the power 

of the rulers and kingdoms they protect. One of the most powerful tantric goddesses in 

the Kathmandu Valley is Siddhi Lakshmi, also known by her local name, Purnachandi. 

She is a secret form of Taleju, the tutelary goddess for the royal families of the Malla 

dynasty (ca. 1200–1769) and the self-chosen goddess (ishtadevata) of the king. After the 

death of King Yaksha Malla (r. 1428–1482) in the fifteenth century, the Newar kingdom 

fractured into three parts. In what is now known as the Three Kingdoms period (1482–

1769), royal power was divided among the cities of Kathmandu, Patan (Lalitpur), and 

Bhaktapur. Rivalries between rulers for political and religious authority led to intense 

building campaigns that resulted in capital cities filled with elaborate palace complexes, 

temples dedicated to Buddhist and Hindu deities, and large public squares for 

communal celebrations. The rulers of the Three Kingdoms period used tantric systems 

to organize their kingdoms, with royal palaces and protective deities situated in the 

center of each kingdom.1 Within this contentious environment, Siddhi Lakshmi 

emerged as a powerful, yet secret tantric deity for the Malla kings. 
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Fig. 2 Locations of Bhaktapur, Kathmandu, and Patan in the Kathmandu Valley 

The veneration of Siddhi Lakshmi is part of a larger tantric system referred to as 

Sarvamnaya and is associated with the Secret Black Mother (Guhya Kali) tantras. She 

encompasses the totality of all the goddesses and their collective spiritual energy 

(shakti). As such, she is a manifestation of the supreme great goddess, Mahadevi.2 

Furthermore, the association with Taleju connects Siddhi Lakshmi with the Hindu 

goddess Durga (fig. 3), one of the most popular public goddesses of the Hindu 

pantheon. Siddhi Lakshmi is worshipped to destroy evil, repel negative forces, cultivate 

wisdom, and provide material and spiritual success. With these powers, it is no wonder 

she became one of the primary tantric deities venerated by the Malla kings.  
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Fig. 3    Durga Killing the Buffalo Demon (Durga Mahishasuramardini); Nepal; 12th–
13th century; gilt-copper alloy; 11 × 13 1/8 × 7½ in. (27.9 × 33.3 × 19.1 cm); Rubin 
Museum of Art; C2005.16.11 

TANTRIC RITUAL AUTHORITY 

Dated to the sixteenth or seventeenth century, the gilt-bronze image of Siddhi Lakshmi 

in the collection of the Patan Museum serves as one of the finest examples of Newar 

lost-wax casting from the Three Kingdoms Period. The delicate modeling of the form 

makes it easy to understand why Newar artists were highly prized by Tibetan and 

Inner Asian patrons. The stacked composition of the image establishes a clear visual 

hierarchy and reinforces the power and ritual authority of the goddess. Siddhi Lakshmi 

is positioned in an aggressive standing posture (alidha sthana), with her left leg bent and 

the right stretched to the side. She balances on the outstretched arms of Bhairava, a 

wrathful form of the Hindu god Shiva, whose palms support the feet of the goddess. 

Bhairava is in a kneeling posture astride a corpse that is splayed across the lotus 

pedestal base. The dynamic postures of the figures animate the form and enliven the 
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deities, setting this piece apart from other depictions of Siddhi Lakshmi with static 

compositions (fig. 4).  

 

Fig. 4    Siddhi Lakshmi; Nepal; 17th century; giltcopper alloy; 10¾ × 4¾ × 5-7/8 in. 
(27.3 × 12.1 × 14.9 cm); Rubin Museum of Art; C2004.34.4 (HAR 65402) 

As the largest figure in the composition, Siddhi Lakshmi communicates a complex 

visual narrative that affirms her ability to bestow unwavering success and 

accomplishment. Each of her five heads has a third eye and wears a crown with skull 

ornaments and foliate motifs (fig. 5). While classified as dangerous and bloodthirsty, 

Siddhi Lakshmi has a sweetly smiling face, a stylistic feature typical in Newar art. The 

hand gestures (mudras) and attributes displayed in her ten arms reinforce her ability to 
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protect and grant power. As part of her wrathful nature, she wears a bone apron and 

necklace of severed skulls, similar to the ritual regalia worn by the goddess Kumari. 

Each set of five arms delicately extends from the shoulders, with each arm gracefully 

arranged around the torso. While holding a skull cup to her chest with her central right 

hand, her left hand makes the sprinkling gesture (bindukapala mudra), signifying the 

transmission of spiritual power to the practitioner. From top to bottom, her remaining 

right hands display a sword, a staff, and a bell, with the last hand outstretched in the 

gesture of giving (varada mudra), reinforcing her ability to bestow power. Her 

remaining left hands hold a noose, a trident, and a freshly severed head, with the lowest 

hand presenting the fear-not gesture (abhaya mudra). Together, these features reiterate 

her ability to overcome obstacles, wield power, and protect the faithful.  

 

Fig. 5    Detail of Siddhi Lakshmi (Purnachandi) showing upper 
body; ca. 16th–17th century; gilt bronze with pigment; Patan 
Museum; photograph by Adam Jones, 2014, CC-BY-SA-2.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons 
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Bhairava is shown as subordinate to the goddess, yet also subjugating the corpse below 

his feet. He plays an important role in this visual narrative, as he literally supports and 

sustains the goddess above. His upper arms extend to bear the goddess, whose feet rest 

in his hands. Mirroring the goddess above, Bhairava stands in an aggressive stance, 

wears a necklace of skulls, holds a skull cup, and conveys the gesture of sprinkling 

(bindukapala mudra). His large eyes, fangs, mustache, flaming hair, and snake 

ornaments reaffirm his wrathful nature. The visual harmony of these two figures 

strengthens the overall visual narrative and reinforces the relationship between the 

deities. Here the male-female dichotomy in Hinduism is expressed by a delicate balance 

of male and female principles, yet the visual hierarchy asserts the dominance of the 

feminine divine.3 This union expresses the duality of these principles in Nepalese tantric 

systems. The exalted status of Siddhi Lakshimi among the Malla kings is rooted in the 

notion that she embodies the collective spiritual energy (shakti) of all goddesses, thus 

she wields the combined power of all sacred abodes (tirtha) and seats (pitha) of the 

greater Kathmandu Valley. 

SPIRITUAL POWER AND PROTECTION 

The array of surviving paintings and sculptures of Siddhi Lakshmi suggests her 

veneration was popular among the royal elites and possibly extended beyond this circle 

to other tantric initiates. In Sanskrit, the word siddhi can mean accomplishment, 

knowledge, or attainment. As the supreme goddess of miraculous accomplishment, 

Siddhi Lakshmi was venerated by the kings of Nepal to protect their throne, their ritual 

authority, and their kingdom. 

In the city of Patan, Siddhi Narasimha Malla (r. 1619–1661) consecrated the 

Purnachandi Temple in 1635 (fig. 6).4 The temple is the center of mother goddess 

(matrika) veneration in Patan. The main shrine and flanking deities at the Purnachandi 
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shrine consist of river stones (dhunga) which identifies this site as the naturally arisen 

seat of the goddess (shakti pitha) (fig. 7). She is venerated by both Buddhists and Hindus, 

demonstrating the importance of the goddess to Newar culture. Various rites and 

celebrations honor Purnachandi, including an annual pilgrimage (yatra) to the eight 

shakti pitha of Patan (fig. 8). This pilgrimage begins with the worship of all the 

goddesses in the courtyard in front of the Purnachandi Temple, followed by a daylong 

journey around Patan making offerings at each shaki pitha, culminating in a final 

communal offering back in front of the Purnachandi Temple. As a tantric goddess, she 

receives meat and alcohol offerings from participants (fig. 9). The popularity of these 

types of localized pilgrimage traditions in the Kathmandu Valley today speaks to the 

importance of the goddess traditions in contemporary practice. More important, this 

temple and the community rituals supported by the community provide opportunities 

for the public to gain access to the secret goddess, Siddhi Lakshmi, through the 

veneration of Purnachandi. Annual celebrations such as these reaffirm community 

support for the goddess and root these ritual systems in each new generation, affording 

Newar culture a tremendous amount of cultural continuity with each passing century.  

 

Fig. 6    Purnachandi Temple, consecrated during the reign 
of Siddhi Narasimha Malla; Patan, Nepal; 1635; 
photograph © Kerry Lucinda Brown 

 

Fig. 7    Detail of the crowned dhunga within the 
Purnachandi Temple, located to the left of the central 
shrine; Patan, Nepal; 2010; photograph © Kerry Lucinda 
Brown 
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Fig. 8    Modern print reproductions of the goddess, with 
offering mandalas prepared before the start of the 
pilgrimage; Purnachandi Temple, Patan, Nepal; 2010; 
photograph © Kerry Lucinda Brown 

 

Fig. 9    At the completion of the shakti pitha pilgrimage 
honoring the eight mother goddesses, a large offering is 
made in front of the Purnachandi Temple containing meat 
and alcohol offerings, as is typical with tantric deities; 
Patan, Nepal; 2010; photograph © Kerry Lucinda Brown 

For the Malla kings of Patan, the esoteric forms of this goddess, whether called 

Purnachandi, Siddhi Lakshmi, or Taleju, were important in validating their divine right 

to rule. Subsequent kings of Patan built elaborate temples to reaffirm the importance of 

goddess veneration to the kingdom. The Degutale Temple, built in 1661, and the grand 

multistory Taleju Temple, built in 1667 as part of the Patan Royal Palace, reiterate the 

central importance of these powerful protector goddesses to the kings and their 

successors. Similarly, the kingdom of Bhaktapur also saw temples erected in honor of 

Siddhi Lakshmi, such as the seventeenth-century Siddhi Lakshmi Temple and the 

eighteenth-century Nyatapola Temple. Access to the goddess at these temples was 

limited to royal tantric priests, known as karmacharyas.5 Thus, while important for state 

protection, access to Siddhi Lakshmi at these sites was limited to the royal court. Her 

powers were reserved for use by the king, while at the same time alternative 

manifestations were provided for public veneration through goddesses like Taleju, 

Durga, Lakshmi, and Kumari. Siddhi Lakshmi represents the complete, unwavering 

power and success of the feminine divine. Her multivalent associations in the 

Kathmandu Valley concentrate her power, making her an important deity for any ruler 

seeking to wield tantric power. Her ritual veneration connects the dynamic, intertwined 
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religious forces in the sacred geography of the valley.6 Siddhi Lakshmi encompasses the 

power of all goddesses. She serves as a powerful tantric deity who provides protection, 

prosperity, and ritual authority to all who honor her, whether they venerate her secret 

or public manifestations. 

The Malla period lasted until 1769, when Gorkhas from western Nepal, under the 

leadership of King Prithivi Narayan Shah (r. 1743–1775), conquered the last 

independent kingdom in the valley and established the Shah dynasty (1769–2008). This 

new dynasty set the modern political boundaries of Nepal, absorbing the Kathmandu 

Valley and Newar culture into a new kingdom of Nepal under Shah rule. While Siddhi 

Lakshmi was unable to bring success to the Malla kings, Newar cultural traditions 

continued despite political shifts in the valley. Most significantly, the veneration of the 

goddess was sustained by Shah kings. Their status as divine incarnations of the Hindu 

god Vishnu required that they maintain the ritual obligations to the state previously 

established by the Malla rulers. This legacy remains an important aspect of ritual and 

religious practice in the Kathmandu Valley to the present day. 
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