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3rd Floor, From the Land of the Gods:  
Art of the Kathmandu Valley

This sculpture depicts the Hindu goddess Durga slaying the buffalo demon Mahisha, 
one of the most famous stories about her. Flanked by two slain demons, Durga is 
shown grasping the head of the demon emerging from a decapitated buffalo with 
her lower-left hand. The deity’s fearsome, all-powerful form is balanced by her calm 
facial expression. Durga’s right leg, raised above the ground and extended in an active 
lunging pose, is supported by her animal companion (vahana), the lion, who bends to 
her weight. Her raised hand would have originally held the spear used to slay Mahisha.

The back of the sculpture shows that a highly skilled artist paid careful attention to 
all sides, even though it was unlikely that anyone was meant to see the back.  In its 
original context this sculpture was most likely placed against a wall inside of a shrine.

This statue was cast using the lost-wax technique and then covered with a thin layer 
of gold. This sculpture is a highlight of the Rubin Museum of Art’s collection because 
of its delicate details, expressive gesture, and almost perfect condition, even after  
700 years.

story
The following is just one of many stories told about Durga. This tale has been 
passed down orally and in writing for hundreds of years. Storytellers add their own 
interpretations and embellishments, resulting in an endless number of versions of the 
same story.



questions to ask
Walk around the piece to see all sides. What do you notice about the sculpture?»»
What is Durga holding in her hands? What is missing from her hands?»»
What are some of the different animals that you notice in this work of art?»»
Durga is riding a lion. What are some qualities of a lion? What are some »»
qualities we know about Durga from the story? Why do you think Durga rides  
a lion?

activities to do
Tell the story of Durga’s transformation and defeat of Mahisha. »»
Stand like Durga. What does it feel like to take this warrior’s pose? What would »»
the opposite position look and feel like?
Sketch a detail of Durga or her lion. Find the lions on the ground floor near the »»
elevators and compare them to Durga’s lion. How are they similar or different?

In one version of this Hindu story, a shape-shifting demon named Mahisha 
conquered the world. Mahisha was impossible to defeat because a prophecy 
said no man or beast could defeat Mahisha during the day or night. The 
greatest of the Hindu gods—Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahma—were furious.

Parvati, the wife of Shiva, offered to battle Mahisha. The Hindu gods were 
grateful for her courage and each gave her a weapon and their power. Parvati 
transformed into the warrior goddess Durga, with eighteen arms and a great 
lion as her vehicle.

Mahisha sent two servants to subdue her. Durga tied ropes around their necks 
and threw weapons into their chests, defeating them easily. Realizing the 
danger he was in, Mahisha transformed into a buffalo and hid among a herd 
of other buffaloes. However, his disguise did not fool Durga. She chased him 
on her lion and tackled him to the ground. They fought furiously for a long 
time, and finally, in the evening when the sun had just set, she cut off his 
buffalo head and pierced his heart with her spear. Durga defeated Mahisha 
and saved the world.



Conclusion and Synthesis Questions
What are some of the different animals you noticed at the Rubin Museum  »»
of Art?
How are these animals similar to or different from animals you see everyday?»»
If you had an animal head like Ganesha, what would it be? What power would »»
that give you?
What animal would represent you? What animal would be opposite of you and »»
thus be a good companion for you?

 

Activities to do at the museum
All grade levels:

Vahana sketches 
Bring paper and pencils to the museum. Each student chooses an animal for 
their vahana or vehicle. Students sketch themselves riding that animal. Students 
discuss with a partner why they chose that animal and what characteristics they 
have to make them stronger.

Grades pre-k through 3:

Animal charades 
Each student picks an animal from a work they have observed. One at a time, 
students silently act out the animal while the class guesses which animal they 
have selected. This can lead to a discussion of other animals in the works of art.

Grades 3 and higher:

Independent exploration 
Select a specific area in a gallery. Give students 10–15 minutes with paper and a 
pencil to find and sketch a selection of animals.



Follow-up Activities for Your Classroom
Grade 1 and higher:

Vahana sculptures  
Each student chooses an animal for their vahana or vehicle. After sketching the 
animal students create a small sculpture of the animal using air-dry clay or Model 
Magic. Students share with each other why they chose that animal and what 
characteristics the animal has to help them and complement their personality. 

Hybrid animal sculptures  
Have students create a sketch and sculpture of an animal that combines features 
of two different animals. Students discuss why they chose those two animals and 
what powers their hybrid animal has related to their features. 

Grade 3 and higher:

Himalayan Habitats 
Students choose an animal featured in Himalayan art. Students research the 
habitat of the Himalayas where the animal lives and the role this animal plays 
in Hindu stories. To share their findings students can create posters highlighting 
different animals, including the role they play in Hinduism.

Resources
Visit the Rubin Museum of Art’s education website for resources, including 
downloadable maps, gallery activities, multimedia resources, web links, and a 
bibliography for educators at rmanyc.org/education.


