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Hinduism is replete with sacred animals, and the horse is not an 
exception. While the cow symbolises Brahminical values of ritual 
purity, the horse is associated with warlike notions of strength, power, 
nobility, kingship and beyond these, martial modes of divinity that 
encompass all of these qualities. With a few exceptions, such as areas 
of Rajasthan and the greater Punjab, Indian terrain is not suitable for 
the breeding of horses. Horses are therefore imported, rare and very 
exclusive.

It is common for Hindu deities to have a specific sacred animal or 
Vahana as a ‘vehicle’, and often the link can provide insight into the 
qualities the god is meant to possess.  The various Vahana have further 
specific functions in mythology and worship. In addition to being 
illustrative of their deity’s nature, they have an intercessory role – 
since they are seen to carry the gods between this world and a higher 

one, they are worshipped as being responsible for bringing the gods 
closer to the worshipper and therefore more intimately involved in the 
human world of prayer and ritual.

The immense value of a horse may have been indication of the 
strength of belief, but the persistent rarity of the horse in the 
subcontinent must have necessitated it’s eventual replacement by an 
equine effigy that could equally please the god. 

This rarity may also lie behind a particular practice – where human 
worshippers dress as horses, carrying the deity on their backs or else 
as associated participants in a ritual where they themselves are blessed 
and give blessings, possibly by virtue of their close relationship with the 
god that they bear upon their backs. 
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Her solo exhibitions document the lives of marginalised communities 
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Museum, Vienna, Austria, Grosvenor Vadehra, London, Bose Pacia, 
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IMAGE CAPTIONS

Cover 
Every year a new offering of a large terracotta horse is made at 
the temple of Kottadivayal in Tamil Nadu. After the offering the 
horses are planted into the ground in the temple. Here the priest 
inspects his growing troop of pottery horses.

KUNDE FESTIVAL
The Kunde festival shreds the peace of Coorg once a year as the men 
of the Kurumba community - traditionally occupied as agricultural 
labourers - beat plastic drums, chant and yell, covered in yellow and 
red and blue, they dress as women, drink and scream at the gods. It’s 
like a social pressure cooker - the shrill whistle of a community letting 
off steam, letting off the pressure of being at the very bottom of a 
near-feudal plantation society.

These images show a particularly visceral embodiment of the horse 
as divine mount, where, in a whirling frenzy, one participant enters 
a trance and is possessed by the deity, while two others assume the 
identity of his horses. For the duration of the ceremony a man can 
become a sacred horse, and by virtue of this vicarious identity, confers 
blessings and is blessed in return.

THE GOD AIYANAR
Among the various forms in which the horse is represented in Hindu 
worship, few are more distinctive and remarkable than the enormous 
terracotta statues offered in worship to the fearsome god, Aiyanar. 
It is believed that thus mounted, Aiyanar patrols the outskirts of the 
village, protecting it from disease, thieves, fire or drought. This deity 
is peculiar to the Chettinad district of the South Indian state of Tamil 
Nadu.

The horse stands at about sixteen feet, which is made more remarkable 
by the fact that during the festival, the horse is carried by about 40 
worshippers from the village to a temple on the outskirts, a journey 
of nearly eight kilometres, under the unforgiving South Indian 
heat. Halfway though the journey, the horse is brought alive by the 
application of sacrificial animal blood to its’ eyes.

The horse is made of clay, usually made and fired as one piece, in a 
huge purpose-built open-air kiln. It is funded by voluntary donations 
from the villagers, who take pride in the size and magnificence of the 
horse. 

Since a new horse is made every year, the temple soon acquires a 
veritable stable of clay horses, some recently made, others gracefully 
eroding away in an open field near the temple. This annual offering 
gives the village’s senior potter some of the mystique of the demiurge; 
he is allowed to participate as an officiating priest, something almost 
unheard of elsewhere, and is often allowed to farm the temple lands, 
a signal honour that compensates him for the considerable labour 
involved in making these vast terracotta creations. 

Abhimanyu Arni, historian 

CURATORS NOTE

Clare Arni has been documenting the festivals in Tamil Nadu, in which 
the image of a horse is an integral part. This takes a processional form; 
with elements of wild dance and personal adornment. Underpinning 
the festival is the work of the potter who annually creates new 
terracotta horses permanently located in groves outside villages. This 
exhibition represents a small selection of Arni’s work.

As part of this exhibition and the Habits of Horses project, senior 
potter Kasirajan Subbaiah, who is also represented in the exhibition, 
will be undertaking an artist in residency to create a large-scale 
terracotta horse at the Midland Junction Arts Centre.

Jude van der Merwe, curator

Inside (left to right)
1 Kunde festival
2 Carrying the God  - Hundreds of worshippers pull the god who is 
taken out of the temple one day every year to visit his devotees
3 Potter at work
4 Horses in place
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