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-Zoya Zaidi  
 
 
As the sun rises in the east, its first rays are caught by the lofty spires of the temples of 
Khajuraho, first the Laxmana, then the Kandariya Mahadeva, and then the sun temple of 
Chitragupta are silhouetted against the blue sky, turning golden in the warm slanting rays of 
the morning sun. The pink, buff and many hues of the fine grained sandstone come alive as 
the light plays hide-and-seek with the intricately carved graceful figures of many Apsaras 
(celestial nymphs), and deities of divine avatars of Shiva, Vishnu, and 
Agni Dev (God of Fire) that adorn the outer walls of these temples. 
 
You are transported into the bygone era of the tenth century Chandella 
kings, caught in the rare burst of creative fervour – with a little bit of 
imagination, you can literally hear tinkle of the silver anklets of the 
Apsaras, the trumpet of the elephants, the hooves of the horses 
marching in unison, in a procession going to the battle fields to fight 
the numerous wars, the valiant Chandella excelled in, all depicted in 
friezes along the walls of the temples.  
 
The splendour, the grace, the tenderness of love making scenes, the ecstasy transcending the 
physical and attaining the spiritual dimension in rare complete fulfillment of desire, depicted 
in the enraptured expressions on the faces of the statues, so engrossed in ardent expression of 
love, slowly enters your soul, making it a unique experience, lifting you up; By the time you 
are through with the Parikrama (circum-ambulation) of the temples of the Western group- the 
most exquisite of all the remaining 23 of the original 85 temples of Khajuraho- you are left 
craving for more and feel compelled to see the Eastern and the Southern group of temples 
scattered all over this small village,  situated at the tip of Madhya Pradesh province of central 
India. 
 

 
Lakshmana Temple complex-Western group of Khajuraho Temples 
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These ancient temples, remarkably well preserved, untouched by the ravages of Time, 
escaped their destruction at the hands of Mahmood of Ghazna and Mohammad of Ghaur, 
because Chadella kings, their creators and one of the most powerful kings of then 
Jejukabhukti area (later given the name of Bundelkhand), put up a brave resistance and fought 
valiantly to preserve their dynasty.   
 
What catches your breath is the sheer grandeur and grace coupled with technical finesse and 
perfection of these architectural wonders of the world; you are left awe-stricken by the power 
of human endeavour, the spirit of love and faith of man kind, because no masterpieces such as 
these can be created without the tremendous faith and deep involvement by man. 
 
The Legend of the Khajuraho Temples 
�
Chandella Kings, the creators of this timeless wonder, ruled between 900AD to 1130AD; the 
first recorded mention of the Khajuraho temples is in the accounts of Ibu Rehan al Baruni 
(AD 1022) and Arab traveler Ibn Battuta (AD 13335) who described Khajuraho as Khujra, a 
centre of Hindu Tantrism, which used to be performed by Hindu Monks. He refers to 
Khajuragho as ‘Kajarr, where there is a great pond about a mile in length, near which are 
temples containing idols that muslims have mutilated.’ 
 
 Situated in the heartland of India (as the name Madhya Pradesh implies), these rulers of the 
rolling planes, interspersed with hills of Vindhaya range, rivers, valleys, (notably the holy 
Narmada), thick forests and black cotton soil, covering the Malwa Plataeu, were a Rajput 
tribe of mixed blood, who claimed their descend from Moon God the legendary sage 
Chandratriya. 
 
 The legend behind the founding of this great dynasty and the temples is a fascinating one: 
Hemwati, the lovely daughter of the Brahmin priest was bathing in the jungle in Rati River, 
when roving eyes of the Moon God fell on her form. Such was her beauty that he was 
mesmerized by her charm and grace; he descended to Earth and seduced  
her. 

 



The Magnificent statue of Lord Vishnu and Goddess Laxmi at Parsvanatha temple- 
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The child born of their union was Chandravarman, who was raised in the forest by his mother 
who sought refuge there, away from the censorious eyes of the medieval society. He grew up 
to become the founder of the Chandella dynasty. When established as a ruler he had a dream-
visitation from his mother, who implored him to build temples that would reveal human 
passion, and thus bring about the realization of the emptiness of earthy desires. It is also 
possible that the Chandellas were followers of the Tantric cult, which believes that the 
gratification of the earthy desires is a step towards attaining the infinite liberation or 
salvation- the Nirvana. 
 
Chandravarman thus started the tradition of building temples. Later the subsequent 
Chandella kings carried on building temples to maintain this magnificent tradition. (1) 
 The earlier Chaldella chiefs were local feudatories of imperial Pratiharas, who gained 
prominence and paramount importance in north India after the breakup of Harshvardhana’s 
empire in the middle of the seventh century AD. 
 
The Chandellas gradually grew in power to emerge as one of the most stable kingdom of 
central India. The tract around Khajuraho was known as Vats during the ancient times; in 
medieval times it came to be known as Jajakabhukti and since the14th century it is called 
Bundailkhand. Jajakabhukti or Jhajauti, the land Chandellas held sway over, was steeped in 
culture and refinement. The region had a significant role in Indian history from 200 BC, 
witnessing a remarkable efflorescence of sculptural and architectural arts during the Sunga 
period, with Barhut as its centre. Again between 4th and 6th century, during the Gupta reign, 
there was a resurgence of the arts, with leading centers at Bhumara, Khoh, Nachna, and 
Deogarh, all of which boast significant temples. 
 
Under the Chandella princes, who were great builders and patrons of arts and letters, 
Jajakabhukti was swept by cultural upheaval, which manifested itself in the flowering of an 
architectural movement of uncommon vigour. The Chandellas dotted their realm with forts 
and palaces, tanks and temples, which were mainly concentrated in their stronghold of 
Mahoba (ancient Mahotsava- nagara), Kalnijar (ancient Kalanjara) and Ajaygarh (ancient 
Jaypura-durga) and to a lesser extant, the town of Dudhai, Chandpur, Madanpura and 
Deogarh in the present Jhansi district.   
 
But, none of these places could compare with the magnificence of Khajuraho (in ancient 
times Khajjuravahaka), which the Chandellas exulted as their capital. Today it is little more 
than a village; but that it must have been an impressive city is attested by its ruins spread over 
21 sq. km. Abu Rihan al Baruni, who visited India with Mohammad Ghazni in the early 11th 
century speaks of ‘Jajahuti, with Khajuraha as its capital.  
 
The Chandellas adorned Khajuraho with numerous tanks and scores of lofty temples, each 
vying with the other in sculptural grace and architectural splendour. According to the local 
tradition, the place had 85 temples, but only 25 stand in varying stages of preservation. 
 
There was a spurt of temple building from the 9th to the 10th century onwards, which was a 
natural corollary of resurgence of Hinduism during that period; the temples of Khajuraho 
were a part of the same movement. The Nagra or the northern style of temple architecture 
reached its apogee during this period. The nagra temple was focused on a square sanctum, 
which acquired a cruciform shape on account or transepts on side, a gently curvilinear 
Shikhara or spire also tops it. (2) 
 
Re-discovery of Khajuraho 
�



Today there are no remains of any secular buildings in Khajuraho, a circumstance rendered 
surprising by the fact of its having been Chandella’s capital city for a while. In fact the 
Chandellas’ situating of their cultural and religious centre at Khajuraho, or Khajirvahila - 
garden of dates, as it was known then - remains something of a mystery. The temple town 
sank from public consciousness soon after the Chandella dynasty expired in the 13th century 
and remained ‘lost’  till 1838, when T S Burt, A British engineer heard of it from his 
‘Palkhywalla’ and ventured into the forest to discover this ‘ wonder of a place called 
Khajuraho’. (2) 
 
The Chandella Kings 
�
The first notable Chandella king was Harsha who shaken by the invasion of the 
Rashtrakushtas from Daeccan, reinstated his Pratihara overlord Kshtipala or Mahipala on the 
throne of Kannauj in 917AD. His son and successor, Yashovarman, alias Lakhshavarman, 
valiantly defended his sovereign from the attacks of both the Rashtrakushhtas and the Palas of 
east India. He won back the fort of Kalinjar from the Rashtrakushtas(c. 940), but grew so 
mighty as to defy his over lords by retaining the fort for himself.  
 
According to Khajuraho inscriptions of his son, dated 984 AD, Yashvardhan built a 
magnificent temple of Vishnu, identifiable with the Lakshmana Temple at Khajuraho. 
This was said to be the most ornate and evolved temple of its age in Central India, a 
monument worthy of augmented power and prestige of the mighty Chandellas. 
 
Yashovarmana was succeeded by son Dhanga (c. 950-1002), who during his long and 
eventful reign, boldly discarded the tutelage of Pratiharas, consolidated the Chandella 
kingdom by extensive conquests and made it the strongest power of central India. His 
territories extended from Vadisha to Guwaliar, and Varanasi to Narmada. This mighty king 
and emperor was an even greater patron of arts and architecture. During his reign two of the 
finest surviving temples of Khajuraho were built, the Vishvanatha and the Parsvanatha 
temple, the former by the king and the later probably by one Pahila, who was ‘honoured by 
king Dhanga’. 
 
Dhanda’s successor was Ganda, who enjoyed his dominion without any decimation during his 
short and peaceful reign (c. 1002-10017). The Vaishnava temple, now known as the 
Jagdambi, and the sun temple now called Chitragupta, both situated close to each other in the 
western group of temples at Khajuraho, can, in all probability be attributed to this king. 
 
His son Vadhiyadhara (c. 1017-1024), succeeded Ganda, under him the Chandella kingdom 
reached its zenith. Vadhiyadhara not only won victories over the Kalachurias and the 
Paramaras, the contemporary rival powers in central India then, but also twice, in 1019 and 
1022 AD, organized an active resistance against foreign invader Mehmmood of Ghazna. It 
then stands to reason that Vadiyadhar, powerful and prosperous as he was, should have 
continued the brilliant tradition of temple building of his predecessors; the authorship of the 
Kandariya Mahadeva temple, largest, grandest and the most evolved of the Khajuraho 
temples, may plausibly be attributed to him. 
 
After the death of Vadiyadhara, the power of the Chandellas gradually declined, owing 
largely to determined onslaught of the powerful Kalachuris as well as the Muslim invaders. 
With the decline of Chandellas, the importance of Khajuraho also waned, for later rulers 
increasingly concentrated on the hill-forts of Mahoba, Ajaygarh and Kalinjar for strategic 
reasons. But, the artistic movement of Khajuraho was not lost and the temple building 
continued here till 12th century. 
 
Kandariya Mahadeva temple was followed by a succession of smaller but equally artistic 
temples, such as Vamana, Adinath, Javari, Chatrabhuj and Dulhadev temples, and the last 



created during the first half of the 12th century AD. The account of the Arab traveler, Ibn 
Battuta reveals that the Khajuraho temples continued to shine in their glory till 1335. It is 
therefore clear that in spite of the loss of political importance, Khajuraho continued to be the 
religious capital of the Chandellas till their last days. 
 
This history, peppered with the fascinating legends of Khajuraho is captivatingly narrated in 
the mesmerizing voice of Amitab Bhajchchan, the Bollywood super star, in the Son-et-
Lumiere (a must-see) show at the Western Group of temples, complete with simulation of 
sounds of hooves of galloping horses and trumpet of elephants going in war procession, along 
with colourful lights creating the illusion of a the gurgling river with Hemwati bathing in it 
and her fateful seduction by the Moon-God.   
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Warriors going in procession on horses with trumpets, drums and conches to fight-Frieze on 

plinth Lakshmana Temple- photo © Zoya�
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The Art and Architecture of temples of Khajuraho 
�
The slight discomfort at the hotel, I was staying in, was hugely compensated by the 
hospitality of the staff, and its proximity to the temples, situated in the heart of the Khajuraho 
village, the M P Tourism Resort was just five minutes walk away from the Western Group of 
Temples. So, dot at 5.30am, I got my wake up call, and according to my instructions was 
served with hot Lemon Tea. Sipping my favourite early morning beverage, I waited for the 
day to break, and with the first ray of sun, I put on my jogging shoes and started my morning 
walk, reaching the ticket window, which opens at six am, I bought myself the extremely 
reasonably priced ticket of 10 Rs (for foreigners 5$) and taking an audio guide (for 50Rs); I 
plugged it on and plunged into the world of tenth century Chandella kings, busy with building 
of temples, the recorded noise of the hummer and chisel’s, with the music in the background 
and the mesmerizing voice of the audio-guide were enough to turn the warm morning into a 
wonderful experience, unparalleled by any other experience before, as the wonders of 
Khajuraho unfolded themselves one by one. 
 



I am first led to the Laxmana temple, oldest and the best preserved of the temples, with the 
small Varaha and Laxmi shrines in front of it. The Matangeshwar Temple, the only working 
Shiv Temple which houses a giant nine feet Shiv-Ligum is situated outside the boundary of 
the Western Group, to the South of it. Behind the Laxmana Temple lies the Kandariya 
Mahadeva Temple, the most evolved of the Khajuraho temples, that shares a common plinth 
with the Jagdambi; and the Chitragupta temple- the only sun temple in the entire complex, 
while the Vishvanath temple with its subsidiary Nandi shrine, dedicated to Nandi, the bull, 
are in the front row to the right of the Laxmana temple.  
 
As I go around the ambulatory, formed by the plinth or the base- a high platform-terrace 
called Jagati- of the Laxmana temple, I look in jaw-dropping awe at the various figures 
carved in the friezes on the walls- going to war in a procession, on elephants and horses, with 
trumpets, marching to the beating of drums, and figures locked in loving embraces in all the 
possible posses of the famous Kamasutra- I slowly begin to understand the general plan of the 
temples and the style of the art and architecture of these timeless wonders of the world 
heritage. 
 
Art and Architecture ��
�
Most of the temples of Khajuraho conform to the basic unity of design. 
 
With the exception of Chuasath Yogini, Brahma and Lalguan-Mahadeva temples, which are 
constructed wholly or largely of granite, all Khajuraho temples are built in fine grained 
sandstone, in varying shades of buff, pink and pale yellow, brought from he quarries of Panna 
on the east of Ken River. 
 
Again except the temples mentioned above, and the Varaha and Matangeshvara, all the 
temples of Khajurao pertain to cognate style and are manifestations of a distinctive and 
concerted architectural movement, differing only in details. The temples variously belong to 
Shiva, Vaishnava and Jaina sects, but in spite of the divergent affiliations, they keep the 
dominant architectural schemes, so much so that, save for a few distinctive cult images, there 
is nothing to distinguish a Vaishnava temple from a Shiva or a Shiva temple from a Jaina one. 
In this respect Khajuraho has maintained its secular tradition for over a millennium.  
 
The Khajuraho temples mark the culmination of the central Indian building style that has a 
certain distinctive peculiarities of plan and devotion. They are compact, lofty temples without 
any enclosure-walls and are executed on a high platform-terrace or Jagati, which elevates the 
Sanctum from its environs and provides an open ambulatory around the temples. All the 
compartments of the temple are connected internally and are planned on an axis, running east 
west and forming a compact unified structure. 
 
The essential element of the plan – the Ardh- Mandapa or the entrance-porch, the Mandapa, 
or the hall, the Mandapa- Antrala, or the vestibule and Garbh-graha or the Sanctum -are 
present in all the temples. 
 
In the larger temples however lateral transepts with balconied windows are added to the 
‘Mandapa’, turning it into a Maha-mandapa. The larger temples also introduce an inner 
ambulatory around the Sanctum, to which is added another pair of lateral transepts, each with 
a balconied window for ventilation and light. With pairs of transepts cutting across the axis, 
the temples with ambulatory (Sandhara temples) on the plan resemble a Latin cross with two 
principal arms, while those without ambulatory (Nirandahara temples), show only one cross 
arm. Some of the larger temples also have subsidiary shrines in the four corners of the 
platform, rendering the structure a complete Panchayatana or five shrine complex.  
 



Like the plan of the temples, the elevation also has distinctive features. The temples erected 
on a lofty platform-terrace, have an emphatically high Adhisthana or basement story, 
consisting of a series of ornamental mouldings that slope outwards and grip the platform-
terrace firmly, providing a fine relief of light and shade. 
 
Over the stable and ornate base, rests the ‘Jangha’ (literally thigh) or the wall of the temple, 
forming the central zone. The balconied windows are canopied by overhanging eaves and 
admit light and air in to the interior, forming beautiful openings for the inner compartments. 
The solid wall spaces between them are studded with two or more rows of horizontal bands of 
statuary of exquisite grace and charm, which constitutes one of the most attractive features of 
the Khajuraho temples. The deep shadows, cast over the whole composition by beautiful 
bands of light, which follow the alternate projections and recesses of the plan, indeed produce 
a highly picturesque effect. 
 
 

 
Plan of Lakshmana Temple: 1.Pradakhshina. 2. Garbha-graha 3. Antarala 4. Maha-Mandapa 5. 

Mandapa 6. Ardha-Mandapa 7. Subsidiary shrine 
 
 
Above the central zone of the wall rises the roof consisting of a series of graded peaks that 
resemble a mountain range – often Mount Kailash or Meru in the scriptures. The several 
compartments have individual roofs that rise in a modulated crescendo, from lowest over the 
entrance-porch to the loftiest over the Sanctum. These peaks arrayed along the axial line, rise 
and fall alternately, while maintaining their overall upward ascent, and culminating in the 
tallest spire or Shikhar, which is raised directly over the Sanctum. Unlike the super-structures 
of the entrance-porch, the Mandapa, and the Maha-Mandapa, each of which is pyramidal, the 
Sikhara over the sanctum is tall and curvilinear in design, with lyrical outlines. 
 
The clustering together of the peaks lightens the weight of the stupendous pile of the main 
Shikhara, while accentuating its grandeur. The progressive ascent and descend of the super-
structures converging into the highest pinnacle, lend a peculiar vertical quality and rhythm to 
the Khajuraho temples. 
 
To turn to the interior plan: the entrance-porch is entered through the ornate Makara-torana 
or the profusely carved arched entrance flanked by crocodiles. The entrance-porch is modest, 
oblong passage, which usually broadens into wider ‘Mandapa’. This is open on three sides 
and is enclosed by sloping balustrades or Kakshaanas, their roof is carried on dwarf-pillars 
and pilasters.  
 
The Maha-Mandapa is a closed hall with lateral transepts. In the larger temples, the Maha-
Mandapa has in its centre four tall pillars carrying a square framework of architraves, which 
is first turned into an octagon and then into a circle supporting a ceiling of overlapping 



concentric courses. The maha-mandapa is connected with the sanctum through a vestibule. 
The ornate doorway of the sanctum is entered through one or more Chandra-Sila (moon-
stone). 
 
The interiors of the temples show an amazing exuberance of decorative details and sculptural 
wealth, largely lavished on the doorway, pillars, architraves and ceilings. The cusped and 
coffered ceilings representing intricate geometrical and floral designs, exhibit an uncommon 
skill and ingenuity. Even more remarkable than the ceilings are the bracket figures of Apsaras 
or heavenly nymphs and Sala-bhanjikabhutas or Ganas (atlas-like figures). With their 
sensuous postures and exquisite finish, the Apsarsa are masterpieces of medieval sculptures. 
In case of temples with an inner ambulatory, the facades of the sanctum also shows two or 
three bands of statuary, repeating on a smaller scale the sculptural theme and decorative 
ornamentation of the interior shell.  
 
Khajuraho temples have other pronouncedly individual features. The sanctum is a Sapta-
Ratha (with seven projections) on plan and in elevation, and the cubical portion below the 
Shikhara is divided into seven segments (Septa-Bada). The Septa-Ratha sanctums, with the 
Sapta-Bada, of Khajuraho, mark the highest development of medieval architecture.  
 
Further the principal lineaments of the elevation directly rise from and basically conform to 
those of the plan. The numerous projections and recesses of the elevation following 
rhythmically the indentation of the plan produce an admirable contrast of light and shade, and 
all of them converge to the final entity, the Shikharas, thus intensifying the plasticity and the 
vertical aspirations of the monuments. 
 
Rhythmic accentuation is the keynote of Khajuraho’s temples, which further is distinguish by 
a harmonious integration of sculptures with architecture. With remarkable lovely sculptured 
forms ever present, the Khajuraho temples vibrate with a rare exuberance of human warmth.  
 
Ceilings 
The design and the execution of the ceilings in temples of Khajuraho boast an unrivalled 
design of artistic skill. The ceilings of all chambers are decorated and the shallow dome over 
the Mandapa is the most elaborate. Typically the Mandapa ceiling is entirely of swirling 
circles, overlapping each other in an abstract geometrical pattern.  
It is believed that each stone was carved independently, but with so much skill that it fell 
unerringly into place when lifted to its final place. The unfortunate part is that most of the 
exquisite masterpieces lie unseen, because light seldom penetrates the Kahjuraho temples. 
�
Sculptures   
The sculptures can be divided into five broad categories: the first category comprises formal 
cult images, executed almost completely in the round, and in the strict conformity with the 
canonical formulae and prescription.  
 
The second category comprises the Parivara, Parsva and the Avarana-debatas (family, 
attendant and the enclosing divinities). They appear in the niches or are figured against the 
walls of the temples and are executed either on the round or in high and medium relief. 
 
The sculptured figures that appear in the niches are more formal and partake of iconographic 
quality of the cult images of the first category. The remaining g figures of Gods and 
goddesses, which include those of dikpalas (eight guardians of the quarters), are less formal. 
These are distinguishable from human figures only by their peculiar headdresses or mounts or 
special attributes, held usually in more than two hands. 
 
The third category consists of Apsaras or the celestial nymphs and Sura-Sundaris. And these 
amount to the finest and the most numerous of all the sculptures of Khajuraho. They are 



executed either in the round or in high or medium relief, on the outer or inner walls, pillars 
and ceilings. The Sura-Sundaris are invariably represented as graceful nymphs, attired in 
choicest of garments and bedecked in the finest of jewelry. As Apsaras, they are show 
dancing in various postures. As attendants of higher divinities, they are show with hands 
folded or carrying lotus flowers, mirrors, water-jars, raiment, and ornaments etc. as offerings 
to the deities. 
 

 
The intricately sculpted Southern wall of Lakshamana Temple 

photo © Zoya 
 
But, more frequently the Sura-Sundaris are portrayed as expressing common human moods, 
emotions and activities. They are often difficult to distinguish from the conventional human 
Nayakas. They are thus shown yawning, stretching, scratching their backs, touching their 
breasts, rinsing water from wet plaits, removing thorns from their feet, fondling babies, 
playing with pets, like parrots and monkeys, writing letters, playing on flute or the Vina, 
painting designs on the walls, or bedecking themselves in various ways by painting their feet 
with Henna, applying collarium to their eyes, applying vermillion in their partings, or Bindis 
on the forehead.  
 
 

 



Priest with disciples dancing and singing Bhajans -Lakshmana temple frieze- photo © Zoya 
 
 
The fourth category consists of secular sculptures that comprise various themes and 
disciplines, including domestic scenes, teachers and disciples, dancers and musicians and 
erotic couples or groups.  
 
Amorous and erotic couples include some of the finest sculptural compositions of Khajuraho, 
vibrating with rare sensitiveness and warmth of human emotions. Most of the couples are 
distinguished by expressions of intense absorption and rapture, which transcends the physical 
to the spiritual plane- from concrete to sublime… 
 
The fifth or the last category consists of the sculptures of animals including the mythical 
Vayala, or Sardula, the fabulous beast often represented as a rampant horned lion with an 
armed human rider on its back, Numerous varieties of this basic type are known with heads of 
elephants, man, parrot, boar etc. Like the Apsaras, this is also an oft-repeated, typical 
sculptural theme of Khajuraho and is invested with deep symbolism. 
According to the historian Krishna Deva, the sculptural art of Khajurao surpasses the 
medieval school of Orissa in revealing the sensuous charm of human body. Inspired by an 
ecstatic joy of living and consuming passion for physical beauty, the artists of Khajuraho 
revelled in admiring the human body, displaying it from most fascinating angles-fine profiles, 
the fascinating three-quarter-profiles and back-views. 
 
The classical flavour of the sculptures of Laxmana and Parsanatha temples, which has 
proportionate figures, displaying admirable poise and balance; and the exquisite sculptures of 
Jagdambi and Chitragupta Temples are some of the finest and most artistic in Khajuraho. 
The sculpture of Khajuraho attains its maturity in the Kandariya-Mahadeva Temple; which 
displays the human figure with distinctive physiognomy. The sculptures are conspicuously 
slender and taller and show the richest variety of Apsara figures. These figures represent the 
richest watermark of characteristic art diction of Khajuraho. 
 
The Vamana and Adinath Temples carry on the sculptural tradition.The Apsaras are shown 
striking difficult, almost tortuous poses, some almost gravity defying in their execution and 
nature. 
 
The sculptural art is on a definite decline in Javari and Chatrabhuja temples. These contain 
largely conventionalized figure, without much life or expressions. Dulhadev temple 
represents the last flicker of the dying lamp. It combines highly dynamic and romantic 
sculptures, such as those of flying Vidyadharas, with degenerate, sterio-typical and lavishly 
ornamented figures. According to Krishna Deva, plastically and iconographic ally, Dulhadeo 
temple marks the exhaustion of the remarkable vitality for which Khajuraho sculptures are 
justly famous. 
 
Erotic Sculptures of Khajuraho�
�
The significance of Khajuraho’s erotic sculptures, which by their exuberance and grace of 
character, beauty of execution and sensitivity of presentation, capture and hold the viewer’s 
attention, cannot be ignored and has been variously interpreted. Some regard them as 
representations of the lax morals standards of contemporary society. Others consider them as 
illustrations of erotic postures mentioned in ancient texts of Kamasutra. 
 
It has also been suggested that these scenes represent the erotic practices of certain medieval 
Indian sects, which invested the sexual act with ritual symbolism and considered Yoga 
(spiritual exercise) to be the alternative path leading to final deliverance. According to these 
sects, the controlled enjoyment of senses was an easier way to salvation. 



 
Whatever the interpretations of the erotic scenes sculpted on the walls of temples of 
Khajurao, there is certainly nothing crude, sordid or coarse about them. On the contrary they 
exude certain grace and dignity to the act of lovemaking. These representations have given 
some of the finest sculptural compositions, which vibrate with a rare sensitivity and warmth 
of emotions. There is a rare fluidity of movements, a grace of postures, a certain involvement 
and sheer absorption in the act of love-making, coupled with an expression of rapture on the 
faces of the couples depicted in these sculpture that lend a unique beauty and subtle delicacy 
of emotions to the whole art of erotica in Khajuraho. 
 
As these sculptures mirror their times, it is evident that the age that produced these 
masterpieces had few taboos or inhibitions about sex. The people of that age evidently took 
healthy integrated view of life and gave sex its due place in the scheme of things. Kama or 
pursuit of pleasure was deemed to be one of the four purushrthas or the aims of life and was 
regarded as an essential and indispensable stepping stone to Moksha or deliverance, the final 
aim of life. 
 
According to the ancient architectural texts, the depiction of loving birds, animals and human 
couples was considered auspicious and was believed to bring good luck to the builder and, 
vicariously, to the devotee. 
 

 
Erotic couple of North wall of Lakshamna temple  
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It is also worth remembering here that a strong sensual element runs through the early Indian 
art, literature and folk-tradition and expresses itself in various forms. The Mithuna or loving 
couples is present in the terracotta and sculptural art of the Sunga period and enlivens all 
subsequent schools of art beginning with Amaravati and Mathura. 
 
Ancient creation myths stress the polarity between the sexes as source of creation. The 
physical union of man and woman is, indeed portrayed as the human counterpart of the 
cosmic function of creation. The sculptures on the temple walls perhaps aim to depict this 
aspect of the philosophy. 
 



 

Beautifully carved South wall of Kendriya Mahadeva with couple in Mithuna 
photo © Zoya 

 
 
�
Temples of Khajuraho 
�
Khajuraho - a Timeline 
 
A comparative analysis of the sculptural, architectural and decorative features of the 
Khajuraho temples shows that the monuments, although that of a common lineage, can be 
divided into two broad groups. The earlier group of temples comprises the Chuausath- 
Yogini, Brahma, Varaha and Lalguan-Mahadeva temples. These are made partly of granite 
and partly of the sandstone.  
 
Of the second group, composed entirely of sandstone, the Laxmana Temple and Dulhadev 
temples mark the two extremes of the same movement. In between fall the majority of the 
other temples, the Laxmana followed by Parsvanatha, Vishvanatha, Jagadambi and. 
Chitragupta temples. The peak of the architectural and sculptural efflorescence is reached 
with Kandariya- Mahadeva Temple. The temples that follow, the Vamana, Adinatha and 
Javari, keep up the architectural excellence, but are less ambitious in composition. The signs 
of decline, almost decadence, begin to be seen in the Chatrabhuj and by the time of the 
Dulhadev Temple, the architectural exuberance of Khajuraho has become lavish to the point 
of being over-ornate.  
 
The Western Group of Temples 
�
Situated along the main road to the west of Khajuraho village, the temples of the Western 
Group of temples are the most visited at Khajuraho. Enter the fence enclosure of the Western 
group and find the exquisite Laxmana Temple straight ahead, while the Varaha Shrine is in 
front of it. Behind lies the extraordinary Kendriya-Mahadeva Temple that shares a common 
plinth with the Jagadambi Temple. The only Suriya Temple in Khajuraho, the Chitragupta 
Temple is in the same row as the Kendriya, while the Vishvanatha Temple and its attendant 
Nandi Shrine is in the front row, to the right of Lakshmana Temple C0mplex. 
 



Laxmana Temple  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
This temple, my favourite, is the Sandhara temple of the Panchayatana (five- shrine) variety. 
It is the earliest and the best preserved of the evolved temples of Khajuraho, with all the 
principle elements of the developed temple- the entrance-porch, Mandapa, Maha-Mandapa 
with transepts, vestibule and sanctum, with an ambulatory and three transepts.  
The only temple which preserves intact all the four subsidiary shrines and Jagati or the 
platform with mouldings and friezes, the later showing moving pageant of hunting and battle 
scenes processions of elephants, horses, battle scenes, soldiers an sundry representations, 
including domestic and erotic scenes. 
 

 
Warriors going in procession on horses with weapons to fight- 

Frieze on plinth Lakshmana Temple 
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The four subsidiary shrines are placed at the four corners of the platform-terrace, a fifth one 
facing the entrance may have originally been dedicated to Garida, but now enshrines an 
image of Brahamani locally called Devi.  
 
Sculpturally and architecturally the temple has some remarkable features, which place it at the 
beginning of the finer series of sandstone temples. Unlike other developed temples, its 
Sanctum is Pancha-Ratha (with five projections) on plan and its Shikhara is clustered with 
fewer minor Shikharas.  
 
The Chaitya-arches forming the lattice ornament on its shikharas are bolder and its façade are 
decorated with long pediments of chaitya-arches, which are characteristic of early medieval 
temples. The roofs of its entrance-porch Mandapa and Maha-Mandapa, each a simple 
pyramidal superstructure of a straight contour, crowned by a prominent bell-member, which 
is shred only by Brahma Temple belonging to the earlier group of temples. Its basement 
mouldings show a bold elephant frieze, and its Jangha (wall, literally ‘thigh’) is decorated 
with two bands of graceful sculptures, which are noted for their sinuous grace, reminiscent of 
the Gupta tradition. 
 
The temple is entered through simple but elegant Makara-Torana (an arch flanked by 
crocodiles) of two loops. Many of its interior pillars show a relief of scrollwork, again a 
suggesting of Gupta tradition, while ceilings are boldly carved with deep designs of cusps. 



The sanctum door way is of seven Shakhas (vertical panels), the central one being decorated 
with various incarnations of Vishnu, including the Fish and the Tortoise. The lintel depicts 
goddess Laxmi flanked by Brahma and Vishnu and surmounted by two bold sculptured 
friezes, of which one represents the planets with a large figure of Rahu. The Jangha (wall) of 
the Sanctum proper is decorated with two rows of sculptures. The upper row depicts scenes 
from Krishna legend including the acceptance of scented pastes from Kubja, the subjugation 
of the serpent Kaliya, the elephant Kuvalayapida and the wrestlers Chanura and Sala, and the 
killings, respectively of Putana, the storm demon and the bull-demon and the cat-demon. The 
principle niches of the jangha represent Vaishnava images of Bhu-Varaha, Narsihma and 
Hayagriva. The sanctum enshrines the three-headed image of Vishnu; the central head is that 
of a human, while the heads on either side are that of a boar and a lion. 
 
 

 
Elders blessing the soldiers going to battle - the Lakshmana Temple frieze 
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An inscribed slab originally excavated at the base of the Laxmana Temple is now fixed in its 
Mandapa passage. The inscription dated to AD 953-54 in the reign of Dhanga, says that 
Yasoverman built this built this splendid mansion of Vishnu, enshrining an image of 
Vaikuntha. As Yasovarman died in c. 954, this temple appears to have been built between 
930-50, which fits in well with its architectural and sculptural peculiarities. 
 
The female bracket-figures of the anterior include masterpieces of medieval art. Among other 
sculptures, a pair of street singers on the south façade is remarkable for expression of intense 
devotional ecstasy. A master architect surrounded by apprentices on the east face of the 
southeastern shrine also deserves notice. 
 
Varaha Temple 
��
The Varaha Shrine, built o a lofty plinth, is essentially similar in design to th Lalguan- 
Mahadeve temple, but is simpler and more modest. It is an oblong pavilion wit a pyramidal 
roof of receding tiers, resting on 14 plain pillars. The temple enshrines a colossal monolithic 
image of Varaha, the boar avtar (incarnation) of Vishnu, approximately 2.5 meters high. The 
image is of sandstone but is exquisitely finished to a glossy lustre, which as some say is 
brought about by the 1000 years of constant reverent touches of the deities. It is carved all 
over with numerous figures of Brahmanical gods and goddesses. Mythology has it that 



Varaha, the boar incarnation of Vishnu, rescued the Earth from devastating floods by taking 
her up on the tip of his snout. The serpent Seshnaga is depicted in a devotional posture under 
the boar on the pedestal, which also preserves the feet of the broken figure of the earth-
goddess. The flat ceiling of the shrine is carved with an exquisite design of a lotus flower in 
relief. 
 
The shrine is built entirely of sandstone. It is obviously built later than the Brahma and the 
Lalguan- Mahadeva temples, which belong to the phase of transition from granite to the 
sandstone, and is thus dated to c.900-925, though the highly polished surface enhanced by the 
touch of the devotees, gives the impression of being granite, specially when the rays of the 
rising sun fall on this east facing shrine to make it even more lustrous. 
 
Vishvanatha temple 
�
Vishnanatha temple is among the finest monuments of Khajuraho, and shows all the elements 
of the developed Khajuraho temples, namely entrance-porch, mandapa, maha-mandapa with 
transepts, vestibule and the sanctum enclosed by an inner ambulatory with transepts on the 
sides and the rare. Enshrining a Linga, it is at the Northeastern end of the Western group. Like 
Laxmana temple it was a Panchayatana temple, but of the four subsidiaries shrines only the 
north- east and the southwest corners have survived. 
 

�
Magnificent Vishvanatha temple dedicated to Lord Shiva & Parvati temple under repair 
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Architecturally, this temple falls between the Laxmana and the Kandariya-Mahadeva temples, 
and its importance lies in the fact that it anticipates Kandariya on many counts. The 
basement-mouldings resemble those of Kandariya and the two temples also agree in the 
general dispositions of sculptures. Three sculptural bands of equal size on the façade of the 
Jangha wall and the representation on the basement niches of ‘Seven Mothers’ 
(Saptamattrikas), with Ganesha on one hand and Virabhadra on the other, are also peculiar to 
these two temples at Khajuraho. Even the shikharas of the temple s are similar in design, 
though that of Vishvanatha is appreciably simpler, showing fewer minor shikharas.  
 
Of the two inscriptions now built in the mandapa walls of the temple, the longer one was 
found on this temple and belongs to it. It is a along royal record which refers to the dedication 
of two Lingas, one made of emerald and the other of stone, in a towering temple of Shiva-



Marakateshvera, built by the Chandela king Dhanga, in 1002. Although the stone Linga alone 
has survived, there is no doubt that the inscription refers to Vishvanatha temple, which by its 
architectural grandeur and sculptural exuberance is certainly a monument worthy of a king. 
Vishvanatha temple has indeed the beautiful sculptures, including the Sura-Sundari playing 
on a flute; another extracting thorn from her foot, appearing on the outer south façade 
deserves notice for her charming expression. 
 
Parvati Temple 
�
This small temple situated immediately to the southwest of the Vishvanatha Temple, is 
heavily restored small shrine, originally comprising a Sanctum and a porch. The porch is 
completely lost and of the Sanctum only the plinth has survived. The door way belongs to a 
Vishvanatha shrine. This is indicated by a Vishnu figure on the middle of the lintel. The 
image in the sanctum represents Gauri with Godha or iguana as her vehicle. Near the Parvati 
temple, facing the main road is a relatively new temple built by Maharaja of Chattarpur about 
a hundred years ago. This temple has a Hindu spire, a Jain cupola, a Buddhist Stupa and a 
Muslim style Dome, in place of the usual Shikharas, indicating the secular trend envisaged in 
this Temple. 
�
Nandi Shrine 
�
The detached Nandi Pavilion forms an integral part of the architectural scheme of the 
Vishvanatha Temple. The two stand facing each other on a common terrace-platform, which 
is approached by a lateral flight of footsteps- the southern one being flanked by a pair of 
elephants and the northern by a pair of lions. The pavilion enshrines a massive 12, 2 meter 
long and 1, 8-meter high image of Nandi, the bull-vehicle of Shiva, which faces the main 
deity of Vishvanatha temple. The square pavilion rests on 12 pillars, with a shallow two-
pillared bay projecting from each side, the whole enclosed by a low parapet of Kakshasana 
balustrade. It has a pyramidal roof of receding tiers of pidhas with an almost plain ceiling of 
overlapping courses. The only noteworthy decoration on its facades is a bold elephant-frieze 
on the basement moulding resembling that of the Laxmana Temple. 
 
Chitragupta Temple 
�
This is the only temple of Khajuraho dedicated to Surya, the sun god, and is, indeed one of 
the few shrines in all of north India dedicated to the sun god. It is situated some 91 meters 
north of Jagadambi temple and 183 meters to the southeast of three-storied stepped tank built 
by the Chandella, known as Chopra. In respect of plan, design, dimensions and decorative 
scheme, Chitragupta temple closely resembles the Jagadambi temple and consists of a 
sanctum, without any ambulatory, a vestibule, a Maha-Mandapa with lateral transepts and an 
entrance-porch, the last being completely restored above the original plinth. While Jagadambi 
has basement mouldings carved with only geometrical designs, Chatragupta Temple 
introduces a processional frieze representing a party of stone- carriers, besides some hunting 
scenes and elephant fights. The octagonal ceiling of the maha-mandapa hall marks an 
elaboration over the square ceiling of Jagadabi. The temple thus appears more ornate and 
developed than Jagadambi and may consequently be the slightly later in date. 



 

The sun temple of Chitragupta- Khajuraho 
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�
Chitragupta are therefore placed stylistically between Vishvanatha and Kandariya, and are 
dated to c. 1000-25. 
 
Jagadambi Temple 
�
Named for the image of Parvati�� now enshrined in the Sanctum, Jagadambi temple was 
originally dedicated to Vishnu, as is indicated by the prominence given to Vishnu on the 
sanctum doorway. The temple stands on a lofty platform contiguous with that of Kandariya 
Mahadeva and strikingly resembles the Chitragupta temple in plan, design and general 
conception. Its basement mouldings, however, are simpler and devoid of the processional 
friezes – a conspicuous feature of Chitragupta Temple. Again while Chitragupta Temple has 
six pairs of Dvarapalas (door keepers) disposed all around the maha-mandapa interior, 
Jagadambi shows only three pairs.  
 
The square ceiling of it maha-mandapa hall is much simpler than the octagonal ceiling of the 
Chitragupta Temple, which thus appears to be relatively more ornate and evolved and 
therefore slightly later in date than this temple. 
 
The sculptural embellishments of this temple have yielded some of the finest figures of gods, 
including of Yama, the god of death. Also to be noted are sculptures of some Sura-Sundaris 
and erotic couples, the last distinguished by a rare sensitivity and an expression of intense 
absorption and rapture, which transcend from the physical to the spiritual plane. 
 
Kandariya Mahadeva Temple 
�
This Shiva temple is the largest, the loftiest and the most evolved of all the monuments of 
Khajuraho, measuring about 30.5 meters in length and 20 metres in width, excluding the 
platform. 



 
The Majestic Kendriya Mahadeva temple- south view 
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Its mature plan and design, its grand dimensions symmetrical proportions, its superb 
sculptural embellishment and architectural elaboration, all mark it out as the most evolved of 
the central Indian building-style and one of the most sublime creations of Indian architecture. 
The grand shikhara is decorated with an ascending series of 84 smaller replicas of itself.It is a 
lofty and intricately ornamented pile, somewhat restless in movement, but unified in theme 
and design. 
�
Like the other fully- developed temples of Khajuraho, this temple consists of an entrance-
porch, Mandapa, Maha-Mandapa with lateral transepts, vestibule and sanctum enclosed by 
an ambulatory with transepts on the side and the rear. 
 
But what distinguished Kandariya-Mahadeva Temple from the others is that it presents each 
constituent element of the plan and elevation on a grand scale with a considerable elaboration 
of design and ornamentations. Further, it has an extensively indented plan with the largest 
number of projections and recesses, which are rhythmically carried upon the elevation.  



 
Shiva and Parvathi on the plinth of the Mahadeva temple 
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Kandariya Mahadeva is the only temple of Khajuraho where the platform shows projections 
on the lateral sides and the rear, corresponding to the projections of the transepts. Again of all 
the Khajuraho temples, it has the loftiest basement and the most numerous and elegantly-
ornamented mouldings, which include two rows of processional friezes teeming with 
elephants and horses, warriors, hunters, acrobats, musicians, dancers, devotees and 
miscellaneous scenes of erotic couples 
 
The largest number of sculptures of alluring beauty appears on the three bands of its wall. An 
animated array of gods and goddesses, Mithunas and Sura-sundaris can be seen on the 
projection with Vyalas and Nagis rampant in the recesses. The interior of Kandariya- 
Mahadeva Temple is largely similar in design to that of the other developed temples, but is 
more spacious and gorgeous with a wealth of carvings and sculptures. Kandariya, for 
instance, is the only local temple with two Makara-Toranas, both of exquisite design. 
The sculptures on the temples are conspicuously more slender and taller than others and show 
the richest variety of Apsaras in lively postures. Exhibiting mastery in the rendering of female 
contours, these sculptures represent the high watermark of the artistic excellence of 
Khajuraho. 
�
As the temple was anticipated by Vishvanatha Temple, completed c. 1002, it may plausibly 
be assigned to the latter part of c.1025-50. Support is lent to this suggestion by the discovery 
of a short epigraph on a Mandapa pilaster of this temple, mentioning the name of a king 
called Virimda, believed to have been another name of Vidayadhara. 
 
Shiva Temple 
�
Sharing a platform with the Kandariya-Mahadeva and Jagadambi temples, and placed 
between them, is a much smaller but ruined Shiva temple. The shrine’s affiliation is indicated 
by a figure of Shiva carved centrally on the lintel of the sanctum doorway. The sanctum has 
perished, but the portico is intact and shelters a powerful figure of Sardula.  It is not unlikely 
that this temple built in close proximity to the Kandariya may have been dedicated to Parvati 
as a part of the temple-complex. 
 
  



The Older Granite Temples�
�
Matangeshvara Temple lies on the fringe of the renowned Western group of temples. 
Dedicated to Shiva, the temple is the only one at Khajuraho still in an active worship. 
 Scattered a little further away are the older temples of Chausath-Yogini and the Lalguan-
Mahadeva. 
 
Chausath-Yogini Temple 
��
Chausath-Yogini Temple is the earliest building at Khajuraho and is situated on a low granite 
outcrop to the southwest of the Shiva-Sagar tank. In a fairly ruined condition now, the temple 
is made of granite and displays a marked simplicity of plan and design. However some of the 
characteristics of a typical Khajuraho temple, in that it stands on a prominent platform 5.4 
meters high and its Jangha or wall is divided into two registers. 
 
The temple is planned on an open-air quadrangle with cells around it. Originally there were 
67 of these peripheral shrines, of which only 35 have survived. Each cell is severely plain and 
roofed by a curvilinear Shikhara of an elementary form. The shrine at the center of the rear 
walls of 10 cells, directly facing the entrance, is the largest and constitutes the main sanctum. 
A few simple mouldings on the façade are all the decoration that the temple displays.  
Khajuraho’s Chausath-Yogini Temple is perhaps the oldest Yogini shrine in India. It is also 
unique among Yogini temples in that it is quadrangular and not circular on plan, and its main 
shrine is situated against the back wall and not in the centre of the courtyard.  
 
Three sandstone images, representing Brahmani, Maheshwari and Mahishasuramardini, have 
survived and are now in the local site museum of the ASI (Archeological Survey of India). 
Massive and rather squat in form, they are among the oldest sculptures of Khajuraho. The 
latter two are inscribed as Maheshwari and Hingalaja. 
 
The evidence of the architectural and the sculptural styles, coupled with early paleography of 
the short labels on the images, indicates that the temple can probably be dated to the last 
quarter of the 9th century. 
 
Lalguan-Mahadeva Temple 
��
Situated some 603 metres away from Chausath -Yogini temple, on the bank of an old lake 
called Lalguan-Sagar, this temple is of modest size and design. A now dilapidated pyramidal 
superstructure of receding tiers of pidhas roofs it. Its entrance porch has completely 
disappeared, and the doorway is plain but for the diamond carved on the doorsill. The interior 
of the sanctum is quite plain and has six pilasters; its sandstone ceiling, comprising two 
intersecting squares, is topped with a course bearing a lotus flower in relief. As this temple 
shares its plan and design with the Brahma Temple, and like it belongs to the transitional 
phase when sandstone was introduced but granite had not ceased to be used, it is slightly later 
than the Chausth -Yogini and is dated to c.900. This temple is outside the present enclosure of 
the western group. 
 
Matangeshvara Temple 
����
Considered the holiest of the Khajuraho temples, thousands of pilgrims visit the 
Matangeshvara temple on Mahashivratri. The temple is illuminated with tiny lights the 
massive Linga decorated with flowers and sandal wood paste. Matangeshvara is situated on 
the north bank of Shiva-Sagar tank, immediately to the south of the Lakshmana Temple. It is 
probably the plainest among the sandstone temples. 



On plan it is an elaboration of the Brahma Temple, with one notable difference - balconied 
windows, canopied by projecting eaves, which are characteristic of the developed Khajuraho 
temples, mark the central projections on the three sides. Each such projection also shows a 
prominent niche, which is another distinguishing feature of the local temple style. While 
retaining its likeness to Brahma temple, Matangeshvara anticipates the compositional 
arrangement of the Mandapa roofs of the developed Khajuraho temples. 
 
Its pillars however are plain to the point of being austere, and carry plain capitals and 
brackets. The ceiling formed of overlapping concentric courses, shows                                                                                                                       
elementary angles of cusps (Kela courses) and floral cusps (Gajatalu courses) without any 
attempt at elegance or elaboration. Since both its interior and exterior are devoid of that 
exuberant ornamentations, which came to be a hallmark of Khajurago style, there is no doubt 
that this is one of the earliest temples of Khajuraho, and is assigned to c.900-925. 
 
The sanctum floor is almost completely occupied by a large Gauri-patta, some six metre in 
diameter supporting a stupendous Linga, some 2.5 metres high and a metre in diameter. On 
the Linga are written in indelible ink, later Persian and Nagri inscriptions, which are not of 
much significance. 
 
The Eastern Group of Temples 
�
The Eastern group of temples near the Khajuraho village includes three Brahmanical temples- 
Brahma, Vamana and Javari- and three Jaina temples - Ghantai, Adinatha and the 
Parsvanatha. The Brahmanical temples are located along or near the Khajuraho-Sagar –now 
dried up, as it has not rained for three years in the region- while the Jaina temples are situated 
further south and are conveniently accessed by a metalled road. 
 
A colossal statute of Hanuman, the monkey-god, is housed in a modern shrine, situated about 
halfway between the Western group of temples and Khajuraho village. It is interesting mainly 
on account of a short dedicatory inscription on its pedestal, dated 316 of possibly the Harsha 
era (AD922), being the oldest dated description at Khajuraho. 
 
Brahma Temple 
�
This temple has a simple plain and design. Its Shikhara is made of sandstone and the body of 
granite. It occupies a fine position on the bank of the Khajuraho-Sagar or Ninora-Tal. 
It is mistakenly called Brahma Temple on account of a four-faced Linga now enshrined in the 
Sanctum, but it must have been originally dedicated to Vishnu as shown by his figure carved 
on the lintel of the Sanctum doorway. 
 
It is a modest structure, comprising of a sanctum and a porch, the letter now completely lost 
and the former roofed by a pyramidal Shikhara of receding tiers of pidhas, crowned by a 
prominent bell-member. The sanctum is cruciform externally, with projections on each side, 
and square internally, resting on 12 plain pilasters of granite. The projection on the east 
contains the entrance and that on the west is pierced with smaller doorway, while a lateral 
projection on the remaining two sides contains plain-latticed windows. 
 
Except for the boldly modelled figure of the Brahmanical trinity on the lintel of Ganga and 
Yamuna at the base, its doorway is unornamented. Its jangha or wall, divided into two 
registers, is also plain. Despite some difference s in details, this temple belongs to the 
structural phase as the Lalguan-Mahadeva temple, with which it shares a common plan, 
design, and decoration and building material. The temple is consequently assigned to c.900. 
 
 
 



 Vamana Temple 
������������������������������������������
The temple dedicated to Vamana or the dwarf incarnation of Vishnu, is situated about 200 
meters north of the Brahma temple. It is a nirandhara temple that is one without an 
ambulatory. It has sapta-ratha or seven-projection sanctum, vestibule, maha-mandapa with 
lateral transepts and entrance porch, of which only the plinth has survived. 
 
 

 

The Vamana Temple of Khajurah 
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The shikhara of Vamana temple is not encumbered by subsidiary shikharas and is 
embellished with a fretwork of chaitya arches. In contrast to the developed local temples, 
erotic scenes are absent here, except in the subsidiary niches of the roof-pediments. It is also 
noteworthy for the roof over the Maha-Mandapa- the roof was characteristic of medieval 
temples of western India, but this is the only example of its kind in Khajuraho.  



 

Intricately carved Shikhar of Vamana Temple 
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The temples outer walls are girdled with only two bands of sculptures that are as fine as those 
on the other developed temples and include graceful sur-subdaris. The main niches of the 
sanctum contain, in the lower row, Vishnava images of Varaha, Narsimha and Vamana. 
The sculptural style of sur-sundaris indicates that the temple is later than the Kandariya, 
whose style it continues. It is therefore, dated to c. 1050-75. 
 
Javari Temple 
�
The temple dedicated to Vishnu is situated about 200 meters south of Vamana Temple. It is 
small but well proportioned Nirandhara temple, consisting of sanctum, vestibule mandapa 
and portico. The Javari Temple is an architectural gem and is indeed remarkable as much for 
its ornate maha-torana as for the slender and soaring outline of its Shikhara. 
The carvings on the three bands of sculptures are on the outer walls are as rich as on the 
larger temples. On general plan and in design, the Javari Temple resembles Chaturbhuja and 
is datable between c.1075 and c.1100. 
 
The temple however shows two significant architectural features characteristic of the 
developed medieval temples of western India. First, its Jangha or wall is separated from the 
shikhara by a projecting curved cornice or Kutachhaya. Second, the gods on the lower row of 
jangha are placed in niches canopied by torana-arches. 
 
 
 



Ghantai Temple 
�
The temple, locally called Ghantai, on account of the chained bells (ghantai) motifs carved 
ion the tall elegant pillars, is situated to the south of Khajuraho village. It is the shell of a 
structure of essentially the same design as Parsvanatha Temple. The Ghantai temple is 
grander in conception than and nearly twice as large as the Parsvanatha. All that has survived 
of Ghantai is an entrance porch and a Mahamandapa, both resting on four pillars that support 
a flat ornate ceiling. Oblong panel carved with exquisite group of dancers and musicians 
borders the coffered ceiling of the entrance-porch. 
 
Its maha-mandapa, like that of Parsvanatha, is entered through an elaborate doorway and was 
originally enclosed by a solid wall, of which only a few supporting pilasters have survived. 
The door-lintel displays centrally an eight-armed figure of Yakshi Chakresvari, seated on 
Garudha. The architrave surmounting the doorway is carved 16 auspicious symbols seen in a 
dream by Jina Mahavira’s mother at the time of conception, a piece of iconography identified 
with the Digambara sect. 
 
The similarity between this and Parsvanatha in plan and design indicate that the two temples 
cannot be far removed from each other in date. Of the two Ghantai appears slightly more 
evolved and is consequently datable to the end of the 10th century. 
 

 
The lovely children of Kahjuraho, I met outside the Vamana temple 
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Other Jaina Temples 
�
About 400meters southeast of Ghantai temple is situated a group of Jaina temples enclosed 
within a modern compound-wall and accessible by a mettalled road. The group comprises the 
Parsvanatha, Adinatha, and the Shantinatha temples, besides numerous modern shrines, some 
of which stand on the ruins of the older ones, while the rest are built partly with old material 
and contain old images. 
 
However, only Parsvanatha and the Adinatha Temples are in a good state of preservation. The 
only divergence from the typical Khajuraho temple is the absence of voids in their elevations, 
and the windows openings so common in the other temples. 



Numerous ancient Jain sculpture, some of them inscribed, are built into the compound wall. 
The temple of Shantinatha enshrines a 4, 5 meter high image of Adinatha, on the pedestal of 
which, it is reported, exists a dedicatory inscription dated 1027-28, now hidden under plaster. 
Drastically renovated, this temple has an old nucleus with an oblong enclosure of shrine –
cells typical of the medieval Jaina architecture. Among the ancient sculptures, the one 
representing Jina’s parents are remarkable for its artistic execution. 
 
�
Parsvanatha Temple 
�
This temple, originally dedicated to the first Tirthankara, is one of the finest monuments of 
Khajuraho and is the largest of Jaina Temples here. A few individual features of design and 
composition distinguish it: It is oblong on plan with axial projections on the two ends; the 
projection on the east constitutes the entrance–porch, while the one on the west comprises a 
shrine attached to the back of the Sanctum. Although it is a Sandhara temple, the transepts 
with the balconied windows, which are so characteristic of the developed Khajuraho temples, 
are absent. The outer walls are solid and embellished with three bands of graceful sculptures, 
with no voids to relieve the monotony. In the absence of the balconied openings, perforated 
windows are introduced to admit diffused light into the interior of the temple. 
 
The entrance-porch shows an ornate ceiling of coffered design with five pendants, the central 
one being exquisitely embellished with chain and floral patterns, terminating in a pair of 
intertwined vidyadhara figures. The interior consists of a sanctum enclosed by an ambulatory, 
a vestibule and a maha-mandapa provided with a doorway.  The door-lintel of maha-
mandapa bears a ten-armed image of yakshi Chakresvari riding on Gurda, while that of the 
sanctum shows figures of Jinas. 
 
Despite its Jaina affiliation, the Parsvanatha temple bears a significant kinship to the 
Lakshmana Temple in the western group, in that its sculptures show a predominance of 
Vaishnava themes, which include Parasurama, Balarama, with Revathi, a group of Rama, Sita 
and Hanumana and the Yamalarjuna episode of Krishna legend. 
 

 
Shiva flanked by mythical animals of Khajuraho 
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The sculptures of this temple also approximate those of the Lakshmana in voluminous 
modeling, proportions and poise. In addition to the superbly expressive images like those of 
Agni, Shiva, Kama with Rati and Lakshmi-Narayana, this temple also bears the loveliest sur-
sundari figures, such as those applying collyrium and painting their feet (on the south façade) 
or donning their anklets (on the north façade). 
 

 
The exquisitely carved south wall of Parsvanatha’s jain temple 
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Despite the striking affinity to sculptural style a theme, Parsvanatha shows some advance 
over Lakshmana Temple in the form and design of shikhara. Further, while Lakshmana ids 
girdled by two sculptural bands on the outer facades, this temple has three rows, the top one 
showing flying vidyadharas. Being similar to Lakshmana Temple but slightly more advanced 
in these few details, this temple is assignable to c. 950-70, during the early part of king 
Dhaga’s reign- this in fact is supported by an inscription on the maha-mandapa doorway. 
 
Adinatha Temple 
 
The Jaina temple dedicated to Jina Adinatha is smaller than Parsvanatha, and is located 
immediately to its north. It is a nirandhara temple, of which only the sanctum and vestibule 
have survived. In the elegance of sculptural style as well as in general plan and design, it 
bears the closest kinship to the Vamana temple. In fact the only noteworthy difference 
between the two lies in the decoration of the top row of the outer wall. In the case of Vamana, 
this shows diamonds in niches and here a band of flying vidyadharas, also found on Javari, 
Vhatrabhuja and Dulhadev temples. As its shikhara is not as squat or heavy as that of 
Vamana, it appears slightly more evolved and somewhat later in date than Vamana. 
Adinath temple is girded by three bands of elegant sculptures including the charming sura-
sundaris. The principle niches of outer facades contain the images of Jaina Yakshis.  
The roof of the vestibule deserves particular attention for its elegant design and decoration. 



 
Zoya in front of Pasvanatha temple’s wall 

  
 
 
The Southern Group of Temples 
�
The southern group of temple comprises the Duladeo and Chaturbhuja temples. 
 
Duladeo Temple 
�
Duladeo Temple, also called Kunwar-Math, is situated south of Ghantai Temple and is the 
latest temple of Khajuraho. Dedicated to Shiva, it is a nirandhara temple and consists of a 
sanctum, vestibule, maha-mandapa, and porch. On plan and in design, it has some features 
common with the developed medieval temples of the Deccan and Western India, though its 
scheme of ornamentation is typical of Khajuraho. While its shikhara, clustered round by three 
rows of minor shikharas, is of usual developed form, its maha-mandapa shows some 
peculiarities of design and decoration. The maha-mandapa hall is remarkably large and 
octagonal, with a corbelled, circular ceiling. 
 
Even in aspect plastic style and decoration, the Duladev has many individual features that 
distinguish it from the rest of the Khajuraho temples. While the flying apsaras of its interior 
and the flying vidyadharas on the top row of its façade show dynamic movement, its 
sculptures are generally stereotyped and overburdened with ornamentation. This is best 
illustrated by the elaborately crowned and heavily ornamented apsaras inside the porch, and 
by the river-goddesses of doorway, standing under umbrellas decorated with pompons. 
 



 
Shiva and Parvathi on the wall of Duladeo temple 
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The iconography of this temple shows some distinctive, almost stereotypical traits. The 
Ashtavasu figures are invariably depicted here with a crocodile-mount in place of the usual 
bull, while Yama, and Nirriti, two of the dikpalas, wear their raised curls in a stylized fan-
shape. The facade carries tedious repetitions of images of standing Shiva- Parvati with 
identical attributes displaying a poverty of ideas and an artistic degradation. 
 
Thus temple of modest size, similar plastically and ichnographically the temple marks the 
exhaustion of the remarkable vitality for which the Khajuraho sculptures are justly famed. 
This considerations combined with the advanced proto-Nagari character of it s graffiti, 
indicate that it is assignable to the c. 1100-50. 
�
Chaturbhuja Temple 
�
This is the farthest temple, situated about 3 kilometers south of Khajuraho and 600 meters 
southwest of Jatkari village. Chatrabhuja is a nirandhara to Javari Temple and consists of a 
sanctum carrying a simple shijkahar of heavy proportions, a vestibule, mandapa and a porch. 
The temple shows some notable features. 
�
Chatrabhuja is the only developed local temple, which does not have erotic sculptures. 
Although the temple is girded by the three usual bands of sculptures, all figures, except those 
of the vidyadharas in the top row, are stereotyped and without much life or expression. The 
large (2.7 meters high) image of a four-armed Vishnu enshrined in the sanctum however is 
remarkable for its expression of transcendental calm and bliss. 
The consort of Narsimaha, figured in the northern niche of the sanctum façade, is also 
noteworthy. The temple anticipates Duladeo in many features of plastic style and 
ornamentation and is datable to c. 1100. 
 
New Discoveries at Khajuraho�
�
The visible panorama of Khajuraho covers 25 temples but legend has it that there were 
originally 84 shrines in this area. In order to ascertain the veracity of legend, the 



Archeological survey of India began, in 1980, to carry out extensive explorations around the 
existent temples. ASI efforts paid rich dividends with the discovery of 18 ancient mounds. 
The largest mound, Bijamandala, was explored in greater detail from March 1999 onwards. 
Located 4kms south-south-east of the Western group of temples, the mound revealed the 
remains of a temple that was perhaps the largest temple of the Khajuraho group in that it is 
some 4 meters larger than Kandariya-Mahadeva. 
 
A broken marble yonipatta pedestal with an enshrined Shiva linga caps the mound surrounded 
by a small platform of coarse, dressed stone. The excavation revealed a series of exquisitely 
carved mouldings. The entire architecture consisting of the garb-graha, antarala, maha-
mandapa, mandapa and ardh-mandapa could be discerned from the maze of partly excavated 
structures revealed initially. The existent remains belong to the pitha and the adhisthana 
mouldings of the temple. The lowest of these rest on coarsely dressed blocks, intended to 
remain under the soil. Above the roughly chiseled blocks are mouldings with friezes of floral 
motifs. 
 
Sculpted figures of various gods were also found in the debris, as were a few on the shrine. 
The most exquisite was a Sarasvati on the southern façade of the mandapa. Among the other 
sculptures were figures of Vishnu, the divine couples, apsaras and the Jaina tirthankaraa.  
Interestingly, several of the sculptures found were in a semi-carved state; even the mouldings 
contain some of those unfinished statues. It appears from the remnants of the structures that 
although the building of the temple was undertaken as the most ambitious project during the 
later part of the 10 or the early 11nth centuries, it was not quite completed. 
 
The garbha-graha had reached its completion but the portion from the maha-mandapa to the 
ardha-mandapa was in the processes of being built upon, as seen by the presence of semi-
carved sculptures and remains of a ramp leading to the temple. Later, perhaps due to 
dwindling resources, the work began to flag and was finally abandoned. 
 
Thus comes to end my rendezvous with Khajuraho- a most memorable experience.         
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