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Hinduism is the dominant religion of the 

Indian subcontinent, particularly of India and 

Nepal. It includes Shaivism, Vaishnavism, 

Smartism among numerous other traditions.  

 

Among other practices and philosophies, 

Hinduism includes a wide spectrum of laws 

and prescriptions of "daily morality" based on 

karma, dharma, and societal norms.  

 

Hinduism is a categorisation of distinct 

intellectual or philosophical points of view, 

rather than a rigid, common set of beliefs.  

 

Major scriptures include the Vedas, 

Upanishads, Puranas, Mahabharata, 

Ramayana, Manusmriti, Bhagavad Gita and 

Agamas. 



Hindus conceive of the universe as 

cyclical, destroyed by fire, and 

dissolving into the ocean at the 

end of each cosmic age, to be 

reborn again and again.  

 

This universe is conceived of as an 

egg, separated into three regions 

where gods, humans, and demons- 

the forces of order on the one hand, 

and of chaos on the other- battle 

for control.  

 

Hinduism recognizes this cosmic 

struggle as a necessary, even 

desirable, search for balance 

between opposing forces. 



A trio of male gods is 

responsible for the great cycles 

of cosmic time: Brahma (the 

Creator), Vishnu (the 

Preserver), and Shiva (the 

Destroyer).  Each as has a 

powerful female energy, his 

shakti.   

 

While Hindus identify 

themselves as either 

Vaishnavite or Shaivite 

(devotees of Vishnu or Shiva 

respectively), they honor 

multiple deities. 

 

On the left, Brahma is depicted 

on the left, Vishnu in the 

center, and Shiva on the right. 





Each God in the trinity has his consort. To 

Brahma is Saraswati (top left), the Goddess of 

knowledge. For Vishnu is Lakshmi (bottom 

left), the Goddess of love, beauty and delight. 

For Shiva is Parvati (above), the Goddess of 

power, destruction and transformation.  

 

The three Goddesses are often worshipped in 

their own right as well as along with their 

spouses. 





Shiva as Mahadeva in rock-cut 

temple (Elephanta, India), sixth 

century 

 

Shiva's role as the primary deity of 

Shaivism is reflected in his 

epithets Mahādeva ("Great God"; 

mahā = Great + deva = God). 



The sculptural image is also known as Trimurti Sadashiva and 

Maheshmurti. The image, 20 feet (6.1 m) in height, depicts a three-

headed Shiva, representing Panchamukha Shiva. The three heads 

are said to represent three essential aspects of Shiva — creation, 

protection, and destruction.  

 

The right half-face (west face) shows him as a young person with 

sensuous lips, embodying life and its vitality. In his hand he holds 

something an object resembling a rosebud, depicting the promise of 

life and creativity. This face is closest to that of Brahma, the creator 

or Uma or Vamadeva, the feminine side of Shiva and creator of joy 

and beauty.  

 

The left half-face (east face) is that of a moustached young man, 

displaying anger. This is Shiva as the terrifying Aghora or Bhairava, 

the one whose anger can engulf the entire world in flames, leaving 

only ashes behind. This is also known as Rudra-Shiva, the Destroyer.  

 

The central face, benign and meditative, resembles the preserver 

Vishnu. This is Tatpurusha, "master of positive and negative 

principles of existence and preserver of their harmony" or Shiva as 

the yogi Yogeshwar in deep meditation praying for the preservation 

of humanity.  



Embodying the multiplicity 

that is characteristic of 

Hinduism, Shiva is both 

destructive and creative.   

 

He is associated with male 

sexual energy and procreation 

(worshiped in the form of a 

lingam, or phallus, or in 

anthropomorphic guise astride 

his bull Nandi), as well as with 

asceticism and sacred texts (in 

the form of a meditating yogi 

with matted hair, clad in an 

animal skin).   

 

He is the three-eyed lord of the 

beasts and of the battlefield 

(symbolized by his trident), 

and patron god of the arts.  



Apart from anthropomorphic 

images of Shiva, the worship of 

Shiva in the form of a lingam, or 

linga, is important.  

 

One common form is the shape of a 

vertical rounded column.  Shiva 

means “auspiciousness”, and 

“linga” means a “sign or symbol.” 

 

“Linga” also means the same 

thing- a place where created 

objects get dissolved during the 

disintegration of the created 

universe. 



Along the east-west axis, large pillars 

cut from the living rock appear to 

support the low ceiling and its beams 

although, as with all architectural 

elements in a cave-temple, they are not 

structural.   

 

The pillars form orderly rows, but the 

rows are hard to discern within the 

framework of the cave shape, which is 

neither square nor longitudinal, but a 

combination of overlapping mandalas 

that create a symmetric yet irregular 

space.  



Entrance to the cave garhagriha at Elephanta Caves 

 

The “garbhagriha” is the innermost sanctum of a Hindu temple 

where resides the murti (idol or icon) of the primary deity of the 

temple. Literally the word means "womb chamber", from the 

Sanskrit words garbha for womb and griha for house. 



Hindu worship is not congregational in 

the Western sense.  Instead, priests 

perform elaborate sacred rites on behalf 

of their communities.  Puja at a temple 

begins with the sunrise, when a priest 

opens the chamber of the “womb” and 

salutes the door guardians.   

 

In a ritual involving all the senses, he 

sounds a bell and claps to expel negative 

spirits, arouse the deity or deities, and 

announce his presence.  He then chants 

hymns and mantras (ritual sacred 

formulae), accompanied by mudras 

(symbolic hand gestures).  

 

Vessels are readied for the cleaning and 

dressing of images, which are anointed, 

draped with garlands, and offered 

specially prepared food.  When the priest 

has completed his ceremonial duties, he 

circumambulates the statue clockwise, 

bows, and leaves the sanctuary. 



Shiva as Lord of Dance (Nataraja), 

Chola Dynasty, c. 11th century CE, 

bronze 

 

Its important to keep in mind that 

the bronze Shiva as Lord of the 

Dance (“Nataraja”—nata meaning 

dance or performance, and raja 

meaning king or lord), is a sacred 

object that has been taken out of 

its original context—in fact, we 

don't even know where this 

particular sculpture was originally 

venerated. It is important to 

remember that this particular 

statue was intended to be movable, 

which explains its moderate size 

and sizeable circular base, ideal for 

lifting and hoisting onto a 

shoulder. 



From the 11th century and 

onwards, Hindu devotees carried 

these statues in processional 

parades as priests followed 

chanting prayers and bestowing 

blessings on people gathered for 

this purpose. Sometimes the 

statues would be adorned in 

resplendent red and green 

clothes and gold jewelry to 

denote the glorious human form 

of the gods. In these processions 

The Shiva Nataraja may have 

had its legs wrapped with a 

white and red cloth, adorned 

with flowers, and surrounded by 

candles. In a religious Hindu 

context, the statue is the literal 

embodiment of the divine. When 

the worshiper comes before the 

statue and begins to pray, faith 

activates the divine energy 

inherent in the statue, and at 

that moment, Shiva is present.  



Here, Shiva embodies those perfect physical qualities as he is frozen in the moment 

of his dance within the cosmic circle of fire that is the simultaneous and continuous 

creation and destruction of the universe. The ring of fire that surrounds the figure is 

the encapsulated cosmos of mass, time, and space, whose endless cycle of 

annihilation and regeneration moves in tune to the beat of Shiva’s drum and the 

rhythm of his steps. Utterly peaceful in countenance, Shiva displays the five 

activities of the godhead: creation, protection, destruction, release from destiny, and 

enlightenment.  

  

In his upper right hand he holds the damaru, the drum whose beats syncopate the 

act of creation and the passage of time. 



His lower right hand with his 

palm raised and facing the 

viewer is lifted in the gesture of 

the abhaya mudra, which says to 

the supplicant, “Be not afraid, 

for those who follow the path of 

righteousness will have my 

blessing.” 

  

Shiva’s lower left hand stretches 

diagonally across his chest with 

his palm facing down towards 

his raised left foot, which 

signifies spiritual grace and 

fulfillment through meditation 

and mastery over one’s baser 

appetites.   

  

In his upper left hand he holds 

the agni, the flame of 

destruction that annihilates all 

that the sound of the damaru 

has drummed into existence. 

The fire symbolizes 

the destruction of 

samsara and maya, 

the illusions of this 

world created by ego-

centered thinking. 

Thus, dance embodies 

liberation, the 

freedom the believer 

gains through bhakti, 

the love of Shiva.  



Shiva’s right foot stands upon 

the huddled dwarf, the demon 

Apasmara, the embodiment of 

ignorance. This Demon of 

Forgetfulness is a symbol of 

maya, the illusory world of our 

everyday perceptions.  

 

Shiva’s hair, the long hair of 

the yogi, streams out across the 

space within the halo of fire 

that constitutes the universe. 

Throughout this entire process 

of chaos and renewal, the face 

of the god remains tranquil, 

transfixed in what the historian 

of South Asian art Heinrich 

Zimmer calls, “the mask of 

god’s eternal essence.”   



Vishnu Temple (Deogarh, India), 

early sixth century 

 

“Darshan” is a Sanskrit word 

meaning “sight” (in the sense of 

seeing or beholding), vision, 

apparition, or glimpse.  It is most 

commonly used for “visions of the 

divine” in Hindu worship.  One 

could “receive” darshana or 

blessing of the diety in the temple 

or from a saintly person. 

 

Vishnu takes form as an all-

inclusive deity, known as Purusha 

or Mahāpurusha, Paramātma 

(Supreme Soul), Antaryāmi (In-

dweller), and he is the Sheshin 

(Totality) in whom all souls are 

contained. 



For Hindus, the temple was one stop on a long journey that was a 

metaphor of the quest for spiritual perfection.  In the course of this 

journey, worshipers progress from a large to a small space, from natural 

light to a dark interior, and from the illusory complexities of the material 

world to spiritual simplicity. 



The Hindu temple is conceived of as a cosmos in miniature, a replica of the 

cosmos, which brings alive the cosmic man (purusha). The temple is built 

on a planned site called the vastupurushamandala. Vastu signifies 

residence and also means residue, literally meaning remainder (the extent 

of existence in its ordered state).  



To build a Hindu temple, first a sacred 

site is chosen- a grove for its links to 

early tree cults, a river for its life-giving 

water, or a mountain by association with 

Mount Meru.  Several years are then 

dedicated to purifying the ground and 

ridding it of evil and impure spirits.  

Sacred cows graze on the site in order to 

enhance its fertility.  The ground plan is 

thought of as a mandala, which maps 

divine space.  

 

 This is a geometric “picture” of the 

pantheon and a miniature manifestation 

of the cosmos, in which the temple 

represents Mount Meru.  After its plan 

had been laid out, a temple’s proportions 

are arranged according to a unit of 

measurement deemed to be in alignment 

with cosmic harmony.  Finally, 

foundation stones are placed in the 

ground and construction begins. 



The early sixth-century temple of Vishnu 

at Deogarh, in Uttar Pradesh, exemplifies 

early northern-style Hindu temples.  This 

relatively simple, one-chambered 

structure was crowned by a shikhara 

(northern-style tower), most of which is 

now in ruins.   

 

Its cubic garbha griha (sanctuary) stood on 

a raised plinth, and was accessible by a 

stairway on each side.  The dark corner 

rectangles on the plan mark lesser shrines 

dedicated to different gods.  The temple’s 

relief sculpture, with its rounded, 

rhythmically swaying forms, embodies the 

classic Gupta style. 



The entrance to a Hindu temple is 

elaborate and meaningful.  The 

doorway at Deogarh is well 

preserved and an excellent 

example.  Because the entrance 

takes a worshiper from the 

mundane world into the sacred, 

stepping over a threshold is 

considered a purifying act.   

 

Two river goddesses, one on each 

upper corner of the lintel, 

symbolize the purifying waters 

flowing down over the entrance.  

These imaginary waters flowing 

down over the entrance also 

provide symbolic nourishment for 

the vines and flowers decorating 

some of the vertical jambs. 



Large panels sculpted in relief 

with images of Vishnu appear 

as “windows” on the temple’s 

exterior. These elaborately 

framed panels are not 

windows in the ordinary 

sense.  They do not function 

literally to let light into the 

temple; they function 

symbolically to let the light of 

the deity out of the temple so 

it may be seen by those 

outside.  

 

One panel depicts Vishnu 

lying on the Cosmic Waters at 

the beginning of creation. 

This vision represents the 

Subtle Body, or second, stage 

of the deity’s emanation. 

Vishnu sleeps on the serpent 

of infinity, Ananta, whose 

body coils endlessly into 

space.  





Stirred by his female aspect 

(shakti, or female energy), 

personified here by the goddess 

Lakshmi, seen holding his foot, 

Vishnu dreams the universe into 

existence. From his navel springs a 

lotus (shown in this relief behind 

Vishnu), and the unfolding of 

space-time begins.  The first being 

to be created is Brahma (not to be 

confused with Brahman), who 

appears here as the central, four-

headed figure in the row of gods 

portrayed above the reclining 

Vishnu.  Brahma turns himself 

into the universe of space and time 

by thinking, “May I become Many”. 

 

Flanking him on the left is Indra 

riding his elephant; on the right 

Shiva and his consort are mounted 

on a bull.  



The panel’s composition is 

completed at the bottom by a row 

of six figures which again include 

the personifications of Vishnu’s 

symbols and two armed demons.  

Originally all the reliefs and the 

entrance to the shrine stood 

behind open porticoes.   

 

Around the base of the entire 

structure ran a series of reliefs 

depicting events from the 

Vaishnava epic poem, the 

Ramayana.  

 

The figures below “stand ready to 

fight the appearance of evil, 

represented at the left of the frieze 

by two demons who threaten to kill 

Brahma and jeopardize all 

creation.  



If we move around the Deogarh 

temple clockwise from the lintel 

image of Vishnu, we first 

encounter the god arriving upon 

his divine eagle (Garuda) in 

answer to the cries of an elephant 

devotee whose life was threatened 

by serpent-like aquatic creatures.  

Vishnu, poised to throw his discus 

of destruction, represents the 

destructive aspect of the god. 



Kandariya Mahadeva Temple (Khajuraho, India), c. 1000 



The city of Khajuraho was the 

cultural capital of Chandela 

Rajputs, a Hindu dynasty that 

ruled this part of India from the 

10th -12th centuries.  The 

Khajuraho temples were built over 

a span of 200 years, from 950 to 

1150.  

 

The whole area was enclosed by a 

wall with eight gates, each flanked 

by two golden palm trees. There 

were originally over 80 Hindu 

temples, of which only 25 now 

stand in a reasonable state of 

preservation, scattered over an 

area of about 20 square kilometres 

(8 sq mi). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahoba


The Kandariya Mahadeva, a temple dedicated to Shiva at Khajuraho in central 

India, was probably built by a ruler of the Chandella dynasty in the late tenth or 

early eleventh century.  



As at Deogarh, the temple rests on a stone terrace that sets off a sacred space from 

the mundane world. A steep flight of stairs at the front leads to a series of three halls 

(distinguished on the outside by three pyramidal roofs) preceding the garbhagriha.  

Called mandapas, the halls symbolically present the Subtle Body stage of the 

threefold emanation.  They serve as spaces for ritual, such as dances performed for 

the deity, and for the presentation of offerings.  



The exterior has a strong sculptural 

presence, and the total effect is of a 

massive mountain (again, the “cosmic 

mountain”) composed of ornately 

carved stone.   

 

Rising over the garbhagriha, the 

shikhara is the tallest element of the 

temple, reaching to a little over 100 

feet.  The top is crowned by an 

amalaka, which is rather small on 

this particular temple.  





Such northern, parabolic shikaras 

stand in stark contrast to the tall, 

pyramidal vimanas of the southern 

temples. Like an unopened, tightly 

packed lotus bud, the cluster of 

engaged towers clinging to the 

shikara seems to be filled with all 

the potential energy of the Hindu 

cosmos and ready to blossom forth.   

 

The manner in which the 

architectural forms multiply or 

subdivide, yet remain part of the 

overall structural logic and energy 

of the plan, parallels the way in 

which the Hindu gods assume 

manifold, interlocking, and 

overlapping forms and identities.  

Although the builders used 

masonry techniques to build this 

temple and image of the Hindu 

cosmos, it seems to have been 

conceived as a large, organic piece 

of sculpture. 





The Khajuraho temples (notably 

the Lakshmana temple) contain 

some sexual or erotic art outside 

the temple or near the deities. 

Also, some of the temples that 

have two layers of walls have 

small erotic carvings on the 

outside of the inner wall.  

 

There are many interpretations of 

the erotic carvings. It has been 

suggested that these suggest 

tantric sexual practices.  





While the sexual nature of these carvings 

have caused the site to be referred to as the 

Kamasutra temple, they do not illustrate 

the meticulously described positions. 

Neither do they express the philosophy of 

Vatsyayana's famous sutra. As "a strange 

union of Tantrism and fertility motifs, with 

a heavy dose of magic" they belie a 

document which focuses on pleasure rather 

than procreation. That is, fertility is moot. 

 

The strategically placed sculptures are 

symbolical-magical diagrams, or yantras 

designed to appease malevolent spirits. 

This alamkara (ornamentation) expresses 

sophisticated artistic transcendence over 

the natural; sexual images imply a virile, 

thus powerful, ruler. 



Yantras are the visual 

equivalent of the mantras- 

each sound has a 

geometric pattern of colors 

and shapes which it 

brings into manifestation.  

Each of the seven charkas 

has a yantra diagram 

representing its spiritual 

energies.   

 

The position of the lovers’ 

bodies is often similar in 

form to the yantra 

diagram which most 

closely corresponds to the 

energies they will evoke in 

the sexual act. During the 

integration the yantras 

are visualized, and as the 

kundalini force rises it 

activates and literally 

enlightens each yantra in 

turn.  



Some scholars suggest that the erotic arts are 

part of Hindu tradition of treating kama as an 

essential and proper part of human life, and its 

symbolic or explicit display is common in Hindu 

temples. 

 

Kama means desire, wish, longing in Indian 

literature. Kama often connotes sexual desire and 

longing in contemporary literature, but the 

concept more broadly refers to any desire, wish, 

passion, longing, pleasure of the senses, the 

aesthetic enjoyment of life, affection, or love, with 

or without sexual connotations. 

 

Kama is one of the four goals of human life in 

Hindu traditions. It is considered an essential and 

healthy goal of human life when pursued without 

sacrificing the other three goals: dharma 

(virtuous, proper, moral life), artha (material 

prosperity, income security, means of life) and 

moksha (liberation, release, self-actualization). 

Together, these four aims of life are called 

purusartha. 
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These two works, each from a 

different culture, are depictions of 

gods in the act of creation.  

 

Compare and contrast these works, 

not only in terms of style and 

content, but in terms of how they 

relate to their architectural setting. 



In Masaccio’s Holy Trinity, seen to the 

right, a concept of a tripartite deity is 

expressed in visual terms. How does 

this image compare to the one of Shiva 

as Mahadeva seen above?  


