
Hindu		
Narrative Traditions, Magical Protection, 

Patrons	
	

Hindu art is enriched by the sculpted and painted 
illustrations of mythological events. Some are 

based on Sansdrit compilations of Hindu legends, 
such as Puranas, others are stories pertaining to 

certain shrines.	
	
	
	
	



The narrative 
descriptions usually 
focus on a single 
event. �
�
Such as Vishnu 
stepping out of the 
cosmic ocean to 
nuzzle the goddess 
Bhudevi with his boar 
head.	



We also see certain 
moments of intervention 
by gods as in this image 
of Vishnu riding through 
the air on Garuda to free 
Gajendra, an elephant 
devotee trapped in a 
lotus pond. �
�
�
Dashavatara temple, Madhya 
Pradesh	



�
Deities triumphing over their adversaries proliferate in Hindu art. �
�
One of the most frequently depicted combats is the war between Rama and 
Ravana (the multi-headed demon king of Lanka, a story from the Ramayana.)�
�
	



Here is another version of Rama and Ravana, from the Ramayana.	



The Ramayana tells the details 
of the life of Rama.�
�
 Born as the eldest son of 
Kausalya and Dasharatha, king 
of Ayodhya, Rama is referred 
to within Hinduism as Maryada 
Purushottama, literally the 
Perfect Man or Lord of Self-
Control or Lord of Virtue. �
�
Rama is the husband of Sita, 
whom Hindus consider to be an 
avatar of Lakshmi and the 
embodiment of perfect 
womanhood. �
�
�
Rama and Sita in the moonlight.	



The Ramayana is not just a 
poem to tell the life of Rama, it 
also depicts the duties of 
relationship portraying ‘ideal’ 
characters like:�
The ideal father�
The ideal servant�
The ideal brother�
The ideal wife�
�
and finally�
The ideal King�
�
�
�
Rama, Sita and Rama’s brother, 
Laksmana exiled in the forest. 	



The Krishna Legend is the other 
main source for stories and imagery. �
�
Krishna, an incarnation of Lord 
Vishnu, appears as many different 
characters in the Purana, the 
Bhagavad Gita, the Ragamalas 
among other stories and songs. �
�
�
Krishna means, blue-black, and we 
can identify him in painting because 
of his skin color. �
�
In the same way that the Rama 
stories present ‘ideal’ ways to live, 
the Gitas too, functions as a 
practical, self-contained guide to 
life.  �
�
	

Krishna as Cowherd 1860 
India, Delhi-Agra area 
guache on paper 



 �
Here, in a conversation between 
Krishna and Arjuna taking place on 
the battlefield before the start of the 
Kurukshetra war Krishna . �
�
Responding to Arjuna's confusion 
and moral dilemma about fighting 
his own cousins who had taken the 
side of evil,.�
�
Krishna explains to Arjuna his duties 
as a warrior and prince and 
elaborates on different Yogic and 
Vedantic philosophies, with 
examples and analogies.                                                 �
�
�
�
Arjuna slays Karana.	



Events drawing from the Ramayana and the Krishna legend are 
often combined, represented in linear fashion along a frieze on a 
temple or in miniature painting, spread out over several pages.	
	
	
Frieze with story from the Ramayana and The Monkey God, Hanuman, India, 9th Century 	



Scenes from Ramayana	



These stories are alive and well as we can see in current theater and 
ritual. 	
	
Rama and Sita, Ravana, dancers enacting a story from the Ramayana. 	



Hindu		
Magical Protection	

•  The protective purpose of the temple sculpture and 
painting is taken literally. 	

•  The images serve a crucial role in the magical 
protection of religious monuments.	

•  Temples require shielding from negative forces.	
	
	
	
	



�
The guardian figures, placed on 
doorways are armed and have fierce 
expressions…often bearing the same 
emblems as the god or goddess they 
are defending.  �
�
Human warriors also appear providing 
insight into the military life of the time 
(with elephants, infantry, cavalry, 
musicians, war-chariots). �
	

Ganas	



�
�
Heavenly beauties, or 
surasundaris, appear as 
young women with 
generous hips, small waists 
and full breasts. They are 
shown in alluring sexual 
poses that express the 
guises of female sexuality. �
�
Surasundaris accompany 
the Yamuna and Ganga, as 
personifications of sacred 
rivers, and as protectors. �
�
�
�
They also play musical 
instruments, showing the 
importance of music in ritual 
worship.�
�

	

�
�
�
Dancer from Chennakeshava 
temple, Hoysala period, 1117	



�
Males and females appear 
together. �
�
�
Called, mithunas, they are often 
shown embracing--	



--or engaged in sexual acts. 
Rather than pornographic, 
these are interpreted as 
another form of protection 
for the temple. 	



Sculptures on temple wall, Vishvanatha Temple, Khajuraho, India, ca. 1000. 	



In Hindu belief, the magical efficacy of sex to protect a sacred monument relates back to 
earlier fertility beliefs.�
 Kandariya temple	



Animals and flowers are ever present, attesting to the beneficial power of nature. 
Animals provide symbolic support and are often sculpted in columns or plinths, 
bearing the load of the building. 	
	
Fantastic beasts and monsters are depicted with animals such as horses and bulls. 	
	
Nandi (sacred bull of Shiva), representing nature and agriculture 	



cobras (nagas), favored for their magical powers connected to the underworld, are 
often seen. 	
Naga king and Naga king and queen	



Hindu		
Architecture-- Temples	

Worship in a temple conforms to a simple patters 
that is relatively unchanged for 1500 years. 	
	
	
All artwork is designed to support the ritual within 
the temple.	

	
	
	
	



Vishvanatha Temple, Khajuraho, India, ca. 1000.  (View looking northwest and plan).	



Worshipers approach the temple sanctuary in order to make visual contact with the sculpted 
image of emblem of the deity placed inside the garbhagriha, or “womb chamber’.�
�
The act of seeing (darshana) is central to all forms of veneration in 
India.�
 	



There are complex images around the entranceway of the garbhagriha�
 Sculptural program, Shiva and Parvati	



Lakshmi as the Lotus Goddess, Parashurameshvara Temple	



Elephanta rock 
cut temple, 6th 
century. All 
elements are 
carved into rock. �
�
Even the columns 
appear to be 
holding up the 
roof.	



Whatever the scale of the Hindu monument, the garbhagriha is massive, dark and 
confined, giving the impression of a cave or grotto where gods and goddesses 
manifest themselves in legend.	
	



The finial. the crowns the apex of the structure is always positioned over the 
middle of the sanctuary, designed differently depending on where in India the 
temple is located.	
	



Borobudur, Java, Indonesia, ca. 800.  One of the Vedic creation myths personalizes the supreme 
Consciousness as Purusha, the Cosmic man, who by his self-sacrifice gives birth to the universe. Since 
the temple is the universe in miniature, its ground plan is drawn as a grid formed by the body of Purusha. 
His navel is the center.	



Temples are built 
according to manuals 
known as the Bastu 
Shastras. �
�
Temple diagrams, or 
mandalas, are usually 
squares subdivided into 
lesser squares each 
representing a seat of a god. �
�
Some are occupied by a 
figure, vastu purusha, or 
cosmic man, who defines the 
layout of the temple.	




