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Introduction

Previewing this book?

Please check out our enhanced preview, which offers a deeper look at this guidebook.

The magnificent, 10th - 12th century Hindu temples of Khajuraho — with their soaring towers and 
engaging sculptures — represent the pinnacle of the North India temple style. This Approach Guide 
is designed to provide of a detailed review of the art and architecture of this UNESCO World Heri-
tage Site. 

Kahjuraho through the lens of Indian Hindu architecture

Before diving into a discussion of Khajuraho specifically, this guide provides a background on 
Hindu architecture, including its history and defining characteristics. To complete the overview, 
it then provides a detailed discussion of the North India Hindu temple style and contrasts it 
with the South India Hindu temple style.

After laying out a brief history of the site, this Approach Guide begins with a review of Khajura-
ho’s architecture, highlighting the architectural advancements that were undertaken to make its 
Hindu temples the culmination of the North India temple style. 

But the erotic sculptures that adorn these temples are perhaps even more famous than the tem-
ples themselves. Accordingly, this guide continues with a broad discussion of Khajuraho’s sculptur-
al legacy and delves into the unique character of Khajuraho’s sculptures, with a special focus on 
the religious philosophy of Tantra that inspired these masterful works. 

The guide concludes with detailed profiles of the highlight temples in Khajuraho’s West-
ern Group: 

•	 Lakshmana Temple 
•	 Vishvanatha Temple 
•	 Chitragupta Temple
•	 Devi Jagadambi Temple
•	 Kandariya Mahadeva Temple 

Temple profiles offer high-resolution images and floorplans that highlight salient fea-
tures with color highlights to ease identification. 

Contact us anytime

Our readers are our greatest inspiration. Email us at founders@approachguides.com to let us know 
about your experience with Approach Guides — many of our recent updates have been inspired by 
customers like you. We personally respond to every email. 

http://aprch.us/prev-india-kha
mailto:founders%40approachguides.com?subject=Feedback%20on%20Approach%20Guides%20-%20Khajuraho


We hope this cultural guidebook offers you fresh insights into Khajuraho’s Hindu temples and sets 
you on a path to making your own discoveries.

Have a great trip!

David and Jennifer Raezer
Founders, Approach Guides



Fig. 1. Kudu arch (chaitya arch), housing the god Ganesha. Exterior of Hindu temple.

•	 A cave housing the god. The temple’s dark inner sanctuary (garbha griha) is designed to 
represent the cave into which the god descends from his mountain home and becomes acces-
sible to human beings.

•	 The sacred world axis. The vertical alignment of the temple structure (god’s mountain 
tower) intersects man’s horizontal alignment directly at the site of the god’s cave-sanctuary, 
where god and human can connect. The entire world emanates from this intersection, as 
unity with god is the goal of every person’s earthly existence. 

Temple Layout and Chief Structural Components

Temple layout

The Hindu temple is laid out on an east-west alignment; the temple entrance is on the eastern side 



and the sanctuary is on the western side. The entire temple complex is placed on a high plinth or 
platform to symbolize its significance.

Primary structures

The chief temple structures (moving from east to west) include:

•	 Ardha-mandapa. This is a largely open entrance vestibule, entered by passing under a 
gopuram (arched gateway), symbolic of the passage from the world of the profane to the 
sacred. Temple-goers ascend stairs, pass under the gopuram to the level of the ardha-man-
dapa, and then proceed into the mandapa. See green highlights on Fig. 2.

•	 Mandapa. The mandapa is positioned directly between the entrance vestibule and the garb-
ha griha; it is a columned or hypostyle hall, in which devotees assemble (to view the deity in 
the garbha griha) and ritual dances are performed. Some more advanced temples will have 
a second mandapa — called the maha mandapa — that is located in between the external 
mandapa and the garbha griha. See blue (mandapa) and yellow (maha mandapa) highlights 
on Fig. 2. 

•	 Garbha griha. The square-shaped garbha griha holds the core sanctuary, cella, or Holy 
of Holies where the resident deity resides. The vimana, the main tower of the temple, sits 
directly above the garbha griha. See red highlights on Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. Floorplan, Northern Temple style. Highlights added. 

The square and circle



Fig. 7. The Southern temple style. Dharmaraja ratha, Mahabalipuram. Highlights added.

The temple floorplan

•	 Enclosed compound accessed through large gopurams. This is a unique feature of 
the South India temple style. Temples are usually encircled by protective, concen-
tric enclosure walls (see blue highlights on Fig. 8), with entrances through large gateways 
(called gopurams; see Fig. 9) that sometimes even dwarf the enclosed temples. This design 
was perhaps precipitated by the increased fragility of Hindu empires in the wake of ongoing 
Islamic invasions that jeopardized the sacred structures of their civilization. As a result, the 
temple complex came to include not only the temple, but also the surrounding city itself. Ac-
cordingly, the temple-cities now even more accurately symbolized the divine city (the temple 
proper) surrounded by its mountain ranges (city walls). 

•	 There are often three entrances to the temple, on the east, north, and south sides of the 
external ardha-mandapa (see green highlights in Fig. 8). This compares versus the Northern 
temple’s single eastern entrance. 

•	 The progression of rooms follows the same pattern as in the North: In Fig. 8, the internal 
mandapa is shown in yellow highlights and the garbha griha is shown in red highlights. 



•	 Vast hypostyle halls. Later in the Southern style’s development, the internal mandapa 
was replaced by vast hypostyle halls, with as many as one thousand pillars. Later, even the 
external ardha-mandapa was expanded, becoming a small hypostyle hall that fed an even 
larger one.

Fig. 8. Southern Style Temple, Floorplan. Highlights added.

Pyramidal shaped towers for temples

•	 The Southern style’s tower exhibits sharp vertical sides that proceed to the summit in a series 
of diminishing storeys to form a pyramidal outline. This is perhaps the most easily identi-
fiable feature of the Southern style temple. The clearly visible horizontal lines indica-
tive of the storeys contrast with the Northern style’s strong vertical lines. See Fig. 7.

•	 The tower shape was originally inspired by Buddhist vihara monastery antecedents — spe-
cifically, the parapets (discussed below) represent the cells around a square-shaped room 
in which Buddhist monks were allowed to sleep. This core “cell-surrounded square” form is 
merely superimposed in ever-smaller layers until the desired temple height is achieved.

The crowning of the temple tower: octagonal dome-shaped roof forms

•	 Bell-shaped, square or octagonal “dome” forms — resembling small domed kiosks 
— were used to top key structures, most importantly the vimana or tower over the sanctum 
(this topping element is called a sikhara). To ease identification of the crowning dome form, 
we have added green highlights to it in Fig. 7.



Khajuraho as Pinnacle of the Northern Style

The temples of Khajuraho are the culmination of the Northern Temple style. This section highlights 
three architectural advancements that were undertaken to make them unique and earn them 
this unrivaled reputation. 

Advancement 1: Increased Vertical Emphasis 

In Khajuraho’s temples, the vertical aspect of temple was stressed to its greatest extent, 
with both architectural and decorative elements contributing to the upward momentum: 

•	 The form of the primary tower is repeated in secondary structures (the tow-
ers over the maha mandapa, mandapa, and ardha-mandapa). Further, these secondary 
structures gradually rise from the entranceway (eastern end) to the dramatic 
summit over the sanctuary (western end). This compares versus manifestations in 
other parts of India where the single vimana above the sanctuary is the only strongly vertical 
component of the temple structure. See red highlight arrow in Fig. 12.

•	 The sides of vimanas are covered with smaller rising tower-like forms, further ac-
centuating the vertical momentum and creating a three-dimensional overall appearance. See 
green highlights in Fig. 12.

•	 Even the decoration on these towers — consisting of honeycomb like patterning in the 
form of mini kudu arch forms (see a description of this form in the section entitled “Basics of 
Hindu Architecture”) — reassert the concept of the tower as representative of the mountain 
residence of the god. 



Fig. 12. Kandariya Mahadeva Temple, Khajuraho. Highlights added.

In fact, you can actually see the transformation to an increasingly vertical orientation — as it mani-
fests itself in the changing shape of the mandapa — within the confines of Khajuraho’s Western 
Group: 

•	 Lakshmana Temple (built 930-950). The mandapa tower still exhibits a pyramidal shape 
with horizontal emphasis, created through the use of strong horizontal lines and shadows. 
See red highlights in Fig. 13.



Fig. 18. Triple bands of sculptural panels, junction mandapa and garbha griha, Khajuraho.

The Hindu Sculptural Style

The Hindu sculptural style is derived from that of the Gupta Golden Age (320-550 CE), which in-
cludes both Gandharan (Greek) and Mathuran (native Indian) influences. For more on these styles, 
see the Approach Guide entitled “Hindu Art and Architecture”.



Erotic Sculptures - History and Meaning

While Khajuraho’s sculptural decoration maintains many elements of the traditional (Puranic) 
Hindu belief system, it is also infused with Tantric elements that impart a distinctly erotic quality to 
the aesthetic. See Fig. 22, Fig. 23, and Fig. 24.

Tantra Origins and Influence

Tantra began as a rebellious offshoot from Hinduism in the 1st-2nd centuries CE and gained full 
form during the Gupta Period (320-550). However, it garnered greatest momentum under the aus-
pices of the powerful Pala Empire (750-1174) that embraced Tantric Buddhism as its state religion. 

Given the proximity of the Pala Empire to that of the later Chandela Empire — the Pala Empire was 
based in the modern-day city of Patna, 600-700 km east of Khajuraho — it is not unreasonable to 
believe that the Chandelas were influenced by the Tantric beliefs of their influential neighbors. 

It is important to point out that the presence of Tantra-inspired erotic sculpture is not unique to 
Khajuraho’s temples. Tantric beliefs were widespread throughout India and necessarily influenced 
temple decoration throughout the subcontinent. However, what makes Khajuraho unique is 
the primary position afforded to these erotic sculptures. 



Highlights of the Western Group Temples

The Western Group is where Khajuraho’s premier temples are concentrated. In this section, we pro-
vide brief profiles of the key temples and point out their distinctive features. Temples are profiled in 
chronological order, based on their construction date: 

•	 Lakshmana Temple 
•	 Vishvanatha Temple 
•	 Chitragupta Temple
•	 Devi Jagadambi Temple
•	 Kandariya Mahadeva Temple 

We also profile one highlight one temple from the Southern Group, Chaturbhuj Temple. 

Fig. 25: Layout of Western Group Temples.



immediately east of the Temple’s entrance.

Unique design features

While the floorplan is unchanged, there are some notable changes from Lakshmana on the 
exterior arrangement of the temple: 

•	 The niches on the base of the temple itself (on the center of the projecting balconies) are 
smaller and double-stacked. See blue highlights in Fig. 32. 

•	 The number of rows of large decorative sculptural panels increases from two to three. 
See yellow highlights in Fig. 32. 

•	 The roofline forms increase in number, echoing the primary shape of the primary vi-
mana tower over the garbha griha and affording a more pronounced vertical orientation. 

Fig 32. Niches and panels, Vishvanatha Temple. Highlights added.



Free Updates

We are constantly updating and improving our guidebooks with new content, images, and author 
tips. One of the benefits of being a digital (and independent) publisher is that we are able to release 
updated versions of our guidebooks to our existing customers for free.

Author tip: The easiest way to make sure you have the latest version is to sign up to get noti-
fied of updates by email (no spam, promise!).

How do I find out if I have the latest version of this guide?

•	 Look on the title page of your guidebook to find its version number.
•	 Then simply visit http://www.approachguides.com/updates where we list the latest version 

numbers for each guidebook.

How do I get the latest version?

•	 If you discover that you do not have the latest version, getting an updated version is easy.
•	 Visit http://www.approachguides.com/updates for detailed download instructions.

http://eepurl.com/eaG09
http://eepurl.com/eaG09
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JAPAN
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Praise for Approach Guides

Compulsive (and compulsively informed) travelers, the Raezers are the masterminds behind 
the downloadable Approach Guides, which are filled with a university course-worth of history 
and insights for 62 destinations worldwide. Why we love it. The Raezers share our desire for 
deep, well-researched information on the wonders of the world.

Travel + Leisure

What started as one couple’s travel notes aimed at filling in the gaps in guidebooks has become 
ApproachGuides.com — a menu of downloadable travel guides that cover cultural and histori-
cal topics of interest to thoughtful travelers. What’s hot: Bite-sized travel guides that special-
ize in topics ranging from ... the foods of Italy to one that helps you explore the historical and 
architectural significance of Angkor’s famous temple structures in Cambodia.

Los Angeles Times



About Approach Guides

Approach Guides offers a complete range of cultural travel guidebooks to locations throughout the 
world. Find a guide for your next destination at www.approachguides.com

Join the Approach Guides travel community

Facebook

Twitter

Contact us anytime

The greatest people we meet are the ones who find us through our guidebooks. Email us at found-
ers@approachguides.com to let us know about your experience with Approach Guides – – many of 
our recent updates have been inspired by customers like you. We personally respond to every email.

Check out our wine guide for the iPhone, iPod Touch, and iPad at www.agwine.com
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