10-26 * KAILASHA TEMPLE, ELLORA
Cave 16, Ellora, Aurangabad District, Maharashtra, India. Mid 8th century cE.

KAILASHA TEMPLE, ELLORA Occupied and expanded from
the fifth to the tenth century, the rock-cut site of Ellora has 34
caves in all, variously dedicated to Buddhism, Jainism, and Hin-
duism. Among the most spectacular of these is “Cave” 16, the
KAILASHA TEMPLE (Fic. 10-26), which was most likely started
in the reign of the Rashtrakuta king Krishna I (r. 757-83 cE)
and completed under his successors. In many ways, this struc-
ture marks the apex of the South Asian rock-cut tradition, as the
skilled architects and artists managed successfully to sculpt an
entire two-story, highly ornamented Shiva temple out of a single
mass of stone. The structure is set back in the mountainside, which
required cutting straight down 107 feet so that the rock would be
high enough to accommodate the stepped, southern-style tower.

Passing the outer gateway, devotees can circumambulate at
ground level and admire the narrative sculptural scenes and large

elephants that adorn the lower plinth. Alternately, visitors can climb

an internal staircase to a second level where a relatively small shrine
dedicated to Shiva’s bull-mount, Nandi, faces the main temple
across a bridge. The interior of the main temple hall (mandapa) was
originally painted with additional narrative imagery. The garbha-
griha can be circumambulated from the second story by passing
out onto a balcony from which a number of subsidiary shrines
radiate. The narrative sculpture throughout the site depict a wide
range of deities and events from Hindu literature, many of which
feature Shiva.

This site takes the metaphorical association between temples
and mountains to an extreme as it is constructed, quite literally,
from a mountain. Even the temple itself is named for Shiva’s abode
on Mount Kailasha in the Himalayas. Despite this association,
remote mountainside locations better suited the needs of Bud-
dhist and Jain monastic communities. Such locations proved to
fit poorly with the public nature and ritual requirements of Hindu
temples. The Kailasha Temple stands as the last of the great rock-cut
Hindu temples. From this point on, architects and donors favored

built structures placed in or near major urban centers.



