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Mount Abu, Dilwara Temple Complex, Vimala Vasahi Temple	
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The subdued exterior of the Vimala Vasahi on Mount Abu starkly contrasts with the temple’s opulent
interior. Here, tucked into the close space of the Dilwara temple compound, we catch a glimpse of the walls
that surround the oldest temple of the group, built largely in the mid-twelfth century. Beneath the shallow
domes seen in the middle of the photograph are the temple’s famous sculptural ceilings; each pinnacle seen
along the peripheral wall marks the sacred space of a Jina enshrined within the courtyard’s subsidiary
shrines. The stepped pyramidal towers of the temple’s enclosed hall and sanctum rise above the
surrounding structures, marking the importance of the spaces below in the ritual hierarchy of the temple.

Jina Enshrined in Niche on
South Side of Core Temple,
Vimala Vasahi, Mount Abu
The main object of devotion at the Vimala
Vasahi is the Jina Rishabhanatha, whose
image is enshrined in the temple’s sanctum.
This photograph shows a different Jina, located
in a subsidiary shrine on the exterior of the
core temple. In total, twenty-four Jinas have
lived in our world during this cosmic era. Born
as humans, they attain omniscience through
meditation and strict self-discipline. Upon
death they achieve liberation from the cycle of
worldly existence – the ultimate goal towards
which to strive – but before this they teach the
path to omniscience to others. A Jina embodies
the spiritual ideal towards which every Jain
ultimately strives. By worshiping an image of
the Jina, such as the one seen here, a devotee
venerates the principles that each Jina
preaches, including nonviolence and respect
toward all living beings. The large enamel eyes
on this marble sculpture intensify the
experience of worship; looking into these eyes,
a devotee can imagine him- or herself to be
standing not only in front of an image but in
the presence of the Jina himself, directly
receiving his teachings and showing him
reverence.	
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Vimala Vasahi,
Center of Pillared Hall	
  
Stepping into the Vimala Vasahi, one is
surrounded by intricately carved pillars,
brackets, figures, and ceilings of white
marble. From top to bottom, the temple’s
interior brims with lively imagery. The
drummer and musician carved into the
brackets of these pillars remind us that the
temple also comes alive though sound and
movement. This photograph puts us in the
center of the pillared hall preceding the core
of the temple, a space originally used for
devotional performances of music and dance.	
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Drummer
Bracket figure,
center of pillared hall
AIIS 030020, detail

Musician
Bracket figure,
center of pillared hall
AIIS 030020, detail

Vimala Vasahi, Central Ceiling of Pillared Hall with 16 Vidyadevis	
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Among the Vimala Vasahi’s many carved ceilings, the largest is found at the center of the pillared hall
preceding the main shrine. Twenty-five feet in diameter and thirty feet from the floor below, it features the
sixteen Vidyadevis, goddesses (devis) of knowledge (vidya) whose central place in the temple speaks to their
importance. Between them, a dizzying array of delicately sculpted motifs fill the concentric layers of the
dome. We see dancers and musicians, galloping horses with riders, lotuses in blossom, and other visual
themes that contribute to the ceiling’s dynamic sense of life and abundance.

Vidyadevis on Central Ceiling of the Pillared Hall	
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This detail of the central ceiling gives a closer view of four Vidyadevis. As a group these goddesses are visually
unified by the particular ideal of feminine beauty that they embody and by the crowns, necklaces, and girdles
they wear, but each is individualized by the position of her body and by the objects she holds. The Vidyadevis
were carved as separate brackets to be inserted into the ceiling, but the smaller figures behind them were
chiseled directly into the concentric layers of stone that they adorn. Sculpted nearly in the round, these
dynamic figures attest to the great skill of the artists who created the seemingly endless succession of imagery.

Middle of Central Ceiling with Sculpted Bands and Pendant Lotuses	
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Even the pendant lotus motifs that extend downward from the center of the ceiling were imaginatively elaborated by
sculptors. The larger lotus at the center supports a processional scene complete with horses, an elephant, and a
chariot (seen here). Beneath this vignette, and on the twelve smaller lotuses surrounding the central one, delicately
carved dancers and musicians bring movement and variation to the replicated plant forms.

Yakshi Ambika
Ceiling Panel to Southwest of Central Domed Ceiling	
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Four triangular panels surround the central domed ceiling of the Vimala Vasahi’s pillared hall. This one
features Ambika, an important Jain goddess or yakshi whose name means “mother.” Seated on her lion
vehicle, she supports one child on her knee while another stands below. Her associations with fertility –
already affirmed by the presence of her children – are emphasized by the clusters of plump mangos she
holds in three of her four hands, and which hang from the branches above her. The smaller attendant
figures that flank her wear fine necklaces, earrings, armlets, and anklets, but none are so sumptuously
adorned as Ambika, whose crown and rich array of jewelry befit her divine status.

Yaksha Sarvanubhuti (Kubera)
Ceiling Panel to Northeast of Central Domed Ceiling	
  

Detail showing Sarvanubhuti’s face and
the mongoose held in his two upper arms
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Another triangular panel near the central domed ceiling features the yaksha Sarvanubhuti (also known as Kubera),
god of wealth. Like Ambika he is flanked by attendants and devotees, and his vehicle, the elephant, rests beneath
him. Standing in a dynamic pose as if in the midst of a dance, his six arms are postured with attributes common to
his iconography. With his two upper arms he holds a grinning mongoose, whose long body arches behind the god’s
crowned head. His two middle hands hold a noose and a goad (viewer’s right and left, respectively), while his lower
left hand (viewer’s right) holds a ripe fruit alluding to abundance. His lower right hand makes the gesture of wishgranting and bestowal, since devotees may pray to him for wealth and prosperity.

View of Pillared Hall with Serpentine Arch and Sculpted Beams	
  
In this photograph, we see the complex
structure of beams, brackets, and pillars that
support the famous ceilings of the Vimala
Vasahi’s pillared hall. The Sarvanubhuti panel
seen in the last photograph is visible in the
upper right, and the central domed ceiling is
to its left. The brackets at the center of the
photograph have been carved into an
elaborately undulating serpentine arch
punctuated by miniature shrine-like niches
containing images of goddesses. Further back,
we see a beam adorned with images of a god
and four goddesses dancing to the beat of the
drummers that flank them. While each
element has a structural purpose, it also
contributes to the visual experience of the
space.	
  

Detail, serpentine arch: Enshrined goddesses
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Detail, beam: Dancing God and Goddesses with Drummers

Ceiling in Pillared Hall, viewed from directly below	
  
Many of the ceilings in the Vimala
Vasahi’s pillared hall consist of
elaborate floral and geometric
patterns. Viewed from below, this
ceiling appears as an elaborate
starburst or multilayered blossom.
A closer view reveals delightful
details such as the figures with
joined hands that encircle the
outermost ring of the central circle,
and the couples (called mithunas)
framed by foliage in each corner of
the framing square.	
  

Detail of figure in outer ring
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Detail of corner: Couple (mithuna)

Ceiling in Pillared Hall, viewed from an angle	
  
This photograph shows another view of the same
ceiling seen in the previous photograph. From this
angle we can see the depth and elaboration of the
ceiling’s concentrically arranged components. As in
the larger central ceiling, nine pendant lotus motifs
hang from its center. Here, however, only the central
one is large enough to accommodate a group of
figures. The vertical surface of each layer of stone is
filled with imagery. On each of the beams framing the
central circle, for instance, we find a seated Jina
flanked by worshipers. Dancers and musicians join
in the celebration of the Jina, transitioning to two
enthroned figures on either end of the beam. Just
who these figures are is not certain, but their high
status is clearly expressed by their seats and their
relationship to the surrounding figures.	
  

Detail, Dancers and
musicians carved on central
pendant lotus
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Detail, Worship of a Jina
with dancers and musicians

Detail, Enthroned
figure

Ceiling in Pillared Hall
Scene from Life of a Jina: Birth Rites	
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A seated Jina occupies the central space of this ceiling. Elevated on a throne that features the wheel of dharma (moral
order) flanked by two deer, the Jina is lustrated by two elephants holding water jars in their trunks. Additional figures
approach him in reverence; two hold additional vessels. This is not just any scene of Jain worship but refers specifically
to the rituals following a Jina’s birth. At that time, a host of heavenly beings honors the Jina with sacred ablutions.
Here, some of these divinities occupy the rings surrounding the central medallion. Holding water vessels, incense, and
other ritual objects, they approach the Jina, who is depicted in the perfected form he will attain as an adult.

Ceiling in Pillared Hall
Vidyadevi Mahamanasi	
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A powerful twenty-armed goddess occupies the center of this ceiling panel. Though her identity is not certain,
she is most likely the Vidyadevi Mahamanasi. Like this goddess, Mahamanasi rides a lion and holds a sword
(seen here behind her crowned head, held in the hands of her two upper arms). Her other hands hold an array
of weapons and ritual implements. As one of the sixteen Vidyadevis (goddesses of knowledge) seen in the
central domed ceiling, Mahamanasi is part of a group, but here she is supreme. Two eight-armed gods stand at
her sides; their size and position relative to the goddess signal their secondary status. The eyes and eyebrows of
all three figures have been enhanced with paint, giving them a lifelike presence.

Ceiling in Pillared Hall with Story of Bharata and Bahubali
On either end of this ceiling is a visual narrative depicting
the story of Bharata and Bahubali, half-brothers and sons
of the first Jina Rishabhanatha. Before Rishabha
renounced the world to pursue omniscience, he divided his
kingdom between his one hundred sons. Bharata quickly
conquered all of them except Bahubali. After a long battle,
to prevent further loss of life, the two decided to engage in
six competitions that would determine the victor. Though
Bahubali won them all, Bharata refused to accept defeat
and hurled his divine discus at his brother. Disgusted by
this violation of their agreement, Bahubali renounced the
world and devoted himself to meditation in the forest.
Standing perfectly still, he remained for such a long time
that vines grew around his limbs. Eventually, his two
sisters approached him to ask that he join their father’s
congregation of Jain monks and nuns, which their other
siblings (except Bharata) had already done. When Bahubali
agreed, he attained omniscience and returned with his
sisters to the assembly and teaching hall of Jina
Rishabhanatha.
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The cities of Bharata and Bahubali, with palatial buildings and fort walls
AIIS 032471, detail © American Institute of Indian Studies

Story of Bharata and Bahubali, details	
  
Bahubali meditating in forest (left)
Bahubali and his sisters (right)
AIIS 032471, detail
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Battle of Bharata and Bahubali (upper tier); their six competitions,
Bahubali in forest, assembly of Rishabha
AIIS 032471, detail © American Institute of Indian Studies
	
  

Ceiling in Pillared Hall
Goddess Sarasvati with Architects	
  

This ceiling features Sarasvati, goddess of
knowledge, learning, and the arts,
surrounded by devotees. The four arms of
the goddess hold (clockwise from viewer’s
upper right) a long palm-leaf manuscript, a
water vessel, a rosary, and a stylized lotus.
Her vehicle, the goose, can be seen against
the pedestal upon which she sits.
Intriguingly, the bearded figures facing her
in adoration are identified as architects in
inscriptions on their pedestals. The one
seen on the right even holds a measuring
rod between his clasped hands. This
important tool was crucial to the design
and construction of temples, as it enabled
builders to achieve the correct proportions,
believed to be divinely ordained.
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Ceiling in Pillared Hall
Krishna Defeating the Divine Serpent Kailya
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Though the Vimala Vasahi is a Jain temple, many of its ceiling panels depict images associated with the god Vishnu,
who is more prominent in the Hindu traditions. This ceiling represents Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu,
vanquishing the naga (serpent deity) Kaliya. Krishna, the crowned figure on top, holds Vishnu’s discus and lotus as
he tramples his foe, while Kaliya – represented with a human torso emerging from the body of a snake, and crowned
by a triple-hooded cobra – joins his hands in a gesture of respect and supplication. Kaliya’s serpent wives, whose
entwined tails encircle the central pair, similarly express respect to the victorious god. Krishna is not exclusively a
Hindu figure, for he finds a place within the Jain traditions as a cousin of the twenty-second Jina, Neminatha.

View of Jina Shrine on Exterior of Core Temple	
  
Progressing inward toward the core of the
temple, a succession of pillars adorned with
dancing figures and auspicious lion-like
kirtimukha motifs leads us to a shrine of the
Jina Rishabhanatha. As we approach the
shrine, a flight of three steps flanked by
elephants brings us to the elevation of the Jina,
whose image meets the gaze of his devotees.
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Jina Rishabhanatha	
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Kirtimukha: “face (mukha) of glory
(kirti), an auspicious motif seen in
architecture throughout South Asia
AIIS 015987, detail
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Platform of Core Temple, detail
Elephant and Horse with Riders
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This detail shows one of the groupings of elephants and riders adorning the base of the platform that
elevates the core of the temple. Behind the charmingly lifelike elephant, a rearing horse nearly tramples the
feline creature beneath its feet. The animals’ trappings and the dress of the figures reflect the elite culture
of the time, the medium of stone preserving an image of clothing and jewelry that has not survived.

Doorway Leading into Enclosed Core of the Temple	
  

This doorway leads into the enclosed core
of the Vimala Vasahi. Aligned axially with
the principal sanctum, it leads straight to
the Jina Rishabhanatha enshrined within.
The profusion of finely carved imagery that
covers every surface of the door-frame
signals the importance of the space onto
which it opens. Standing deities and seated
goddesses in shrine-like frames surround
the visitor as she or he passes into the
temple, and the threshold stone over which
one must step is filled with auspicious
vines and kirtimukhas. This imagery is
common to temples of multiple religious
traditions, but the seated Jina image at the
center of the doorway’s lintel announces
the presence of the Jina inside.

AIIS 030316 © American Institute of Indian Studies

Temple doorway: jamb
Detail, enshrined goddesses	
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Temple doorway: threshold
Kirtimukhas and auspicious vines	
  

Temple doorway: lintel
Detail, seated Jina	
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