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Some Notable features of the Ambarnatha Siva Temple

Kumud Kanitkar

The article documents some ususual features of the Ambarnatha Siva temple. Stella
Kramrisch has said in her book, 'The Hindu Temple' "Nothing that is seen on the temple
is left unsaid in the verbal tradition nor is any of the detail arbitrary or superfluous. Each
has a definite place and is part of the whole".! This article is an effort to understand the
significance of the unusual features of the Ambarnatha Temple as part of the quest to
understand the whole.

The west-facing Ambarnatha Siva temple has many ususual features; three such
fetures are discussed here. The first is architectural, while the second and third reflect a well
thought out placement scheme for image atop the central pillars and along the sides of the
small hall and antarala.

The first ususual feature is a two feet wide gap between the two roofs - ghantasamvarna
roof of the hall and the bhiimija roof on the sanctum, (Plate 2.1). This feature is not
commonly seen on bhimija temples. The other contemporary bhimija temples, namely
Nilakanthe§vara at Udaipur, MP and MankeSvara temple at Jhodge, Nasik can be cited for
comparison. They clearly show the absence of such a gap between the roofs of the sanctum
and the hall. The line diagram (Fig. 1) shows the gap more clearly. The interesting feature
of this gap is that there are two openings in the wall on either side of the gap. A full length
doorway on the western side leads to the hollow walk-in portion under the roof of the hall.
By contrast, a square opening on the eastern side of the gap leads through the thick wall
of the sanctum roof (Plate 2.2). Above this window-like opening on the sanctum side is a
sculpted panel. The doorway on the hall side of the gap has nosuch feature. The panel may
be an elaborate lintel (Uttarariga) in which case it may provide a clue to a possible purpose
for this gap.

The panel has plain slabs of dressed stone on the lowest and the top-most parts. In
between are four rows of figure sculptures framed by pilasters on either side. Unfortunately
the figure sculptures are much abraded (Pl. 2.3). The top row has human figures in different
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Pl 2.1; Ambarnitha Siva Temple, gap between 'ghantasamvarna’ roof of the hall and 'bhumija’ roof on the sanctum
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Pl. 2.2: Gap between two roofs - window-like opening (east face) and door (west face)

Pl. 2.3: Details of sculpted panel above window-like opening



postures but details are lost. The next row has a central figure of a dancing Gane$a flanked
by musicians. The row below this has, on each side dikpalas on their mounts, facing the
centre. The lowest row seems to have three figures like flying gandharvas, one at each end
and one in the centre. They are four armed, with the upper arms in bharvahaka’ posture.
There are smaller figures in prasasti’ postures on either side, between the central and the
end gandharva figures.

For comparison, one should look at the lintel above the door to the sanctum at Jarai
temple Barwasagara, and an interesting Siva liriga base from the museum at Vidisha.

The Jarai temple lintel consists of five rows. The top row has musicians. The next
row has four dikpalas on their mounts on each side, facing the central figures of two
Varahis seated facing each other. Visnu on Garuda is in the centre of the next row, flanked
by Brahma and Siva with Bhiksatana episode on either side. The next two rows flank the
central /alatabimba of a sixteen armed goodess. The upper of these has three goddesses on
either side while the lower has Brahma and the navagrahas on one side, Virabhadra-
Saptamatrkas-Ganesa and Siva on the other side.?

The period, region and dynasty of the two lintels are different as are their purposes.
The Jarai temple lintel leads to the sanctum hence has the presiding deity on the lalatabimba
and serves the purposes of guarding the entrance to the sanctum.

An elaborate lintel above a window in the sanctum roof at Ambarnatha suggests that
this opening was for a specific purpose requiring such a lintel. It has no lalatabimba. The
dancing GanesSa (Vighnaharta) and the dikpalas may be there to protect this opening,’
perhaps as symbolic avarana-devatas. An analogous feature can be seen on the base of the
Siva liriga from the museum at Vidisha which has its base surrounded by matrkas, dikpalas
and navagrahas.

On a much larger scale, the vedibandha niches of the Laksmana temple at Khajuraho
have navagrahas forming the protective avarana whereas the vedibandha niches of Kandariya
Mahadeva temple have Saptamatrkas with Gane$a and Virabhadra.*

The window at Ambarnatha could possibly be the entrance from which the image
of the prasada-purusa would be carried to be placed inside the roof on completing the
structure. A look from the opening shows the area directly above the sanctum. No further
structural/physical clues are available as the spire had fallen a long time ago.’

A possible function of the 'lintel' described above is based on the following
observation. The Ambarnatha temple has small sculpted panels on the central free standing
pillars in its hall which portray some of the rites performed during temple construction.
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Later Silpa texts clearly enumerate them as seven installations/consecrations (sapta pratistha)
and fourteen propitiatory rites (caturdasa santikani). The seven consecrations are as follows.
The first is at the time of the installation of the symbolic support in the form of the tortoise
(kiirma), second when installing the foundation stone (§ila), third when setting up the
threshold at the main door (dvarasakha), fourth when the last stone slab covering and
closing the dome is placed (padmasila), fifth at the time of the installation of the golden
effigy (prasada-purusa), sixth the setting of the crowning finial of the superstructure (kalasa)
and the seventh when the temple flag is unfurled.

The fourteen propitiatory rites include the seven installations and seven other stages,
1. purification of the site (bhamyarambha), 2. symbolic foundation (kiirma), 3. laying the
foundation stone (§ila), 4. setting up implements for measurements (sitra), 5. setting up the
doorway (dvarasakha), 6. starting the horizontal layers khura, 7. kumbha, and 8. patta,
9. covering the dome with a stone slab (padmasila), 10. connection between sanctum and
hall (Sukanasa). 11. the installation of the golden effigy (purusa), 12. installation of the
cogged wheel-shaped stone binding together the four spines of the spire (amalasira), 13.
setting of the crowing finial of the superstructure (kalasa), 14. completion of the structure
symbolized by hoisting the temple flag (dhvajapratistha).®

It is suggested that the window with the lintel was meant for the fifth installation
(pratistha) and eleventh propitiation ($anti) of the golden effigy of the prasada-purusa.

Thus, the presence of a gap between the roofs of hall and sanctum seems part of
the original plan. The portrayal of rituals on the pillars and on the north lintel shows the
importance given to rituals here and supports the above conjecture regarding the purpose
of the lintel. The Santi is being performed before setting the corwning finial, the Kalasa.
Here too the scene depicting the rite is flanked by a dancing Gane$a and Bhairava on
either side.’

The second noteworthy feature of the Ambarnatha temple discussed in this paper is
the rows of relatively small-sized sculptured images framing the central ceiling of the hall
and the antarala. (Fig. 2). The central slab of the hall ceiling has rows of figures on each
of its four sides. Although each image in the row is only ten inches tall, the images are
beautifully carved (Pl. 2.4). The placement seems to be well-planned too. The north row
has seven vyahantaras of Visnu, east and south sides have seven forms of Siva includig
Bhairava. The west side must have had seven goddesses. It is unfortunate that the row of
goddesses is partly ruined and only four images are extant. The last image is of
Camunda which leads one to speculate that these goddesses could have been the
Saptamatrkas (Pl. 2.5).
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P1. 2.5: West side of frieze along central celhng slab of hall, Camunda at the end



Even in these small rows of images, symmetry aspect is very carefully maintained.
The north (Visnu) and east (Siva) rows have the central deity in padmasana flanked by
three deities on each side. East frieze has a central Siva yogi§vara image. Three Siva images
on one side of the yogis§vara are seated in savya-lalitasana, three on the other side, in vama-
lalitasana. The same symmetry appears in the northern frieze where the central image is of
Visnu in padmasana is flanked by three images in savya-lalitasana and three in vama-
lalitasana (Pl. 2.6).

A feature noted previously is a correspondence between the images inside (in the
hall) and those on the outside (jarigha) of the temple : sixteen images on lower faces of the
central pillars (section 'c' in Fig. 3) correspond to images on the jarigha®. Similarly, there
seems to be some match between the small figures lining the central ceiling slab and those
outside (Pl. 2.7).

The frieze along the rectangular antarala is equally noteworthy. Its east face (facing
the garbhagrha) is the longer side of the rectangle and has Siva family : Uma-Mahe$vara
in centre, GaneSa-Siddhi on south half, Skanda alone in the north half (Pl. 2.8) contrast,
the opposite (west face) has Visnu on Garuda, Narasirmha (Virabhadra?)® and other deities
(Pls. 2.9, 2.10). The shorter sides have only three images each, one set being the trinity,
the other too abraded to identify with certainty.

Another intriguing features of the temple is the set of six images (2 feet tall) at the
highest level above the central pillars on the outer side of the catuski, placed where they
are not even noticed though each seated figure is nearly 2 feet tall. (section 'h' in Fig. 3).

There are four central pillars labelled NW, NE, SE and SW in the Fig. 2. The east
faces of the tops of NE and SE pillars facing the antarala do not have these images.
Pradaksina-wise, these images are Visnu on Garuda, a goddess with a ghata, a nilotpala and
a bird vahana (P1. 2.11), Lakulisa (or Skanda?), a goddess with a triSila and sarpa and two
un-identifiable Saivite images.

In conclusion, the Ambarnatha temple has some unique features. The present article
documents a few and searches for possible interpretation.

Footnotes
1. Stella Kramrisch, The Hindu Temple (1980 reprint).

2. R.D.Trivedi, Temples of the Pratihara Period from Central India, p. 173; S.D.Trivedi, The Jarai
temple at Barwa Sagar Jhansi, 1985, Pls. 4, 5.

3. It may be noted in passing that the navagrahas do not appear anywhere on the Ambarnatha temple.
Surya is depicted on the pratisthana but as a deity, not as a mere graha.
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Pl. 2.7: South frieze along the hall ceiling, last image Bhairava




Pl. 2.9: Visnu on Garuda, Narasimha, west face, long side of rectangular frieze along the 'antarala’
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Pl. 2.11: Goddess with 'ghata', 'nilotpala’ and bird 'vahana'
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Ambarnatha Temple, Longitudinal Section
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Fig. 1 : Longitudinal section showing the gap
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