Ganesha in a temple niche,
Khajuraho, India. Photo by
Olivier Laude, 1999.

Who

is depicted here?

This is an image of dancing Ganesha, a Hindu deity. Ganesha is the elephant-headed son of Shiva and
Parvati. In one version of his mythology, Ganesha was fashioned by Parvati to guard her private chambers.
Ganesha did not know who Shiva was and when confronted by him did not allow Shiva to enter Parvati’s
room. The god became angry and decapitated the young boy. Parvati was distraught and demanded that
Shiva replace Ganesha’s head with that of the first living creature they could find. This turned out to be the
head of an elephant, and hence he has become known as elephant-headed god. Ganesha is the god of beginnings, and he is also credited with writing the Mahabharata. He is a god of learning and of students. He is
also the remover of obstacles, and is commonly invoked by devotees to make undertakings auspicious and
to solve problems. Ganesha is greatly adored in India, his charms enhanced by his jolly appearance and his
sweet tooth and pot-belly. He dances here joyfully in reference to his father Shiva’s cosmic dance.
Where

is this sculpture located and what is its function?

The photograph shows the figure of Ganesha in a niche on the side of one of the temples at Khajuraho in
central India. There is a similar figure on display in the Asian Art Museum galleries. Many such figures were
depicted on the exterior of Hindu temples, as the whole temple was conceived as the abode of the gods, an
axial point where humans met the divine. The many-faceted layers of the temple itself were like a palace,
where the gods faced out in the various directions. Ganesha is usually found to the left of the entrance to the
temple. He is the god of beginnings, and he is the first major image that the devotee sees as he or she circumambulates the temple. Circumambulation, or walking around the central part of the temple in a usually
clockwise direction, is an essential part of both Hindu and Buddhist practice.

What

goes on at the temple?

Worship (puja) can take many forms. At a Hindu temple, worship does not necessarily take place at set
times before an entire congregation, but may occur in the presence of a priest and individual, or among
small groups early or later in the day. Temple priests are on hand to oversee ritual offerings and prayers that
the worshiper brings or requests as part of the visit. Large pujas also occur at major temples at particularly
scheduled times, which may draw hundreds or thousands of worshipers. Temples are dedicated to a principle deity, represented by a main figure that is located within the central chamber, although a wide range of
deities from the Hindu pantheon may be depicted both inside and outside the temple.
This temple is the Lakshmana temple, dedicated to Vishnu. It was built around 950 ce. Of the original 85
temples built in this area by the Chandella kings, only 25 survive. This temple is no longer in active use, but
like the others, it has become a major tourist site, noted for its fine statuary.

