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World Heritage Series

AJANTA

ock-cut caves near Ajanta, possessing perfect
specimens of Indian mural paintings were
discovered in 1819 by a band of British officers
while hunting a tiger.

These caves excavated in a semi-circular scarp
overlooking a narrow sinuous gorge, includes five
chaitya-grihas and some twenty-five vidras or
‘monasteries. They were excavated between the second
century BC and seventh century AD and served as
sanctuaries for Buddhist monks during the monsoons.

The caves of Ajanta are famous for their architectural

qualities, graceful elegance and serenity of sculptures,
and above all, the world famous paintings that adorn
their interiors.

The paintings are intensely religious in tone and
theme and depict the lives and times of Buddha and
Bodhisattvas. They also act as a sort of illuminated
history of those times — court scenes, street scenes,
cameos of domestic life as well as animal and bird
sanctuaries. These murals have stood the test of the
highest standard of mural paintings.

Iam hopeful that readers ~ both tourists and
academicians — would find the new format of the
guidebook informative and useful.

R.C. Misra
Director General (I/C)
Archaeological Survey of India



Of all the ancient
monuments in India, the
rock-cut caves near Ajanta
(Latitude 20° 32N and
Longitude 75° 45'E) have
won a unique place by
virtue of their having the
most perfect specimens of
Indian mural paintings.
Their reknown has spread
far and wide and is second
to none in the country,
except probably that of the
Taj Mahal. The name,
Ajanta casts a spell on the
Indian mind and conjures
up a vision of artistic
excellence attained by the
ancient painter's brush.

Ever since the discovery
of the caves in the beg
of the nineteenth century
their paintings have
influenced the artistic
pursuits in the country.
They provided the greatest
inspiration in the art-revival
in the first quarter of the
twentieth century, as they had
influenced many centuries
carlier, the art tradition not
only of contemporary India
but also of Central Asia

The caves are situated at a
distance of 6.5 km from the
village of Fardapur in
Aurangabad district of
Maharashtra, on
Maharashtra State Highway
No. 8. Fardapur lies 55 km
from Jalgaon, which is also
the nearest railhead on the
Central Railway, 420 and
1120 ki from Mumbai

and Delhi, respectively.

‘The nearest airport from
Fardapur is at Aurangabad,
103 km away.

Fardapur is easily
approached by a motorable
road from both Aurangabad
and Jalgaon. There are
regular bus services to the
caves up to the T-Junction

There is no halting place
in Ajanta village which is
about 5 km (as the crow
ies) from the caves. At

Fardapur there is a PWD
guest-house and an
Inspection Bungalow,

for which

free of charge. Tickets and
publications can be
purchased at the booking
office. For information
regarding services of
guides, the Superintending
Archacologist,

can be reserved by prior
application to the Collector
and Executive Engineer,
Aurangabad, respectively.
Accommodation may also
be availed at Holiday
Resort at Fardapur run by
MTDC (Maharashtra
Tourism Development
Corporation). Visitors
intending to halt near the
caves may contact the
District Forest Officer,

Survey of
India, Aurangabad Circle,
may be contacted.
Photographs of the
‘monuments and paintings
can be obtained on
payment from:

The Director General,
Archacological Survey

of India, Janpath,

New Delhi-110 011,

or

The Superintending

on the Jal
road. The caves are located
ata distance of 4 ki from
the T-Junction and one has
to board special shuttle
buses to reach the foothill
of the caves. These buses
are both air-conditioned
and non-air-conditioned
and tickets have to be
bought for travelling

on them.

to reserve

. ical Survey

in the
Forest Bungalow.

The caves are open
on all days (excluding
Mondays) from 9 am to
5.30 pm. An entry fee of
Rs 10 for Indian citizens
and Rs 250 or US $5 for
foreigners is charged.
Children below fifteen
years of age are admitted

of India,

Aurangabad Circle,
Bibi-ka-Magbara,
Aurangabad - 431 004,
The visitor with limited
time at his disposal should
at least visit Caves 1, 2,9,
10, 16,17, 19 and 26.



The caves at Ajanta are
excavated in the semi-
circular scarp of a steep
rock, about 76 m high,
overlooking a narrow
sinuous gorge, through
which flows the stream
Waghora descending at the
head of the ravine beyond
Cave 28 in a waterfall of
seven leaps, known as
Satkund. From Cave 16
the visitor can have a
convenient view of the
waterfall. It is not known
under whose initiative
and patronage the nucleus
of these monastic aeries
sprouted, but behind the
selection of the spot was

at work an artistic mind,
keenly appreciative of

the beauties of nature.

The caves, excavated for
the use of the monks
during their retreat in the
rainy season (varshavdsa),
when the valley was, as it
is even now, at its best in
verdant beauty, with the
stream attaining its utmost
breadth and volume,

were laid amidst idyllic
surroundings, completely
shut off from the
distractions of the mundane
world. This natural beauty,
coupled with a perfect
seclusion, contributed

to the serenity and calm

contemplation of the
monks and was not an
inconsiderable factor in
promoting inspiration in
the artist.

The caves are cut out of
the amygdaloid trap rock.
Extending over 550 m they
are aligned in a horseshoe
form. Their general
arrangement was not
pre-planned, as they
sprang up sporadically
in different periods. Their
floor-levels are not uniform,
the lowest being Cave 8
and the highest Cave 29.
Aterraced path of modern
construction connects most
of the caves, but in ancient

Above: Panoramic view of Ajanta caves

times individual stairways
linked the stream with cach
cave. Most of the stairs
have disappeared with the
collapse of the front of the
caves, only a few, as those
of Caves 16 and 17, having
partly survived.

The caves, including the
unfinished ones, are thirty
in number, of which five
9,10,19, 26 and 29) are
chaitya-grihas (sanctuary)
and the rest sarighdramas
or vihiaras (monastery).
They resolve themselves
into two distinct phases
of Buddhist rock-cut
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Above. General view of Cave 26
in 1880, after H. Cousens

architecture, separated from
cach other by an interval

of about four centuries. The
carlier group, comprising
six excavations, is an
offshoot of the same
Buddhist movement, which
produced caves at several
other places in the Deccan,
like Bhaja, Kondane,
Pitalkhora, Nasik, etc

Of the six early caves

at Ajanta, two, 9 and 10,
are chaitya-grilias and

four, 8,12, 13 and 15 A,
monasteries. The chaitya-
grihas are characterized

by a vaulted ceiling,
the exterior fagade being
dominated by a huge
horseshoe-shaped window,
known as chaitya-window,
over the doorway.
Internally the chaitya-
grilias are divided by colon-
nades into a central nave,
an apse and side-aisles, the
latter continuing behind the
apse and, thus, providing
for circumambulation. At
the centre of the apse
stands the object of worship
in the form of a chaitya or
stiipa, also hewn out of the
live rock; figures of Buddha
are absent, as the Buddhists
were still labouring under

Introduction

the convention of not
representing the Master in
his bodily form." The most
striking feature about the
chaitya-grilias is the servile
imitation of wooden
construction, including
the general contour and
essential details.

The rock-cutter went
to the extent of using
wooden beams and rafters
even though they were
non-functional. The plan of
the monasteries consists of
an astylar hall, meant for
congregation, with a range
of cells on three sides,
serving as the dwelling-
apartments for monks.
All these caves are
pre-Christian in date,
the earliest to be excavated
being Cave 10, dating from
the second century BC.

After a quiescence of
about four centuries
excavation was revived
on a much more ambitious
scale. The most prolific
phase of this movement

with the

the officials and feudatories
of the Vakatakas of
Vatsagulma (modern Basim,
District Akola, Maharashtra).
Thus, Varahadeva, the
minister of the Vakataka
king Harishena (circa AD
475-500), dedicated Cave 16
to the Buddhist sangha,
while Cave 17 was the gift
of a prince (who subjugated
Aémaka country), feudatory
to the same king.

The most vigorous
period of architectural and
artistic activity scems to
have coincided with the
second half of the fifth
century AD and the first
half of the sixth century
AD. There was a
considerable decline in the
creative impulse from the
seventh century, though
Hiuen Tsang (Xuznzang),
the celebrated Chinese
pilgrim, who visited India
in the first half of the
seventh century AD, has
left a graphic description
of the flourishing Buddhist
here.

supremacy of the
Vakatakas, contemporaries
of the Imperial Guptas

of north India, the two
families being related by
matrimony. Indeed, some of
the finest caves, along with
the paintings, owe their
origin to the munificence of
 The superimposition of the figures of
Buddia, scen on the outer sides of
Cave 9,  laer execution.

“In the east of this
country (i.e., Mo-ha-la-ch'a
- Maharashtra) was a
‘mountain range, ridges

one above another in
succession, tiers of peaks
and sheer summits. Here
was a monastery the base of

which was in a dark defile,
and its lofty halls and deep
chambers were quarried in
the cliff and rested on the
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peak, its tiers of hallsand  Right Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara,
storeyed terraces had the ~ Cave 1

cliff on their back and faced

the ravine. This monastery Among the monasteries
had been built by the of Ajanta, Cave 16 alone
A-che-lo (Achara) of preserves two stone

West India.... Within the elephants guarding the
establishment was a large  base of s stairway.

temple above 100 feet high A fragmentary Rashtrakiita
in which was a stone image  record of uncertain purpose,
of the Buddha above inscribed on the right wall
seventy feet high; the image  of the landing to the left of
was surmounted by a tier of  the court of Cave 26, proves
seven canopies unattached  the use of the caves even

and unsupported, each during the eighth-ninth
canopy separated from the  centuries AD.

one above it by the space of  During the second phase
three feet. The walls of this o excavation, after the
temple had depicted on initial stage of experiment
them the incidents of the  in Cave 11, the general
Buddha's career as layout of the monasteries
Bodhisattva, including was standardized, though
the circumstances of his each one of them presents
attaining Bodhi and the some interesting and
omens attending his final  individual features. Of

passing away, all great and  the three chaitya-grilias
small were here delineated.  of this period, Cave 29

Outside the gate of the is unfinished. The other
‘monastery, on either side two, Caves 19 and 26, are
north and south, was a designed on the plan of the

stone elephant.... The Plusa  earlier chaitya-grihias with
Clen-na or Dinnaga stayed  the significant difference

‘much in this monastery.”" that the interior is treated
Itis interesting tonote  with luxuriant carvings
that an inscription in Cave  and the figure of Buddha
26, assigned to a period appears on the central stipa
between AD 450 and 525 on - aniconism having by now
palacographical grounds,  given way to iconism.
refers to the building of a A profusion of the
‘rocky house’ (Saila-gria)  figures of Buddha can be
for the Teacher (Buddha) ~ seen both on the fagade
by Sthavira Achala. and in the interior.

1 Thomas Watters, On Yuan Chwang's Travels in India, Il (London, 1905),
pp. 239 and 140.
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The plan of the
monasteries, however,
shows greater innovation,
the most important of
which is the introduction
ofas
containing a colossal image
of Buddha in the back wall
opposite the doorway ~
the monasteries, thus,
serving the dual purpose
of monastic dwelling
and sanctuary. Sometimes
subsidiary shrines are
scooped out not only on
the back-side of the hall
but also on other sides.

The unfinished caves
furnish a very good idea of
the method of excavation.
After the outline had been
marked, excavation started
from the ceiling, which was
finished first. The work
then continued downwards
by the cutting of deep
alleys with sharp and heavy
instruments like the
pickaxe, followed by the
breaking of the intervening
ridges, leaving solid blocks,
for pillars where necessary,
till the floor was reached
which was the last to
receive attention. The
preliminary work of
excavation was done by
pickaxe and the finishing
and carving was entirely
executed by hammer and
chisel. The work of
quarrying, dressing and

rine-chamber,

finishing presumably
went hand in hand."

After finishing the
fagade and the verandah
the excavator went deep
into the interior, attending
first to the hall and next the
antechamber, shrine or cells
as the case might be, the
procedure of the excavation
being the same. The entire
operation bespeaks great
delicacy, precision and
carefulness on the part
of the rock-cutter.

The caves at Ajanta offer
an instructive field for the
study of the evolution of
rock-cut architecture. Their
architectural qualities, like
their sculpture, seldom
receive due attention,
which is focussed on the
world-famous paintings
that they bear. Sculpture,
mostly dating from the fifth
and sixth centuries AD,
is remarkable for its classic
qualities and exhales an
aroma of graceful elegance,
restrain and serenity.
The spiritual luminos
of the contemporary images
of Buddha from Sarnath
is, however, wanting in
‘most of the figures of
Buddha here.

The paintings fall into
two distinct periods
separated from each other
by a fairly long interval.
The carlier paintings,

" From the fact that even unfinished caves bear traces of paintings it may be.
presumed that the chisel-work and brush.work proceeded simultaneously.

14

Above: Scene from Vessantara
Jitaka, Cave 17

scanty specimens of

which have survived on
the walls of Caves 9 and 10,
go back to the second-first
centuries BC.

‘The costumes of the
figures, specially the
head-gear and ornaments,
resemble those in the
bas-reliefs at Sanchi
and Bharhut. Even these
paintings demonstrate
an appreciable maturity,

Introduction

indicating considerable
practice behind them,
and surpass in excellence
the contemporary plastic
art. Their importance is
further enhanced by the
fact that very little of Indian
painting of this type and of
this period has survived.
The second period of
the paintings started in
about the fourth-fifth
century and continued for
the next two centuries. The
earlier phase of this period
synchronized with the rule
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of the Vakitakas, when
the high watermark of the
painter’s brush-work was
reached.

Substantial remains of
this phase have survived
in Caves 1,2, 16 and 17,
though originally all the
finished caves, and even
most of the unfinished
ones, were painted all over.
In spite of the inequality
in the standards of work-
‘manship due to varied
authorship, the paintings
of this period throughout
maintain an exalted height
and enthral the spectator
by their rich beauty, superb

colour-

palimpsests, til it became
effete without any
pretension to artistic
excellence as seen in the
rigid, mechanical and
lifeless figures of Buddha
in later paintings.

The theme of the
paintings on the walls is
intensely religious in tone
and mostly centres round
Buddha, Bodhisattvas,
incidents from the life of
Buddha and the Jatakas
presenting tales of the
previous births of Gautama
Buddha. These topics,
specially the last two,
besides offering visual
of didactic

scheme, balanced and
effective composition,
fine shading and highlight
bringing into relief a
plasticity, suppleness and
sensitive modelling of the
figures, bold but faultless
outline, delicate, artistic
and idealized, but never
unnatural, bodily features
and women ever beautiful
in all conceivable poses
and moods. In fact, the
paintings have stood the
test of the highest art-
standard of mural
paintings.

A steady decline in the
painter’s art is evidenced
in later additions or

Left- Part of the panel of
Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara,
Cave 1

themes to supplement the
teachings of the elder
monks to their pupils, also
afforded the painter an
unlimited scope for
depicting the whole gamut
of human life from birth to
death - men, women and
children of all stations of
life, from the king to the
slave, from the rich to the
beggar, from the saint to the
sinner ~ in the crowded
drama of sublimity and
coarseness, love and hatred,
joy and sorrow, triumph
and tribulation, compassion
and ingratitude, pageantry
and poverty, longing and
death - all pervaded by an
intense religiosity.

The paintings are the
mirrors of contemporary
life in palace, court, town,



AJANTA Introduction

village, hamlet and palaces, pavilions, city-
hermitage. They are the gates, ramparts, huts,

i stapas and i
on the beliefs and usages,  forms a precious mine of
dress, ornaments, musical  information for the student
instruments, utensils and  of architecture.
weapons including modes The paintings on the
of warfare. They present ceiling, on the other hand,
before the ethnologist a are essentially decorative
vivid picture of the people  in character and open up
o different nationalities a panorama of endless
and races. They are the patterns, woven with
windows through which  flowers, plants, fruits,
one can have a glimpse of  birds, beasts and human
the heavenly world — and semi-divine beings,

peopled by gods, and semi- all permeated with
divine beings like yakshas,  naturalness, freshness

Kinnaras (half human and  and grace and bearing,
half bird), gandharcas the stamp of an unerring
(divine musicians), and command over form.
apsarases (heavenly dancers)  For the execution of the were left rough so that they  Abore Painted ceilng showing
~ as conceived by the paintings, the ground was might act as ‘tooth for the elephant, Cave 1
people of the time. The first prepared by laying a rough plaster to set firmly
remarkable array of the rough layer of ferruginous upon them. lime, kaolin, gypsum,
varieties of temples, earth, mixed with rock-grit Next,asecond coatof  lamp-black and lapis lazuli.
or sand, vegetable-fibres, mud and ferruginous carth,  Except the last, which is
dow. Batrance to the monastery  paddy-husk, grass and other mixed with fine rock-powder  still exceptionally fresh and
showing past Buddhas and fibrous material of organic or sand and fine fibrous  bright and which is absent
Maitreya, the future Buddha, - origin, on the surfaces of the vegetable-material, was in the earlier paintings, all
shove anlysksticouple walls and ceilings, which applied to it. The surface  the basic colours are locally
below, Cave 17 e y
was finally finished with  available.
a thin coat of limewash The binding medium
On this surface the has generally been
outlines were first drawn  identified as glue. Thus,
boldly; the spaces were in the absence of the

then filled in with requisite  genuine fresco-technique
colours in different shades  (fresco buono), in which

and tones to achieve the pigments are mixed with
effect of rounded and water without any binding
plastic volumes. medium and applied on a
The colour-scale is fresh wet lime-plaster,
extremely simple and it is a misnomer to call

limited, there being only red  the mural paintings of
and yellow ochre, fefta verte, ~ Ajanta ‘frescoes’.
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