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ABSTRACT 

NON-WESTERN RENDITION OF AMBIENT RHETORIC OF KHAJURAHO 

MONUMENTS 

Shiva Hari Mainaly 

July 24, 2023 

This dissertation develops an ambient rhetoric: a living practice that is more 

disclosive than communicative, more entangled than intersectional, and more subtle than 

explicit and evidential. Rather than exploring the symbology, iconography, texture, and 

artistic integrity of Khajuraho monuments, I claim that Khajuraho monuments aim at 

convincing visitors with their persuadability and affectability inherent in their material 

bases, architectural panels, fractal design, allegorical cast, aura of attunement, and the 

environment in which the monument complex is nestled. Khajuraho groups of 

monuments in Central India,  matchless in their monumentality, dynamic in their 

adjustment to the shifting socio-politico-cultural landscape in the world, fantastic in their 

amenability to entanglement, and susceptible to their intra-action with cutting-edge 

digital tools and technology, have proved to be a vibrant hub for those who—constrained 

by the deficit model of rhetoric as a logic of supplementation and also by the exploitative 

and extractive model of rhetoric that valorises human-centric rhetorical approach to 

persuasive assemblage—venture into exploring the holistic version of the rhetoric 

predicated on the principle of a third term. The monument complex’s persuadability rests 

not just on its symbology but on its enduring sandstone that lays the material basis for the
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construction of its majestic architecture, splendid sculpture, stunning superstructure, 

gorgeous ground plan, fractal design, strategic placement of the artifacts, the upward 

projection of the superstructure exposed to the four elements, the lapidary locale of the 

monuments nestled in an environment that escapes any intelligent guess as to when, how, 

and why it participates in revealing the monument complex’s rhetoricity. 

Though subtle and uncanny, ecologically caressing, and astronomically affective, 

the monuments’ overall setup may showcase how the intelligible participates in the 

sensible, thereby re-worlding kairos in the spirit of spatiality and also cracking open a 

conduit through which choric cogency and preoriginary profusions transfuse all around the 

monument complex’s premise, affecting visitors somatically, viscerally, vibrantly, and 

contagiously. I stress that ambient rhetoric of Khajuraho monuments—a responsible way 

of revealing the world marked by nonduality, symmetry,  and relationality wherein human 

rhetor takes a backseat to its legit domain, allowing for the complete play not only of 

nonhuman actants but also of inanimate things such as place and space, design and 

dimension, vectors and vibes, transversality, and fractality, materiality, and mediation, 

being and doing, meaning and matter, ontological weddedness and ecological 

embeddedness and the list goes on—is a persuasive path of preoriginary forces that exist 

and operate independent of the intended thrust of the symbology and iconography, and 

culture-specific exigency and tradition-bound lineage and legacy. 

Mimicry of Khajuraho artifacts’ designs; the flirtation of technology of digital 

manipulation with the unblemished form, function, structure, and genre of Khajuraho 

artworks; the affective contagion which folks at Khajuraho are given to; the undying 

longing on the part of Khajuraho to invoke communal life in the backdrop of infiltrating 
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modernity; visitors’ enduring penchant for the soma native to Khajuraho monuments; and 

the entanglement as a consequentiality of the growing phenomenon of desacralization of 

sacred artifacts on the digital world of relentless circulation—all jointly work as 

circumstantial evidence that the Khajuraho monument complex is not just an outcome of 

the constructive efforts of a single group of engineers, masons, sculptors, artists, patrons, 

environment, and material stuff. Quite the contrary, it is a monumental feat of an epoch, a 

feat that survives the test of time, exposes the limit of human-centric assemblage, paves 

the way for the entire play of all kinds of actants from human to nonhuman, and changes 

itself while changing our museal and rhetorical practices and perorations. Applying three 

methodologies—iconographic tracking, autoethnography, and discourse/textual 

analysis—I probed into the ambient, affective, and entangling potency of Khajuraho 

monuments, including their alluring semblance, and finally arrived at a conclusion that 

the entire complex is the allegory of the cave that echoes a persuasive call to embrace life 

holistically, practice religious tolerance and universal acceptance honestly, abide by the 

pristine Upanishadic wisdom faithfully: “Truth can be stated in a thousand different 

ways, yet each one can be true,” “The world is one family,” “The belief that core self 

exists is an illusion; what matters most is nothingness” and the list goes on.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background to the Khajuraho Temples as a Lost Site of Rhetoric 

The temple has been considered a sacred institution in India. Because Hinduism is 

experienced through a set of ways such as spirituality, sacrality, architecture and sacred 

landscape, Hindu temples are shot through with coded religious messages, constructed 

symbols, designs, iconographies, and aesthetical representations of mythical and literacy 

events that express universal messages. As ‘the four-cornered citadel of the gods’, the 

Hindu temple “being a symbolic monument in space which serves the requirements of the 

cult is compacted as much of an accretion of visual concepts and their ritual execution as 

it is built with the help of architectural shapes subservient to this purpose” (Kramrisch 

187). The physical infrastructure of the temple has been taken as a house of divinity, 

where Hindu devotees and believers worship idols of Hindu gods and goddesses of their 

preferences. When the Indian subcontinent was intact territorially, it was specially treated 

with reverence and devotion by people who professed the Hindu faith. 

Hinduism is a polytheistic religion with no restriction as to which deity to 

worship, at what time and on which day. In the sacred world of Hindus, the temple 

functions as “a symbol of ultimate enlightenment: it is the house of the gods among men, 

the place where the gods may be approached, and divine knowledge discovered. As the
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center of religious and cultural activities, the temple is the focus of all aspects of the life 

of the community it serves” (Michelle 49).  Not only the interior of the temple but also its

surrounding is taken to be equally sacred and spiritually uplifting. Since time prehistoric, 

the temple has become a seat of divinity and benediction. During the medieval era, in the 

central province of India, several groups of temples and temple complexes were 

constructed where the deep-seated norms of temple-building appeared to have been 

overturned to the utter dismay of those who revere temples and all that it stands for. 

Optimally, Khajuraho1 is where this temple complex was constructed in medieval central 

India. 

With its stunning architectural design, incredible materiality of sandstone, 

carvings of deities, animals, and humans on both the exteriors and the interiors of the 

temples, Khajuraho Temples—a UNESCO-certified site located in the Chhatarpur2 area 

of the central province of India (Cartwright)—have been tempting thousands of visitors 

and tourists from all over the world. These temples were constructed by the Chandela 

dynasty3 between 950 ADS to 1050 ADS (Cartwright). This period marks the heyday of 

the Chandela emperors. According to the local tradition and history of Khajuraho, there 

were 85 temples at Khajuraho, but now there are only 5 temples (Cartwright). The rest of 

the temples were destroyed when late medieval India came under the invasion of Muslim 

intruders (Eaton 283-319); a few of those temples crumbled to pieces due to their 

exposure to harsh weather, including their gradual wear and tear. 

 
1 Khajuraho: Khajuraho is one of the most popular tourist destinations in India. It has the country's largest 

group of medieval Hindu and Jain temples. These temples are famous for their erotic sculptures. The 

Khajuraho Group of Monuments has been listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1986. These 

temple complexes are considered one of the seven wonders of India. 
2 Chhatarpur is a city and a municipality in Chhatarpur district in the state of Madhya Pradesh, India. 
3 The Chandelas of Jejakabhukti was an Indian dynasty in Central India. The Chandelas ruled much of the 

Bundelkhand region between the 9th and the 13th centuries.  
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Topographic Tenor and Transcript of Khajuraho Monuments 

Khajuraho temples stand in different parts of a wide area of Chhatarpur, which 

comprises 20 kilometers. Some are very tall while others are of medium height— stand 

on an elevated place 10 meters up from the earth's surface and are sprawled in the various 

parts of this region (Encyclopedia Britannica). From one group of temples to the other is 

approximately a distance of some kilometers. Each temple has ample, vast space around 

its exterior ground for ambulation, which is needed for every visitor prior to entering the 

temple. So, it is customary for these temples to occupy such space copiously. The whole 

region of 20 kilometers, where these temples stand with their architectural appeal of 

sandstone’s materiality, is fenced to render the sprawling temple area holy and worthy of 

being explored and observed. 

Despite their unique features, Khajuraho temples have been remembered for their 

iconographic sculptures of men and women involved in copulation, and intense embrace, 

including torrid sexual maneuverings. These carvings are placed inside various shrines 

with rectangular shapes on the exteriors of these temples. Even each spire is shot through 

with abstract carvings. A wide array of carvings on the outer walls of these temples are 

not limited to depicting men and women involved in an embrace and intimate activities 

only, but also make room for carvings of bestiality and various moments in which human 

passions, desires, and sexuality spurt in an unprecedented trajectory. However, these 

erotic icons, carvings, and images comprise just ten percent of the iconographic spectrum 

(Abhishek). Adjacent to each sensuous carving on every wall surface of the monuments 

are sculptural images of gods and goddesses. On the exterior, we can see the secular 
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panels and columns being foiled by panels of Hindu gods and goddesses, including Jain4 

gods and prophets. As the gradation of exterior spires moves upward in the style of 

Shikhara5, we see sensuous and secular carvings being increasingly absent.  

A robust body of scholarship about Khajuraho groups of temples has been 

accessible to anyone interested in researching the field anew. Countless art historians, 

architects, art critics, archeologists, experts on heritage studies, and denizens of South 

Asian Studies have breathed so much energy into studying various aspects of these 

temple complexes. Though there has been a lot of attention to these temples, very little of 

this attention has come from a rhetorical perspective. This dissertation aims to address the 

rhetorical aspects of the Khajuraho temples, a subject that has received limited attention 

despite the temples’ widespread recognition. By focusing on the ambient rhetoric 

employed by these monuments, this study investigates how they engage visitors through 

their profound connection to the local surroundings, including rugged mountainous 

outcroppings, the use of durable materials such as sandstone, and the mastery displayed 

by medieval builders. These rhetorical strategies were skillfully utilized to convey a 

compelling message that urged people to embrace universal norms of acceptance, 

inclusion, and an integrated approach to human sexuality and sensuality. While 

rhetoricians have not viewed the temples critically, there have been small traces of 

rhetorical analysis from scholars in other fields. Michael W. Meister, while delving deep 

into the use of pun and double entendre on the architectural panels of the temples at 

 
4 Jainism is considered to be an eternal dharma with the tirthankaras guiding every time cycle of the 

cosmology. Follower of the religion of Jainisn is called a Jain.  
5 Shikhara refers to a tower of a Hindu temple, usually tapered convexly and capped by an amalaka. 
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Khajuraho, went too far to proclaim as ‘sexual billboards’ the erotic sculptural panels on 

the exterior of the temples, which encapsulated in his remark, “an architectural pun 

undoubtedly is not a sufficient explanation for such sexual billboards at Khajuraho, yet it 

seems certain that placement of such scenes was conditioned by the Kapil-wall’s 

function” (227). Meister studied the temples as an art critic and historian. However, his 

use of terms such as ‘placement of erotic scenes’ and ‘wall’s function’ makes room for a 

rhetorical study of the entire temple complex.  

Unlike Meister, Devangana Desai’s eyes were drawn not by pun and sculptural 

devices but by the temples' monumentality and their susceptibility to being magnified by 

the beauty of its natural surroundings. Hinting at the immersive aura of the temple 

complexes in her monograph, Khajuraho, Desai adds that this monumental site is located 

“on the banks of the Khudar Nala, a tributary of the Ken River6. Scenic waterfalls 

surround the area, and low-lying hills of the Vindhya range7, locally called Datla and 

Lavania Pahads8, provide a lovely backdrop to the temple complex” (1-2). She seems 

attentive to tracing the superb beauty of the temple complexes to the imperceptible and 

explicit contribution of nature and lovely surroundings, including the Vindhya range. On 

top of that, the august monumentality of the Khajuraho site grabbed Desai’s attention in 

 
6 The Ken River: The Ken River is one of the major rivers in the Bundelkhand region of central India. It 

flows through the states of Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh Pradesh. It is a tributary of the Yamuna. In 

the ancient time, it was known as the Karnavati River.  
7 The Vindhya Range is a complex, discontinuous chain of mountain ridges, hill ranges, highlands, and 

plateau escarpments in west-central India. 
8 The Datla and lavania pahad: The Datla and Lavania Pahad are a group of Hills comprising 

Bundhelkhand gneiss rock streaked with crystalline quartz. They are so-called as they look like worn teeth. 

They lie not far from the Khajuraho temples. They lie between there and the Sarai at Toria. Most of the 

Khajuraho temples face this distinctive narrow ridge that rises from a still wooded base on the plains 

below. Though very small ‘mountains’ in Hindu mythology terms, this little outcrop clearly still plays a 

significant part in local history and culture as they are dotted with small temples and shrines from bottom to 

top. 
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the first chapter of her monograph. About the spell-binding monumentality, she says, 

“The first impression that a visitor gets of Khajuraho is overwhelming: Huge mountain-

like temples, free-standing in open space, each square inch covered with sculptures” (2). 

In emphasizing the monumentality, she again views the temples in conjunction with 

nature. Cave art, a paradigmatic example of an object fraught with ambient rhetoricity 

(Rickert 6-8), has been a source of relentless temptation for builders of the subcontinent. 

For instance, the word ‘Kandariya’ in Kandariya temple means cave, which is to say that 

medieval builders of the sacred monuments had had a conception of the cave as a 

reservoir of ambience, which over time served as a basis on which Khajuraho monuments 

were modeled. 

Early Scholarly Forays into the Proto-Ambience of Khajuraho Monuments 

The most vigorous conclusion of Desai, which is expressed in the same 

monograph, is concisely captured in just a few lines that go, “On coming closer, greeted 

by whistling birds and parrots, one enters a medieval world inhabited by gods and 

goddesses, apsaras, surasundaris9, vylas10, warriors, dancers, and musicians, all carved on 

the temple walls. Each temple is a monumental three-dimensional sculpture in itself” (2). 

It sounds obvious that Desai aims to counter some biased judgmental remarks made by 

Western art critics and researchers who have hastened to err on the side of effusive 

evaluation rather than fact-based, data-driven, and roundly supported analysis. 

Much as Desai’s analysis is developed from a non-rhetorical perspective, an 

oblique indication of the rhetorical potency of the temple complexes is expressed in her 

9 Apsaras, surasundaris are celestial maidens.  
10 Vyala is a mythical animal. This creature has been repeatedly iconographed on the wall surfaces of the 

temples.  
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remarks cited above. Going one step further in this direction of trying to uncover the 

inherent rhetoricity of Khajuraho temples, Alphonso Lingis attempts to dub the entire 

temple complexes as “intricate assemblages” (62) without shining a light on if this 

intricate assemblage is rhetorical or not and also without pinpointing how these 

assemblages rhetorically affect pilgrims, temple-goers, and sightseers. The monument 

complex’s approach to affecting visitors is subtle, especially not reliant on symbology 

and semiotic references, which amounts to saying that the vibrational energies radiating 

by the monument complex are largely nonreferential. Lingis keeps recording his 

reflection by placing his subjective reaction inflected with an epideictic tone. The forms 

and typologies, including the elaborate design, layout, and structure of the temple 

complexes, received more comprehensive coverage in Alphonso’s studies. In his own 

words, the temples are “intricate assemblages of porticos, cones, drums, towers, 

stalactites, across which the mind is invited to follow the surprising derivations and 

correlations between a vast number of abstract forms which a sovereign logico-

mathematical intelligence has elaborated here” (62). Needless to say, Alfonso is not just 

expressing effusively his momentary impressions evoked by the temples’ potent physical 

components and august infrastructural semblance. On the contrary, he seems acutely 

aware of the subtle and manifest ways in which the temple complex, with its every facet, 

affects anyone sightseeing it. Notwithstanding Alfonso’s indifference to how and through 

what rhetorical means the affective impact is enacted on the sightseers, his study signals 

the possibility of Khajuraho’s temple complexes to sway sightseers, pilgrims, and tourists 

in ways marked by both subtlety and directness. 
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In addition to being monumentally august, Khajuraho temples have plenty of 

other elements to offer to sightseers, pilgrims, devotees, and tourists: (a) the marvelous 

architectural layout, (b) figural arts on sculptural panels, (c) sacred, secular and mundane 

icons on the exteriors of the temples, (d) jarring juxtaposition between the mundane 

world and the world of moksha11, (e) carvings of different types of mundane activities on 

the reliefs and freezes around the temples’ lower base, (f) carvings of nymphs, angels, 

and demi-gods and demi-goddesses on the ceilings of temples, the door lintels, columns 

and pilasters, (g) the surrounding and scenic view that breathe new vigor and vibe to the 

temple complexes, (h) the rhythmic and vibrant curvilinear projection of the temples’ 

superstructure, (I) vibrant materiality of the sandstone used in the walls, structure, and 

superstructure of the temples, (j) the life-like postures of sculpturally depicted couples 

rapturously locked in a singular moment of heightened erotic encounter on the temple 

panels, (k) affective aura and osmotic energy that percolate around the temple complexes. 

Moreover, what is exceedingly crucial is the power of the monument complex to unveil 

how local surroundings and stone quarries near the mountain range ‘Vindhya12’ shaped 

the architecture, sculpture, and aesthetics of Khajuraho temples (Sullerey 2). Some 

perspectives that have gained the upper hand in many studies on Khajuraho temples are 

aesthetical (Duran 45-52; Shusterman 55-68; Sukla 97-100), archeological (Prakash 23), 

socio-cultural (Michelle 269), archetypal (Singh 49-79; Bohidar 247-253), iconographic 

(Woodward 27-48), and politico-historical (Desai 21-56). 

 
11 Moksha is the concept of ultimate freedom and liberation, central to Indian philosophy and religions such 

as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. 
12 Vindhya: Vindhya Range is a broken range of hills. It forms the southern escarpment of the central 

upland of India. From Gujarat state on the west, it extends about 675 miles (1,086 km) across Madhya 

Pradesh state to abut on Ganga River valley. 
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Art critics, art historians, travel writers and memoirists in their writings have 

emphasized the exceptional features of Khajuraho temples and their unique surroundings, 

including their architectural and sculptural properties. In addition, these writings discuss 

in excess the sacred space overridden by the seeming profane and secular objects of 

sculpture and iconography. Evidently, each writer, sightseer, and researcher—who wrote 

on the Khajuraho monument complex—clung to only one dimension and amped up their 

overall impression with a single tenor of interpretation. What Khajuraho monuments 

emblematize can hardly be segmented into discrete realms of criticism and interpretation 

because the erstwhile research on the Khajuraho temples has its limitations, and the 

monument complex expects writers, researchers, and bloggers to unpack what it has in 

store for us, in the interest of a unified and integrated conception of life and a nondualist 

worldview. Contrary to this living expectation on the part of the monument complex, 

those who want to reconfigure the Khajuraho groups of monuments have tended to 

approach it reductively; as a consequence, the conclusions they arrive at are bound to be 

one dimensional—every stroke of their strategic research move has ended up disclosing 

just a sliver of scholarship antipodal to what the monument complex expects. 

Transition to Nondualist Ambience 

Since all extant bodies of research writing and scholarship seem tangential to a 

single tenor of interpretive permutation, this apparent lacuna in the existing body of 

scholarly exploration can be redressed if we delve into the rhetoric of the Khajuraho 

monuments. In light of this, studying the rhetoricity of the Khajuraho temples is the best 

way forward to bring to the fore all the inherent rhetorical potential of the temple 

complex. The rhetorical scope of the Khajuraho site I am discussing considers how 
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ecological, material, architectural, and iconographic components interact and intra-act to 

radiate affectability. 

 On every segment of the Khajuraho monuments’ exteriors, the duality between 

sexuality and spirituality, including the dichotomy between humans and animals, are 

collapsed, and such a symmetrical act of leveling and flattening the hierarchy gives rise 

to a choric aura of the nonduality of human ontological existence. As part of a bold 

nonmaterialist move, the world of divinity, the world of human sexuality, and the world 

of animals, including various components of the mundane worlds, retain none of their 

individuated bearings and discrete sense of uniqueness. Contrary to some expectations of 

the rational mind, the boundaries and dichotomies have dissolved, giving rise to a holistic 

sense of being awake to the world of nondualism and non-division.  

Furthermore, all studies on the Khajuraho temples have yet to put forward a 

perspective rooted in exigency— “an imperfection marked by urgency…a defect, an 

obstacle, something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be” (Bitzer 

6). If Bitzer is rightly understood, the rhetorical situation exerts exigency over discourse 

production that addresses a problem. Of the phalanges of exigencies, only a few are 

rhetorical, saying, “An exigence is rhetorical when it is capable of positive modification 

and when positive modification requires discourse or can be assisted by discourse” 

(Bitzer 6). This insight of Bitzer seems perfectly applicable to examine out of what 

exigence came the worldmaking practice of monumental rhetoric in the medieval 

subcontinent. For example, the installation of thousands of idols and pieces of sculpture 

and carvings was by no means devoid of exigency. The incipient exigency arose out of 

the phalanxes of developments and eventualities: (a) Religious fault lines, (b) the decline 
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of Buddhism as an official religion in central India near the end of the first millennium, 

(c) Jainism’s having had to compromise with the rigor of resuscitated Hindu order to 

avert the looming threat of having been exiled from the subcontinent as Buddhism had to 

encounter, (d) a resurgence in the all-encompassing spirit of Hinduism, (e) pure 

relationality among engineering, mathematics, religion, literacy, sculpture, aesthetics and 

masonry, (f) the practice of caste system and the cult of conceiving monarchy as an 

incarnation of the divine, (g) ongoing experimental and innovative march in the 

architecture and the like.    

Interestingly enough, what the existing body of literature on Khajuraho temples 

falls short of is the identification of the majority of artifacts, carvings, and iconographies 

as derivative. Researchers from the global north and the global south have approached the 

iconographies and artistic carvings as if they were the pure creation of medieval master 

builders. My argument in this dissertation is that the iconographic spectacle, stone reliefs, 

and carvings on the basement moldings are a visual depiction of mythic stories, nuggets 

of Upanishadic wisdom13, and Puranic parables14, including the masterpiece of sex 

manual in South Asia, Kama Sutra15—though many researchers such as Desai have 

contested the notion of erotic iconography in Khajuraho monuments, as a visual 

rendering of some supremely salacious sex moves and poses. 

 
13The Upanishads are said to be the epitome of Vedic knowledge and the treasure of the innermost 

experiences of the Vedic sages. Upanishad means that which destroys the ignorance of the individual soul; 

that which guides the seeker toward the attainment of the highest wisdom; that which loosens our 

attachment to the material world and to perishable self.  
14 Purana is an encyclopedic literature. It is a vast genre of Indian literature about a wide range of topics, 

particularly about legends and other traditional lore. The Puranas are known for the intricate layers of 

symbolism depicted within their stories. Composed originally in Sanskrit and in other Indian languages, 

several of these texts are named after major Hindu gods such as Vishnu, Shiva, Brahma, and Adi Shakti. 

The Puranic genre of literature is found in both Hinduism and Jainism.  
15 The Kama Sutra is an ancient Indian Sanskrit text on sexuality, eroticism, and emotional fulfillment in 

life. 
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Actually, the derivativeness of the contents of these carvings, including their 

embeddedness in the tradition, is a source of Khajuraho symbology’s immersive 

affordances. Moreover, the current worldmaking practices, such as videogame enterprise 

and the Hollywood film industry’s subconscious appropriation of Hindu symbology in 

general, are compelling cases of Khajuraho symbology being an illimitable source of 

immersive persuasion and epiphanic awakening. Surpassing all these issues comes ahead 

an obsession with cultural platform capitalism—some examples of thriving platforms are 

Etsy, eBay, and Amazon—for tapping into the potential for marketization. This reflects 

the inherent potency of cultural artifacts and sacred and secular iconographies that have 

gone into decorating wall surfaces of the Khajuraho temples. 

As part of this process, the Khajuraho monuments are a visual modeling of 

wisdom with timeless importance: The world is one family; the coexistence, religious 

toleration, and universal acceptance, including a host of nondualist ideals16. These ideals 

had already found their places in The Bhagwat Geeta, The Vedas, the Upanishads, and 

dozens of Puranic accounts, including many sacred texts of Buddhism and Jainism. In a 

system gripped by the subcontinent caste system, people from the non-Brahmin caste 

were denied access to reading sacred texts shot through with plenty of precious wisdom. 

Moreover, those who belonged to the untouchable caste were not literate enough to 

unpack sacred texts written in the Sanskrit language. In this context, it was increasingly 

realized that a specific unifying order must be imposed on society, teetering toward 

disintegration. To that end, overlaying wall surfaces of the temples and monuments with 

carvings interspersed with sacred and secular themes, motifs, and ideas were conceived 

 
16 One of such nondualist ideals is a realization that the essence of the consciousness is cessation of all 

phenomena; it is all peace, all bliss and nondual.  
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by medieval temple builders as a rhetorical imperative. Intending to catch the world off 

guard with their memorable master stroke of world-making, they began to build sacred 

edifices famed for their monumentality. The walls, doors, interior, columns, cornices, 

rows, moldings, junctures, and recesses—these all are encoded with mythic spirit, 

primeval vibrations, pristine haunches of Puranic accounts, and orally acknowledged 

tales and tenors of local, as well as provincial wisdom. 

Thus, this study examines some changing public perceptions of the monument 

complex along with its constitutive power to shape up the general tenor of burgeoning 

issues with urgent importance. This is further bolstered by the temples standing in groups 

across a place that used to measure more than a score of miles. With its spectacular 

segmented semblances on the public sphere, the Khajuraho monuments complex stands 

not as an inert and inanimate monumental entity. It reigns sovereign on an open public 

space suffused and surcharged with ambience attributable to wondrous ecology, the 

ruggedness of the soil, the affective aridity of the mountainous outcropping, lilting lakes, 

the lullaby of the Ken River, the splendor of the sandstone, and the like. Since springing 

up from the soil of the Khajuraho region, the Khajuraho monument complex has been 

endlessly nudging us to change successively while transforming its socio-cultural 

standing, its affectability, and its profile as an artistic, cultural, and technological 

expression, par excellence. The spectrum of previous research on temples with Khajuraho 

features is dominated by the notion that the Khajuraho monument complex is a static 

entity laden with exceptional artistic characteristics. It is at this point that the study I am 

undertaking comes in the way, arguing that the Khajuraho monument complex is an 

active rhetor endowed with a vibrant potential for entangling with spheres of inquiry 
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aplenty; for constituting an argumentative basis on which countless crops of narratives 

and discourses on nationalism, cultural identity, repatriation, and colonial reckoning have 

been manufactured and multiplied; for fueling tourism industry and cultural platform 

capitalism to the extent of desacralizing many sacred artifacts; for conveying grand 

narratives and unblemished Upanishadic ideology not through symbology and 

iconography but through materiality and monumentality; and finally, for educating 

visitors—already familiar with the crux of sacred texts—on accepting an integrationist 

outlook on life in an effective way.  

All these existing bodies of research on Khajuraho temples are characterized by 

what the temple complex does and has been doing to temple visitors rather than how they 

do what they have been doing so far. Furthermore, these studies seem indifferent to 

accounting for what mechanisms, material arrangement, and strategies went into 

designing the entire monument site’s infrastructural edifices. Thus, my research probes 

into how Khajuraho temple complexes—as a cluster of monuments, as a lovely nature-

culture site, and as a group of sacred institutions—function as a rhetorical assemblage, 

affecting sightseers and temple visitors in a manner most evident and uncanny. In my 

research, I will explore the ambient affectability attributable to the surroundings, the 

monumental dimensions, the affectability of the monument complex in totality, and the 

choric aura in the monuments’ interiors. As part of this exploration, complex material 

relations and space-based kairos, too, come under my exploratory probe. 

In parallel to this thrust of my dissertation research, the attunement—which 

temple visitors at large are likely to develop while observing, experiencing, sightseeing, 

and immersing in every aspect of the temple complex’s semblance and sublimity—would 
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be one of the most unavoidable target points of this study. I postulate that every facet of 

the temple exists not to make sightseers attentive. Actually, the whole spectrum of 

sightseeing experiences tends to move from attention to attunement. In being attentive, 

sightseers take cognizance of only those aspects that grab their eyes, pique their curiosity, 

and hold them spellbound. On the site of Khajuraho, each observer, pilgrim, tourist, and 

sightseer across any class, convention, and creed is bound to get attuned not only to what 

lies on the exterior and interior walls of the temples but also to every aspect of the temple 

complexes, including the environs and local topography. While seeing any sculptural 

icon of God/human/animal/bird that is installed on the exterior of the temple, the 

attention of the observer does not hang up on the icon; rather it begins to glide toward, 

up, down, besides, opposite, across, near, front, and back of the icon. 

This study probes into a sense of attunement that wells up in observer and 

sightseer engrossed in relishing the mesmerizing mantle of the temple and zeroes in on 

this possibility of attunement as a base of ambience and embeddedness. As part of this 

process, this study scrutinizes how attunement and affective contagion fraught with 

preoriginary rhetoricity emerge, in parallel to the circulation of vector images and digital 

constructions of Khajuraho temples—including artifacts and idols set up on their wall 

surfaces, on social media networks, digital platforms, the internet, and majority of 

popular venues of virality. The digital mobility of images of Khajuraho artworks is 

brought under the arc of this study’s circulatory engagement and corresponding rhetorical 

consequentiality.  



 

 16 

Guided in my analytical pursuit by all these generative possibilities of 

embeddedness, ambience, a holistic sense of relationality, and disclosure of one’s 

authentic interiority and inner awakening, I have raised the following research questions: 

• Why are the Khajuraho temples the way they are? How have the temple 

complexes drawn people's attention worldwide, despite their alleged identity of 

being a controversial site of emotional contagion, moral debauchery, sexual 

exhibitionism, disgrace, and decadence of medieval Indian life? 

• Why do the materiality, icons, and sculpted shrines on the exteriors of the temples 

turn out to be vivid, as they are viewed and perceived in relation to other things 

around the temples? 

• How can we better attend to the multisensory rhetoric deployed by the monument 

complex builders? And why are public responses to the monumental rhetoric 

changing? 

• After having been consigned to the dustbin of anonymity and oblivion for almost 

five hundred years, why are people (across different cultures and countries) 

induced to come to terms with the idea of accepting life in totality without taking 

resort to the comfort zone of binarities and dualisms as they perambulate around 

the temple complex?  

• Suppose symbols, icons, and visual images are prior to rhetoric. How and why are 

visitors and tourists—to whom Indian symbology and iconography are arcane and 

esoteric—not immune to the affective surge abounding inside the temple-

monument complex?  
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• Why do many things within the temple complex make claims on visitors, and why

do they often tell that they are less an actor and more an acted-upon?

Overview of Chapters 

Due to the constraints of various institutional and fiduciary parameters, this 

research heavily hinges on secondary sources. Nevertheless, my visit to the site of the 

temple complexes makes room for the limited incorporation of primary sources, but this 

constitutes just a tiny part of the methodological trajectory. For this research, the objects 

of analysis range from variegated icons, figurines, and carvings on both the interior and 

the exterior of the temple infrastructures to the placement of the sculptures on the exterior 

of the temples, including the exigency-induced interior dimension of the temples’ sacred 

space, and it is being embedded in the environs. Things that come under the analytical arc 

of this project are manifold: Carvings on the ceilings; idols on the pilasters, columns, 

lintels, door jambs, windowsills, niches, recesses, junctures; the panels and the plates; 

and to name just a few. So, a methodological singularity will not help with this study; 

consequently, several research methodologies are bound to study every aspect of this site 

that contributes to its ambient awakening. Most importantly, I will apply three 

methodologies: Iconographic tracking, autoethnography, and textual analysis, from an 

angle of attunement rhetoric, of some narratives written by select narrators who visited 

the temples. In a large and liberal sense, the analytical and autoethnographic portions of 

this dissertation contain some elements of narrative analysis in that I will incorporate 

some digital images, a few photos of Khajuraho temples I snapped during my visit to this 

monument site, and some older images from a few digitized official documents and the 
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website of UNESCO. Hence, the chapters in this dissertation each draw on different 

methods to answer different aspects of the research questions mentioned above. 

Chapter 2 contains a literature review on the scholarship of the Khajuraho groups 

of temples. First, the background history of the temples is a must, along with various 

contingent and pragmatic causes that led to the construction of these temples. In parallel 

to the background history of these temples, it would be imperative to make mention of 

the tradition of temple-building in India, which had been at work since antiquity. Without 

having a rootedness of the temple building—that gained irresistible momentum in 

medieval central India—to the time-honored tradition, the temples’ attunement-inducing 

ambience cannot be brought to visibility. The form of scholarship on the tradition of 

temple building is a mandatory part of Chapter 2. In addition, some scholarly writings on 

the architectural morphology, structural layout, and the superstructural semblance of the 

temples have been felt as a crucial component of the literature review being assembled. 

As part of this chapter, a decent body of contemporary scholarship on the Khajuraho 

monuments, its site museum, and its shifting profile as a source of formative comes to be 

included. This chapter will never be complete if we ignore the overarching issue of how 

the environment at Khajuraho comes to be deeply invested in every practice of 

materiality in connection with temple building. By the same token, published materials 

on the most contentious components of the temples’ erotic sculptures and contradictory 

responses of viewers and sightseers comprise the essential anatomy of the literature 

review imperative. 

Literature on the century-long practice of temple building, which witnessed the 

different reigns of different Chandel kings of Central India, is subsumed under literature 
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review, apart from the source materials worthy of review about temple complexes’ fate of 

having had to be consigned to the dustbin of historical amnesia, plus its discovery around 

the middle of the nineteenth century by a British explorer. Of all these parts of the 

literature review, some discourses on the temple complexes—which came out of the 

official archeological survey of India undertaken by Alexander Cunningham—have their 

worth; so, they are treated as part and parcel of the sort of literature review. Significant 

debates and arguments that are fermented around the baptism of Khajuraho temples as a 

heritage site by UNESCO and the subsequent endeavors of the Indian Ministry of 

Tourism to promote this heritage site as an iconic tourist destination cannot be kept at bay 

while drafting a literature review chapter. 

Chapter 3 elaborately presents a systematic description and an explication of 

some of the methodologies I will adopt to take this dissertation toward its successful 

completion. The theory of ambient rhetoric is held as a methodological bastion of this 

study. Most significant insights and ideas about ambient rhetoric will be taken from 

Thomas Rickert’s book Ambient Rhetoric: The Attunements of Rhetorical Being. In this 

work, Rickert demonstrates how rhetoric forms an equation with ambience, arguing that 

“rhetoric is a responsive way of revealing the world for others, responding to and put 

forth through affective, symbolic, and material means, to… reattune or otherwise 

transform how others inhabit the world to the extent that calls for some action…” (162). 

Needless to say, Rickert has ascribed a revelatory role to rhetoric—a role which, if 

fulfilled, makes rhetoric the art of manifesting how the invisible affects rhetorical agents 

and how rhetorical assemblages appear to be noticeably susceptible to the forces more 

subtle, more aura-enveloped, and more osmotic.  
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Premising his theory of ambient rhetoric on Martin Heidegger’s philosophy of art 

and language, Rickert reframes rhetoric and postulates that “human beings require an 

ontological weddedness to things and environs that afford rhetoricity as a modality of 

being together…” (198). At the risk of oversimplification, ambient rhetoric uncovers a 

holistic relationality within which all actants of rhetorical assemblage—both human and 

nonhuman, including environs—interact in a manner much more subtle and direct. 

Apart from providing a critical overview of ambient rhetoric, this chapter makes 

room for a concise discussion on autoethnography as a research method. Widely held as a 

qualitative research method, autoethnography blends the elements of autobiography and 

ethnography. It involves the researcher’s reflection and examination of their experiences 

within a particular cultural or social context (Wall 146). As is proper, autoethnography 

explores and understands personal experience vis-à-vis broader cultural, social, and 

historical contexts. Another way of putting this is that in autoethnography, the researcher 

becomes both the subject and the researcher who walks themselves through the process 

of blending personal narratives with academic analysis. 

The snappy affordance of this research method is that it allows researchers to drill 

down into their own experiences and identities—a way of soul-searching that offers 

unique insights into the cultural and social phenomena under scrutiny. This research 

method implies that the best way to understand the research topic is by examining and 

reflecting upon personal stories, memories, and emotions. Every researcher opting for 

this research method must walk through steps such as reflexivity, data collection, 

analysis, and writing.  As an attempt to foster situated understanding, this method’s 

success hinges on its tendency to challenge dominant narratives and power structures 
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(Adams et al. 3-4). Despite the numerous affordances of this research method, it is not 

risk-free as it tends to lap into generalizability. Hence, in light of this shortcoming of this 

method, the best way forward is to apply this method with other methods. 

In addition to ambient rhetoric and autoethnography, the methodology of 

iconographic tracking will be thoroughly discussed in this chapter. Monitoring visual 

symbols, icons, or images in manifold contexts, iconographic tracking, and iconographic 

tracking keeps track of how digitally circulating images, photos, and vectors undergo 

successively rhetorical transformation along with texture, structure, form, hue, and color 

changes. This methodology is predicated on the understanding that once a static object 

enters the digital world and the world of the internet, it circulates in a way ordinarily 

unimagined. Given that it has the capacity to go viral, its circulation ramps up wildly, 

entangling with things with which its association had never been anticipated or 

speculated. The viral mobility and circulation of an object in the digital world are a 

particular category of rhetoricity. Such rhetoricity arises from that object’s textural and 

structural modification facilitated by cutting-edge digital simulation and 3D modeling 

technology and also from that object’s mediatory role of acting as an actant in multiple 

contexts. Out of such circulatory mediation, remediation, and diffractive digital dispersal 

arises ambient rhetoricity of the flowing images, rooted in the informational, computer-

mediated, and algorithm-assisted systematicity that spontaneously induces the circulating 

objects’ embeddedness.  

Predicated on the assertion that images flow, transform, and contribute to 

collective life, iconographic tracking uses qualitative and inventive digital research tools. 

Indebted to new materialism for its theoretical underpinning, iconographic tracking 
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privileges intuitive thinking in that it is “an exercise in attending to the futurity of things. 

It helps form the habitus of method necessary for attending to the open-ended rhetorical 

becoming that often goes invisible in much visual rhetorical scholarship” (338). This 

method strikes us as pivotal to comprehending how images participate in public 

persuasion and argumentation. 

Chapter 4 outlines a foray into the rhetoricity of Khajuraho artifacts’ circulation in 

the digital world. Khajuraho sculptures and iconographies have been circulating on the 

internet, to which scores of social media platforms are connected. Moreover, some of 

these artifacts can go viral. For example, the phallus of God Mahadeva17 tenaciously 

retains the capacity to go viral at any time because of the breathtaking beauty of some 

statues and artworks—Ardhanareshwara, Harihara, Nataraja, dancing Ganesha, and the 

like. Khajuraho artworks have inhabited many websites and online spaces of some world-

famous museums. This chapter turns attention to this boundary-spanning power of 

Khajuraho artworks, following their dispersal across the world wide web. By far the 

overarching thrust of this chapter is to keep track of how the desacralization of Khajuraho 

icons generates affective contagion. The more extensive the process of desacralization, 

the warmer and more affective the rhetoricity of Khajuraho images that drift across the 

world of virality and digital mobility. 

The centerpiece of this chapter is not so much one of monitoring transformations 

in the texture, structure, form, and content of the images but of how the free-floating 

circulation drags images to the Gordian knot of entanglement with a crop of burgeoning 

issues that intersect with politics, diplomacy, colonial reckoning, and reparations. With 

17 Mahadeva: Mahadeva is a Sanskrit term meaning “greatest god,”, “most powerful god” or “most 

supreme god.” It is also the name sometimes given to the Hindu god, Shiva. 
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the shifting profile of the Khajuraho monument complex in the public imaginary and 

because of the growing access of the public to social media sites such as Instagram and 

Facebook, anyone can notice a deluge of photos with Khajuraho monuments, in the 

background, on these virtual sites. With technological affordances within the grasp of 

people without digital fluency, these images are retouched and remodeled, bringing to the 

floor how technology as an actant comes to mend, mediate, and maneuver images 

circulating in the internet world. 

Chapter 5 documents a few common grounds shared equally by ambient rhetoric 

and autoethnography. Principally, this chapter is written with a conviction that an 

authentic approach to feeling the ambience of any object is personal. When someone says 

they have had an ambiently persuasive experience, how can others know that ambient 

persuasion happened to them? Unless they honestly report on their ambient immersions 

in an assemblage of vibes, aura, chora, and affectability, we would hardly have a reliable 

means of coming to terms with their assertion. When a place strikes someone 

persuasively, and when they are walked through ambient, choric, and material 

transfusion, the only metric to measure the bandwidth of their ambient involvement is by 

trusting in the sharing of their personal experiences. Driven by this conviction, this 

chapter will record my direct experience of visiting the Khajuraho site, of observing how 

folks over there are given to the affective contagion of the monument complex, and of 

reflecting on my direct interaction with the local inhabitants and tourists at Khajuraho. 

This chapter derives from a simple belief: Autoethnography is a proven method to 

externalize what is internally evocative and introspectively enlivening. Hence, this 

method can go hand in hand with ambient rhetoric highlighting twin moves—a process of 
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enlivenment and invocation of communal life—instrumental in conceptualizing the world 

as a ghetto that calls for our dwelling. 

Chapter 6 will analyze various discourses, ranging from travel writing and 

memoir to a visual text, some blogs, and an archival document. In this chapter, I will 

analyze Namit Arora’s travel writing Indians: A Brief History of a Civilization, Andrew 

D’Ambrosi’s fantasy fiction The Siddhini of Khajuraho, a visual text, The Whispering 

Walls of Khajuraho, two short blogs—Abhishek’s “The Erotic Sculptures in Temples of 

Khajuraho Signifying a Deeper Aspect of Creation” and Namrata Waklo’s “Khajuraho-

Labor of Love”—on the bloggers’ experiences of sightseeing the Khajuraho temples and 

the surroundings, and finally, a few images from a digitized archival document made by 

the Archeological Survey of India. The analysis will be done from the perspective of 

attunement—a fundamental concept of ambient rhetoric. In Thomas Rickert’s 

book Ambient Rhetoric: The Attunement of Rhetorical Being, attunement is a vital aspect 

of rhetorical practice, referring to how humans develop an intuitive sense of being in tune 

with their surroundings. Rickert believes that attunement is pivotal to the evolution of our 

understanding and engagement with the world. In an attempt to simplify attunement, 

Rickert takes a direct approach and argues that attunement is a process that involves 

prominent affect and perception. According to Rickert, an ennobling sense of attunement 

comes out of the colliding and commingling of affect and perception. Moving forward 

with this notion of attunement, I will investigate how the different narrative personae in 

these texts develop a sense of immediacy and involvement with the whole vibrant 

vicinity of the monument site and will dig into available strategies that appeared to have 

been adopted by the medieval builders of sacred monuments.  
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Finally, the seventh chapter brings to the floor some conclusive findings of this 

study. Approached analytically, observationally, and narratively, the Khajuraho 

monuments disclose their inherent affectability. At its stasis and sequestered sacredness, 

the monument complex, including everything in its edifices, hardly unveils its persuasive 

potency. It radiates affective resonance when it ruggedly collides with discrete and far-

fetched things with no distant association even under normal circumstances.
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Khajuraho temples in Madhya Pradesh, India, are famed for their exceptional 

architecture and intricate sculptures. They are divided into three different groups: The 

western group of temples, the Eastern group of temples, and the Southern group of 

temples. The western group of temples is situated along the central road west of 

Khajuraho village. They are most visited at Khajuraho. Visitors need to enter the fenced 

enclosure of the western group to have a lovely view of Lakshmana Temple, Varaha 

Shrine, Jagadamba Temple, Chitragupta Temple, and Kandariya Mahadeva Temple. The 

eastern group of monuments is situated near Khajuraho village. Brahma, Vamana, Javari, 

and three Jaina temples belong to this group. Last but not least, the southern group of 

monuments consists of the Duladeo and Chaturbhuja temples (Deva 1-78). Since their 

construction, they have been drawing the attention of several scholars, researchers, and 

writers. They inspired many poets to compose poetry about their sheer beauty, behemoth 

magnitude, mesmerizing monumentality, stunning sculpture, and august architecture. A 

simple statement from the website of UNESCO, World Heritage Convention, “The 

Khajuraho Group of Monuments demonstrates in layout and physical form, the pinnacle 

of temple architectural development in northern India,” is a living testament of credibility 

to the apex of the architectural evolution in the Indian subcontinent. 

Khajuraho monuments have been drawing the attention of many art historians, 

archeologists, and pleasing art critics. With their strength to trigger controversies being
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immortal, they have been enmeshed in a host of controversial cases since the time of their 

construction, as is obvious that this monumental site is famously infamous and 

infamously famous. Khajuraho groups of temples stand next to the Taj Mahal18 (Praisner 

71). From their identity of being a metonymy of Chandelle rulers’ power and prosperity 

to being a UNESCO-certified world heritage site, Khajuraho temples have kept animating 

those who are nonchalant about and indifferent to the idea of accepting human life in 

totality. 

The temple complexes have swayed public imaginary following their 

reclamation—from the tragic fate of having had to be consigned to the dustbin of 

history—in 1832 by a British explorer Thomas Burt (qtd. in Desai 4). The temple 

complexes impressed Alberuni–a famous medieval Muslim writer and traveler who wrote 

about the Khajuraho temples in his timeless memoir when he engaged himself in creative 

works under the patronage of Mahmud of Ghazni19 (qtd. in Desai 3). By the same token, 

a Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta’s imagination too was enticed by the Khajuraho temples, 

for an inevitable part of his travel writing makes room for the Khajuraho site and what 

the site meant for then-people of the medieval central India, which had been reeling 

under the onslaught of Islamic iconoclasm (qtd. in Desai 3). A systemic survey widely 

called an archeological survey of India drew the attention of the British colonial 

government in India in the third quarter of the nineteenth century. 

 
18 The Taj Mahal: The Taj Mahal is a mausoleum complex in Agra, western Uttar Pradesh state, northern 

India. The Taj Mahal is distinguished as the finest example of Mughal architecture. One of the most 

beautiful structural compositions in the world, the Taj Mahal is also one of the world’s most iconic 

monuments, visited by millions of tourists each year.  

19 Mahmud of Ghazni: Mahmud of Ghazni (Nov. 2, 971–April 30, 1030) is the first ruler in history to 

assume the title of “sultan”. He founded the Ghaznavid Empire 
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In parallel, the establishment of The Asiatic Journal also spurred the project of 

protecting the arts, monuments, historical sites, architectural and sculptural panels of 

Hindu temples, and various artistic achievements of Muslims. Regarding the true 

beginning of a systematic scholarly endeavor to bring into visibility Indian temples, 

monuments, and cultural and religious sites, Ravi Prakash lavishly gives credit to the 

Asiatic Society. Elaborating on this, he adds: 

Interest in Archaeology in India began earlier than the establishment of the 

Asiatic Society by William Jones in Calcutta in 1784. From the sixteenth 

century onward, there are copious references to Indian monuments in the 

writings of European travelers in the country. Travelogues thus constitute 

the first source material of archaeological writings on India. The tradition 

continued well into the eighteenth century, but from about the middle of 

that century, there is clear evidence of the beginning of systematic 

scholarly attention to archeology. (137) 

 

A wide range of responses to the findings and outcomes of the archeological survey, 

including a need to preserve artifacts and monuments in whatever conditions they were 

seen, were given scholarly treatment in the various volumes of The Asiatic Journal.  

Right from the second quarter of the nineteenth century, a particular volume of 

writing about Khajuraho temples appears to have been mentioned in a scholarly forum. 

Some photographers were also drawn to the Khajuraho site and the temples. The photos 

of Khajuraho and the surroundings taken by some English photographers of the 

nineteenth century paint a different picture of Khajuraho’s surroundings. Over time, the 

Khajuraho site lost most of the components of its surroundings. Thus, it stands to reason 

that, in the nineteenth century, the Khajuraho temple complex drew the eyes of many 

travelers, tourists, surveyors, and sympathetic caretakers of Indian arts, architecture, 

monuments, and other historic sites. Their reflections on, and responses to, Khajuraho 

temples came in the form of photography, anecdotal accounts, and scholarly discussions. 
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As that momentum for producing various discourses about Indian monuments, arts, and 

temples gained purchase, The Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) was “founded in 

1861, and Alexander Cunningham was appointed first as an archaeological surveyor and 

later the director general... Many of those involved in archaeological work, especially in 

the nineteenth century, played a dual role…engaged in survey and digging (Ray 202). 

The ASI identified and categorized many Hindu, Buddhist, and Muslim monuments, 

temples, stupas20, and other historic sites, proposing a few plans and policies for their 

preservation, restoration, and renovation. 

Khajuraho groups of temples called attention to those conducting the survey; they 

also came under a list of the monuments in need of preservation and, if possible, 

renovation. Despite the invigorating momentum ignited by the ASI, the project of 

creating a nomenclature of Indian monuments languished owing to a dearth of funding. 

Still, in the wake of the twentieth century, protecting Indian art, inscriptions, monuments, 

temples, and other historic sites received strict attention from Lord Curzon, then-viceroy 

of British India. 

Prior to Curzon’s bold initiative toward the preservation and conservation of 

Indian monuments and holy sites, “it was Bombay Asiatic Society in 1804 and Royal 

Asiatic Society in Britain in 1823 that paved the way for the studies of ancient Indian 

history and culture” (Herbert 280). Nevertheless, after Curzon assumed the Viceroyalty 

of India, a decisive moment appeared in the history of colonial India that injected a new 

lease of life into ancient Indian monuments and sacred sites hitherto consigned to the 

 
20 Stupa: Stupa is a Buddhist commemorative monument usually housing sacred relics associated with the 

Buddha or other saintly persons. The hemispherical form of the stupa appears to have derived from pre-

Buddhist burial mounds in India. 
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dustbin of historical oblivion. Herbert acknowledges the far-reaching impact of Curzon’s 

Ancient Monuments Preservation Act21 (AMPA), including all the legislations passed 

during Lord Curzon’s Viceroyalty, which formed a basis for the same intimate personal 

happiness. In reality, Lord Curzon…was slated to usher in a new era in the history of 

conservation work in India, such as the protection of the ancient monuments” (Herbert 

277-296). With the enactment of this Act, monuments started to get care and public 

visibility within and beyond the Indian subcontinent. Khajuraho temples, too, came inside 

the mien of such an official move toward protecting ancient Indian monuments. 

Following the independence of India from the colonial rule of Britain in 1947, 

concerted and systematic efforts were taken on federal, provincial, and local levels 

toward the protection and promotion of a vast majority of ancient monuments, natural 

and spiritual sites, arts, architecture, and sculptures of India. Thenceforward, monuments 

with iconic proportions and timeless significance became objects of scholarly research 

and systematic inquiry not only for Indian researchers, art historians, and critics of India 

but also for researchers from Western Europe and North America.  

All these discrete threads of scholarship on the Khajuraho monuments place an 

absolute accent on the stimulating scope of the monument complex about leaving a crop 

of fecund footprints on the scholarly imaginary of successive generations of writers, 

travelers, and researchers starting from Alberuni and Battuta to Burt and those who 

spearheaded the ASI. And these footprints keep changing in parallel to a timely surge in 

 
21 The Ancient Monuments Preservation Act, 1904: The Ancient Monuments Preservation Act, 1904 was 

passed on 18 March 1904 by British India during the times of Lord Curzon. It is expedient to provide for 

the preservation of ancient monuments, for the exercise of control over traffic in antiquities and over 

excavation in certain places, and for the protection and acquisition in certain cases of ancient monuments 

and of objects of archaeological, historical or artistic interest. 
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the power of the monument complex to give rise to constitutive rhetoric—a lynchpin 

around which discourses of universal values, nationalism, diplomacy, and cultural 

identity spin. 

This literature review explores various scholarly works, research papers, and 

publications to overview the Khajuraho temples comprehensively. It examines the 

historical context, architectural features, sculptural art, and cultural significance of these 

temples, shedding light on the enduring legacy of the Khajuraho temples and their 

contribution to understanding the ambient rhetoric of Khajuraho monument complex. 

This review, in the main, provides a synoptic overview of the Khajuraho monuments 

under three different subtopics: (a) Architectural, environmental, and material features, 

(b) the iconography and sculptures adorn the outside and inside of the temple, (c) the

contemporary use and value are attributed to the temples. 

Architectural, Environmental, and Material Features 

The tie between the environs and the Khajuraho temple complexes corresponds to 

being as deep as ever anticipated. If medieval temple-building in the state of Madhya 

Pradesh22 is to be conceived as a persuasive practice, what should not be dismissed as 

irrelevant is the role of local environs, water tanks, rivers, forest, topography, low-lying 

ranges, granite ridges, and plateau. The local environment, ecology, sandstone, and Panna 

quarry site, including its flora and fauna, strike us as a trustworthy source of inspiration 

for a wide array of Khajuraho symbology and iconography. From the local forest, 

plateau, ridge, and densely lush surroundings are taken a wealth of software for the 

22 Madhya Pradesh:  Madhya Pradesh is a large state in central India. It retains landmarks from eras 

throughout Indian history. Begun in the 10th century, its Hindu and Jain temples at Khajuraho are 

renowned for their carvings of erotic scenes. Among them, the most prominently popular is Kandariya 

Mahadeva temple which is a temple with more than 800 sculptures. 
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iconographic spectacle of the monuments: (a) the motifs used on the temples, (b) the 

images of mythical hybrid creatures on the entrance, (c) the door lintels, and the columns 

of the temple pillars, (d) the animal symbols of auspiciousness carved on the interior of 

the temples, (e) the images of elephants being used during warfare as depicted on the 

frieze of the temples, and (f) the depiction of the scenes of royal hunting as carved on the 

lower surface of temple-plinth. All icons are not directly derived from the nearby forest 

of Khajuraho. 

In all sincerity, some images are taken from Hindu myths and Puranas: the images 

of Varah23 and Tortoise, which the Hindu myth of incarnation treats as the incarnations of 

God Vishnu24. These mythic symbols have been held as expressive of liberation and 

protection. In contrast, other images of hybrid creatures such as Vyala25 have the 

hallmarks of being partly human and partly beast. Available evidence enables anyone to 

discern a strong connection between the Khajuraho temples and the shaping power of the 

local ecology and forestry. 

Regarding how medieval temple builders came to admit that their temple-building 

pursuit had acquired an attribute of the ecology of practice, Shobita Punja notes, “The 

artist, however, looks at nature not for ‘models’ alone but also for metaphors. They look 

to the external world of to find symbols that convey ideas and feelings. In the exuberance 

of nature, the Indian artist has always found symbols for the subtlest qualities” (12). The 

 
23 Varah: Varaha, (Sanskrit: “Boar”) is third of the 10 incarnations (avatars) of the Hindu god Vishnu. 

When a demon named Hiranyaksha dragged the earth to the bottom of the sea, Vishnu took the form of a 

boar in order to rescue it. 
24 Vishnu: Vishnu is one of the most important gods in the Hindu pantheon. He is considered a member of 

the holy trinity of Hinduism with Brahma and Shiva. Vishnu is the Preserver and guardian of men. He 

protects the order of things (dharma). And he appears on earth in various incarnations (avatars) to fight 

demons and to maintain cosmic harmony. 
25 Vyala: Vyala is a popular motif in Indian art, consisting of a composite leonine creature with the head of 

a tiger, elephant, bird, or other animal. 
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localness of the Khajuraho surroundings imbues the symbols nature furnished. Over and 

above that, referring to the liveliness of the symbols, Punja adds, “The grace of the 

frolicking gazelle has the quality of the speed of the mind and movement of thought. The 

large, trusting yet shy eyes of the deer are akin to the bashful glance of a young girl” (12). 

It is not that the Khajuraho artists derived inspiration from the birds perching on trees and 

animals lurking in the depth of the local forest; the fact of the matter is that the persuasive 

thrust of Khajuraho temples builders comes off as palpably tied to affect and materiality 

furnished by the local Khajuraho surroundings and the low-lying ranges thereof. The 

symbolisms and icons set up on the temples show every sign of being symbiotically 

joined to nature, which allows herself to be a matrix of sacred monumentality. 

The temple building practice and its persuasive influence remain rooted in the 

forest tradition and the public’s reliance on each stuff she holds profusely for the 

emanation of artistic wonder. Intuitively, and in consideration of gut instinct, nature 

might have acted hand in glove with the chiseled artistic hands to offer a number of the 

exceptional creations of medieval Indian builders’ creative imagination. They carved 

images of those elephants, lions, tigers, birds, and of images of flora and fauna which 

abounded in then-forest of Khajuraho. Even the creative order and choices, including the 

sculptural blueprints and iconographic understanding, have the air of being imbued by 

Nature’s raw and ruthless power of making and remaking, mending and re-mending, 

managing and manipulating, and perfecting and preoccupying stroke of humans’ artistic 

propensity and practice. For example, constructed for a pious purpose, Khajuraho temples 

were on the receiving end of political upheavals a century after their erection; they were 

chosen as an isolated but tolerant space shared by both Hinds and Sufi fakirs, following 
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the successful Islamic takeover of the Indian subcontinent; drew the curative and 

preservation oversight of the British colonial government in India in the nineteenth 

century; got acknowledged as the certified heritage site by UNESCO; and finally are 

being lavished with the crown of being dubbed as an iconic tourist destination in India. 

From the second millennium AC to now, they have been constituting, and constituted by, 

ensuing contemporary discourse on Indian nationalism, the cultural identity of South 

Asia, Indian diplomacy, the rhetoric of repatriation, and the Indian diaspora. 

Seeing the embeddedness of the practice of aestheticizing the exterior walls of the 

temples, Punja writes, “The solidity and intelligence of the elephant became the symbol 

of wisdom, while the power of the tiger or lion became attributes of physical power. The 

migration of birds proclaimed to the world the change of seasons, the dance of the 

peacock and the call of the cuckoo heralded the rains” (12). Though straightforward in its 

signified, this symbolism, if unpacked in the context of South Asia, has this concrete 

signified to offer, making it a culture-specific symbology with a solid local thematic 

accent. Till the end of the seventeenth century, elephants inhabited many parts of central 

India; by the tenth century, when the process of building these temples started, the 

numbers of elephants were unbelievably higher. The excessive numbers of elephants in 

the forest of central India inculcated among Indians a belief about elephants as auspicious 

animals, as an animal of utility that could be of enormous importance during warfare, and 

as animals to have been hunted for relaxation by Chandel kings, which appear to have 

been carved on the lower base of the temples’ plinth. On this point, Punja further adds, 

“The Indian reverence for elephants can be seen in art, architecture, and literature…When 

the jungles and forests around Khajuraho were in their prime, they must have sustained a 
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great variety of birds and animals” (12). The animal that gets so much attention is likely 

to appear creatively during the artistic process of constructing sacred monuments with 

exceptional historicity. The temple sculptures “speak of such propensity in abundance. 

Several sculptured panels depict scenes of royal hunts for tigers, deer, wild boars, and 

other animals still in the region” (Punja 12). It appears that the meticulously sculpted 

symbols on the walls of the temples are less representative of the animals, birds, and 

other materials. On the contrary, they remind the audience of the fact that the local 

materials and living creatures found in every part of the environs actively make these 

sacred monuments thrive affectively and energetically. 

Apparently, rather than being just a mundane background, the local environment 

at Khajuraho has actively shaped the spectacular infrastructure of Khajuraho monuments. 

The contribution of the geographical environment around Khajuraho to the construction 

of the temple complexes is unknowingly crucial. In other parts of India, temples with a 

flattened hierarchy between the sacred and the profane can still be found. Still, they have 

a different architectural augustness and sculptural semblance than the Khajuraho temple 

complexes. Each artistic stroke demonstrated during the construction of the Khajuraho 

temples creates the impression of being deeply enmeshed in material components. Even 

S. K. Sullerey’s observation is a bastion to the generative impact of the Khajuraho temple 

complexes' local surroundings. According to Sullerey, the geographical environment 

around Khajuraho is “a fairly picturesque upland, well covered with trees and shrubs and 

watered by rivers and tanks. Geologically, the region forms the part of Bundelkhand 

gneiss outcrop, bounded on the south by the Ken, and its tributaries which have cut deep 

gorges through the massive Vindhyan sandstones” (55). The rock formation, the 
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formation of gorges, river tributaries, and the rugged vista of the Khajuraho 

topography—these all jointly catalyze a visually affective spectrum into the entire 

temple-building practices and pursuits. Apropos of the materiality-furnishing strength of 

the Khajuraho geography, Sullerey further adds, “The upper Vindhyan or Kaimur 

sandstones provide excellent building material in the form of a fine-grained sandstone of 

rich shade varying from pale buff to light red, which has been largely used for the 

Khajuraho temples” (55). This chunk of commentary of Sullerey on the high-octane 

materiality, out of which the hardware of the temples was built, is an apparent index to 

how the behemoth of the Khajuraho monuments forges a connection with the materials 

extracted from the womb of Khajuraho Nature. 

All these nature-inspired materials for symbology and carvings form a part of the 

architectural morphology of the monuments, about which some scholars such as Adam 

Hardy have written with pointed clarity and sharp focus. Three words that Hardy used to 

discuss the first characters are of utmost importance if viewed from the perspective of 

rhetoric: ‘Three-dimensional’, ‘embedded’, and ‘interpenetrating’. There is ample 

evidence that carvings molded in three dimensions produce immersive impact, deepen 

perception, and induce an abiding sense of involvement in the object being experienced. 

Hardy studied a certain number of Indian temples with a particular style of architecture, 

which developed from a practice of century-long imitation of, and experimentation, with 

a temple form native to six-century northern India. In addition, he observed the 

Khajuraho monument’s architecture meticulously; some of the statements he made 

regarding Sekhari temples in general, and Khajuraho monuments in particular, are 

germane to the exploration of how the Sekhari temple got its bearing from the totality of 
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its relationship to the surrounding and environ it is part of. Hardy conceives the Sekhari 

temple form as an architectural whole (82). Elaborating on this point, he explored how 

the temple form was designed and created; after doing much research, he came up with a 

couple of findings: the developed Indian temple form possesses two characters—one is 

aedicular composition, and the other is a sense of growth, i.e., a centrifugal movement. In 

elaboration on these two characteristics, Hardy emphasizes, “The whole temple form is 

made up of many small temple-form of various kinds, conceived three-dimensionally and 

as if embedded or interpenetrating” (82-83). Sekhari temple’s form does not appear to 

have emerged from a single architectural base and plan; instead, its form seems to have 

developed out of the persistent architectural drive to combine available minor states of 

the temple which were supposedly extant or in the active application. 

By merging and maneuvering all the erstwhile minor forms of temples, medieval 

master builders of temples in Central India designed a potent architectural layout and 

temple form rooted in tradition, taking nourishment from tradition for its ceaseless 

cruciform dynamism and resilience. The second characteristic Hardy pinpointed is “a 

sense of growth, of centrifugal movement” (83). Those who experience, observe, and 

imbibe the temple form would probably notice how a sense of growth, including a 

centrifugal movement, stills through the holistically coalesced spine of the architectural 

form. Hardy has not explicitly interpreted if sightseers of the temple form undergo a 

sense of growth and centrifugal movement. The primary thrust of his analytics is driven 

toward gesturing a sort of dynamism that evolves out of the unity of form backsliding 

into multiplicity, giving rise to a much more active contour and configuration of the 

temple form. Based on his personal experience, Hardy recounts his impression, using the 



 

 38 

term ‘cruciform dynamism’ to characterize his experience that expresses “a process of 

emergence…and simultaneously a process of dissolution” (83). This dynamic process is 

said to showcase “a pattern that originates at the finial of the tower…continues 

downwards and outwards from the vertical axis and radiates all around but especially in 

the four cardinal directions” (83). Hardy highlights how dynamism percolates within the 

configuration of the temple form, which is constituted holistically by each component 

contributing to the formation of the temple’s overarching architectural structure. 

To map the diffusion of the subtlety of effect around the space occupied by the 

upwardly projective curvilinear structure of the temple architecture, Hardy sounds 

somewhat Platonic in his choice of the term ‘emanation’ synonymous with the term 

receptacle. The impact unleashed by the monuments comes at a choric pace which Plato 

widely discussed in Timaeus, describing chora as “The matrix of all becoming” (qtd in 

Rickert 55). ‘Emanation,’ ‘receptacle,’ and ‘matrix’ are some of the words used to talk 

about how a worldmaking practice affects the audience in a chora-like manner. In its 

active mode of emanation, the projective, backsliding, and mediatory forces intertwine, 

granting affective potency simultaneously elusive and abiding. In Hardy’s words, “In 

these directions unfold pulsating sequences of emanation, as one form gives birth to 

another, which in turn puts forth another. The summit recedes as the forms evolve 

downwards, and the whole building seems to grow” (83). Nowhere in his ambit of 

argumentation Hardy seems to assign so much potency to the temple form than while 

unraveling the animating and interpenetrating characteristics of the temple form. 

Like Hardy, Sambit Datta has also written on the architecture of Khajuraho 

monuments. He applied computer modeling methodology to determine the dimension of 
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the Khajuraho temples’ superstructural configurations. The crux of Datta’s inquiry into 

the architectural layout of the temples is noteworthy, as it enabled him to conclude that 

the superstructural form and the architectural layout of the temples have three-

dimensional properties. Before reaching this conclusive finding, he drilled into the 

geometry behind formulating the temples’ architectural layout. He asserted that there is 

“the mediatory role of geometry in the relationship between formal and abstract ideas and 

their materialization in architecture” (2). Because temple walls are adorned with chunks 

of mythic and puranic narratives filled with abstract theological concepts of Hinduism, a 

specific mediating link was structurally and strategically required, which is noticeably 

reflected in the tactical application of intentionally designed three-dimensional 

superstructure of the temples. Three-dimensional features of architectural panels are 

capable of sparking a certain kind of rhetorical effect, as is explicit in David Michael 

Sheridan’s article “Fabricating Consent: Three-Dimensional Objects as Rhetorical 

Composition,” in which he claims that “rhetors can access greater rhetorical freedom and 

power if they avail themselves of the rhetorical potential of three-dimensional fabricated 

objects…because of the particular way that 3D objects function in our daily lives, 

increased access to this form has important…implication” (250-251). Sheridan believes 

that 3D configuration prompts immersive involvement with objects being looked at. 

A square grid geometric plan for constructing the cella of each temple in the 

Khajuraho site has been hailed to be a potent source of the temple’s outer effect. The 

geometry that generates the temple form is projective in that it projects a geometrical 

representation of cosmology into three-dimension” (Datta and Benyon 3). Such a reading 

might align with the widely-held understanding that temple walls, junctures, lintels, and 
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exteriors—which are adorned with myriads of carvings and artifacts—are a visual 

rendition of variegated shreds of Hindu mythic narratives, puranic tales, and epical 

accounts. Nevertheless, the geometry applied over the erection of temples’ architectural 

edifices tends to acquire its own affective and immersive impact under the three-

dimensionality thereof. 

Like Datta Beynon, Michael Meister also studied the embedded and relational 

connection that develops subtly among the mass, the space, the mandala as a receptacle 

of architectural layout, and the visual rendition—in Kandariya Mahadeva monument, 

Lakshmana monument, and Chitra Gupta monument—of time-honored narratives of 

timeless importance. To Meister, there existed a glue of subtlety that coalesced together 

all these entities, which, on being emplaced in a particular order of arrangement, 

unleashed quasi-ambiance that exerts its affectability in its way. According to Meister, a 

temple's meaning is symbolic and embodied within the correlation of its mass and space 

to the sacred diagram of the mandala and its visual characteristics (395). Meister thinks 

that seeing the temples from every angle help us access a true source of immersive 

affectability.  

Homing in on the same analytical practice followed by Hardy, Dutta, Benyon, and 

Meister, Kirti Trivedi identifies discretization, fractalization, and extensive use of 

recursive procedures, including self-similar iteration as essential procedures and methods 

used in the construction of Hindu temples (243). A first step in the process of numerical 

evaluation and implementation on digital computers, discretization involves transferring 

continuous functions, models, variables, and equations into distinct and identifiable 

counterparts. In a sense, fractalization refers to a process in which a pattern, form, object, 
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and structure gets repeated in a self-similar order. When the self-similar pattern careens 

back and forth in the fractal dimension, it takes on the characteristic of recursion. 

Trivedi saw a great deal of similarity between computer-generated images and 

forms of Hindu temples, one that the computer simulation of the Hindu temple crystalizes 

with a high degree of visibility, a fact that the temple form developed out of the fractal 

model. That is, the temple form is fractal in design, with its attribute of being jagged and 

formless apparently. The fractal structure of the Hindu temple is evocative of “the feeling 

of form found in Nature” (Trivedi 244). The simulated form of the temple that appeared 

on the computer screen when computer modeling and graphics were applied bore a 

resemblance to various fractal forms and shapes found in Nature: a fractal form of cloud, 

a fractal model of crystal, a fractal condition of a river delta, a fractal configuration of a 

mountain, etc. The fractal forms—which seem jaded, formless, amorphous, and quirky—

go beyond just being what Trivedi called “the visual results of a mathematical process 

with interesting properties, but touch us deeper, almost on a spiritual level, like all objects 

of pure beauty” (244). Some striking examples of fractal forms can be noticed 

in Kandariya Mahadeva temple, Lakshmana temple, Chitra Gupta temple, and others. 

Cone-shaped columns are frequently used to create a superstructural texture of these 

monuments. Moreover, on the exterior of the monuments, a pattern of the intense 

moment of the sensuous encounter followed by a vyala motif of restraint beside a 

meditative posturing of a sculpted deity has been repeated in countless numbers. This 

pattern stands as a convincing case of fractalization. 

Apart from discretization, Trivedi uncovers profusion of details and recursion and 

claims that the practice of recursion, reiteration, and a profusion of details contribute not 
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only to the fractal dimension but also to “impart a dynamic, vibrant visual quality 

suggestive of outward expansion to the overall form of the temple, which is perhaps the 

reason for their preference” (257). Some of the details that come over on the outer 

spectacle of the monuments comprise the carvings of rivers Ganga and Yamuna at the 

entrance of the monuments, columnar art of the invisible protectors; royal figures having 

been attended by their entourages; elephants on parade for war; ladies applying makeup; 

lotus flower ceiling; mythical creatures reminding humans of a need to use the virtue of 

restraint in the event of indulgence in excess. On both the exterior and the interior of 

dozens of monuments, including Jain monuments, Duladeva, Chitragupta, and all the 

western group of monuments, the self-repeating fractal details are demonstrably splashy 

and striking. 

Even a cursory glance at the overarching elevation of the temple tends to trigger a 

perceptible surge in temple visitors’ sensory receptivity. Moreover, on the question of 

recursion, repeated recursively along all parts of the temple’s exterior and interior 

structure are the same fractal form; the same and similar figures of gods and goddesses, 

human beings, warriors, and mythical creatures, analogous forms of mythical and 

mundane activities; the same foliage and decorative adornment; and the same recurrent 

alluring objects which abound in the local forest, surrounding, and geography of the 

temple site. The following image is a classic example of fractality that has abundantly 

enriched the spectacle of the Khajuraho monument: 
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(Shilpzs 4-5) 

It is the practice of recursion on the walls, moldings, lintels, cornices, ceilings, 

pediments, junctures, entrances, and recesses that make the temple complex’s 

architectural structure exude vibrations that directly touch upon the limbic system of 

sightseers strolling right in front of the premise of the monument complex.   

In their popular article “Vindhyan Sandstone: A Crowning Glory of Architectonic 

Heritage from India,” Gurmeet Kaur et al. have disclosed how much affective resonance 

the materiality exerts over any rhetorical and monumental representation. Kaur et al. 

study mainly the sandstone found in the Vindhyan range—a chain of mountain ridges, 

hill ranges, highlands, and plateau escarpments in west-central India. From the Vindhyan 

range, early medieval central Indians extracted excellent sandstone. They used it to 
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construct forts, palaces, citadels, tombs, stupas, monasteries, sacred temples, and 

monuments such as the Khajuraho temple complexes.  

From the end of the first millennium to the contemporary time, sandstone with 

exceptional attributes has been used to construct various architectonic infrastructures. 

When it comes to exploring how the Khajuraho temples resiliently got through some 

cataclysmic phases of historical and political upheavals and remained intact despite 

having had to be vandalized, and when it comes to speculating about the affectability of 

Khajuraho monuments, attention goes to the materiality of the sandstone that was used in 

the construction of these temples. Research has shown that the sandstone used in 

constructing these temples belongs to the class of ‘dimension stone.’ 

Dimension stone is imbued with texture, mineralogical composition, and seamless 

color of the rock, and these attributes of rock were crucial to the selection of rock 

material as dimension stone. This stone has been noted for its durability and 

sustainability. Other salient attributes of dimension stone are “the ability of the rock to 

take a good polish and surface finish” (Kaur et al. 1771). Research conducted by Kaur et 

al. demonstrates that the sandstone extracted from the Vindhya basin contains a high 

degree of laminae and quartz grains, which enhance the aesthetic appeal of this rock and 

its power to survive the test of time. Undeniably, the behemoth beauty and mesmerizing 

monumentality of the Khajuraho temple arts reside not solely in the genius of the 

medieval master builders but in the indefatigable potency and power of sandstone. The 

ability to sustain the harm of weather, the capacity to resist the test of time, and the 

strength to hold intact the aesthetical integrity and worth reside in the dimensionality of 

the sandstone out of which the sacred monuments were built. 
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Even at a cursory glance, what yields with ease and grace is the impression that 

the materiality of dimension stone directly affects the whole spectrum of the temple 

complexes’ affectability. Enumerating these attributes of the sandstone, Kaur et al. write, 

“The strength, durability, and sustainability of sandstone against weathering, in general, 

make this rock a suitable dimension stone. The patterns and varying thickness of laminae 

add to the aesthetic appeal of this rock” (1780). The ebbs and flows of historical 

upheavals, iconoclasm, and amnesia, including the harsh and harrowing impact of nature, 

were all resisted by the sandstone material that laid the infrastructural base of the temple 

complexes. Aside from this, sandstone—a terrigenous clastic sedimentary rock— 

“consists primarily of quartz grains in size range of 63 um to 2 mm and shows a wide 

compositional range owing to the presence of feldspar, lithic/rock fragments, fine-grained 

matrix between framework grains, authigenic minerals, and cement” (1780). The 

presence of these components in the hardware of the temple complexes has led to what 

Kaur et al. call “abrasion resistance” (1780). The inherent materiality of the sandstone 

with such components is traceable to the retention of their power to endure every form of 

harm wreaked by the passage of time, wear and tear, and the damaging effects of 

weather. The temple complexes’ rhetoricity escapes the palette and prowess of the artists 

and architects and resides, in considerable measure, in the materiality inherent in 

sandstone slabs and blocks from which the temple complexes’ infrastructural edifice is 

erected. 

The core finding of the research by Kaur et al. does not try to postulate that the 

Khajuraho temples are invincible and beyond the natural deterioration over time. Of 

course, discoloration and deterioration are seen in the temples; essentially, the lack of 
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protection is also accountable for that. However, no one can deny the deterioration the 

passage of time causes. It is along similar lines that Ravindra Singh, highlighting the 

Khajuraho temples’ nexus with the surrounding, comes to refer to the beginning of 

deterioration and damage of the temples, with Lichens corroding the interiority of the 

sandstone slabs used in the exterior walls of the temples. In a succinct tone, Singh lays 

bare the steady process of damage, bringing to the fore that “the growth and radical 

thickenings of the higher plant specifies lead the biophysical and biochemical damage of 

monuments…When higher plant species grow on the monumental surfaces, their… root 

system can penetrate deep into the cracks and drifts of the monuments” (12). While the 

environs and natural backdrop nourish the loveliness of the monumental site, the site’s 

exposure to the harshness of nature has already despoiled the semblance of singularity. 

Usually, the choice of the material for any sculpture is seldom without any 

exigency in that such a choice is designed to foster the intended symbolic implications. 

This exigency-driven choice on the part of the sculptor is meticulously probed by Philip 

Rawson, who unearths how both ancient modern sculptors were cognizant of the 

affective power of the stone and other materials such as granite and diorite. Arguably, the 

resistant force of sandstone, including diorite and granite, is susceptible to being used as 

an embodiment of impermanence. Many scraps of evidence can be forwarded in 

connection with the enduring power of materiality sculptor leverages to impose a form 

following public expectations. This means that materials differ “in their permanence and 

resistance to decay, as well as in their appearance and color. The sculptor’s choice of 

material is largely governed by the purpose for which the work is to be made” (Rawson 

26). The sculptor’s choice is made in keeping with the fact that it strengthens the intended 
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effects: permanence and expressiveness. More pointedly, Rawson exemplifies the 

enduring power of the material with his claim that is couched more idiomatically in the 

following extract: 

For example, stones such as diorite and granite have been chosen…, and 

to provide eternal dwellings for the spirits of dead royalty in the tomb. 

Such images survive long after the power and significance of the patrons 

have passed away; this fact may add an element of pathos to the meaning 

of the work for us, which was certainly never part of its original intention. 

Other stones and bronze have been used widely as personal memories of 

the spirit and achievements of the dead and often bear inscribed text 

praising the person. (26) 

 

It is plausible that the practical thrust of material, the language of sandstone, and the 

staying power of granite—all are linked to the human longing for eternity. Though 

Rawson seems oblivious to the affective impact of well-wrought design and material, his 

above remarks indicate that the well-sculpted material could be more sterile to bring forth 

effectivity. In particular, figurines, images, esoteric shapes, carvings, and various 

symbolic indices contribute to the distribution, in a manner most subtle and subterranean, 

of what Rawson calls “indwelling powers” (26) in the monumental ensembles. 

Even on the website of the UNESCO World Heritage Convention, the material 

base of the Khajuraho monument complex is described emphatically. In an 

acknowledgment of the material dimension, the website incorporates, “Built in sandstone, 

each temple is elevated from its environs by a highly ornate terraced platform, or jagati26, 

on which stands the body, or jangha,27 whose sanctum is topped by a tower, or shikhara, 

of a type unique to Nagara, where the verticality of the principal spire atop the sanctum is 

accentuated by a series of miniature spires flanking it…” (UNESCO World Heritage 

 
26 Jagati: Jagatī refers to the base part of the Hindu Temple.    
27 Jangha: Jangha is the vertical section of the wall which encloses the rear and sidewalls of the 

Garbhagriha. 
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Convention). The recognition of the enduring power of sandstone by a global institution 

speaks volumes about how the material base and bastion of the monument complex has 

become its overriding characteristic. 

Interestingly, the Khajuraho temple complexes are not limited to demonstrating 

their full visual panoply. Indeed, they have some inscriptions whose script is 

indecipherable because it is utterly obsolete in contemporary India. Despite the 

incomprehensibility of those inscriptions placed on the front porch of Lakshmana 

Temple, their implied thrust makes the entire temple historic. The inscriptions, 

whatsoever purpose they serve vis-à-vis the visual pageantry of the temple complexes, 

are undoubtedly living proof of the fact that medieval Central India was not confined to 

the cultivation of oral literacy only, symbolic rendition, and practice of visual rhetoric; on 

the contrary, it had practiced writing literacy to a large extent. Congruent with this is the 

research finding that the visual ensemble of then-Indian lives in the central region of 

India is partly a visual translation of the events and incidents incorporated into some of 

the famous epics, narratives, and dramas of medieval central India. With this in mind, it 

is worth quoting Jinah Kim, who writes: 

Another earlier example of the Prasasti inscription in Khajuraho issued by 

the Chandelle king Yasovarman, dated sambat 1011 (953-954 CE), states 

a precise aim of presenting the text in beautiful letters unequivocally. The 

inscription is placed at the entrance porch of the Lakshmana temple at 

Khajuraho and is written in the Siddhamatrka script. (51) 

 

As expected, the scenes and incidents portrayed on the exterior walls of the temples are 

culled from the popular writings of famous authors from medieval central India. The 

visual depictions on the architectural panels of the Khajuraho temples were a conscious 

attempt to facilitate an adequate circulation and distribution of manifold messages of 
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public importance because the temples were deemed a public sphere to foster mass 

literacy. As such, the medieval inhabitants of central India had yet to take to the practices 

of orality and visuality to the exclusion of writing literacy. 

Writing literacy had already grown considerably before the culmination of visual, 

oral, and iconographical practices in India. While numerous versions of rhetorical and 

literacy practices were vying to gain the upper hand, “the contestation persisted longer 

than usual, finally giving rise to a negotiation (Kim 54). On the question of this 

negotiation resides an understanding of space as disclosive of the shape of time, with the 

notion of space emerging from “connecting the dots between the written and the visual 

and seeing the space that emerges therein” (Kim 54). Stated another way, medieval 

central India appears to have privileged the role of space in expanding the negotiation of 

divergent practices of literacy and rhetoric. 

The architecture of the Khajuraho temples displays a gracious blend of a wide 

array of architectural styles, including Nagara28 and Dravidian.29 The persuasive power of 

the architecture lies in its capacity to activate the mind's eye since the overall effect of the 

architecture stems from the temples built on a high platform called a plinth. Moreover, 

the architecture overwhelms the judgmental flair of visitors with its intricately carved 

pillars, lintels, and ceilings. The most sublimely suasive sensations are likely to be 

experienced by most visitors who are amazed seeing the temples featuring multiple spires 

rising above the main sanctum. Despite its jaded and overwhelmingly overarching 

 
28 Nagara Style: Nagara Style or North India Temple style is a unique form of architecture developed in the 

hills of Kumaon, Garhwal, Himachal and Kashmir.  
29 Dravidian Style: Dravidian architecture or the South Indian temple style is an architectural idiom in 

Hindu temple architecture that emerged in the southern part of the Indian subcontinent or South India and 

in Sri Lanka, reaching its final form by the sixteenth century. 
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superstructure, the architecture of Khajuraho monuments keeps to the precision of the 

layout of the temples. In point of fact, the ultimate augustness of the architecture does not 

reside in its proportion and arrangement only. It rests on the overall layout that tends to 

generate ambience. Let's get down to the specifics: the architecture sounds rhetorical in a 

manner most explicit by being a backdrop for the modeling of the stories, narratives, and 

symbology that had already taken root in the soil of the public imaginary. Many frieze 

carvings are a narrative account entrenched in the stone walls and columns that constitute 

the architecture of the temples. The more profound people's passion for transcendence, 

the higher and more monumental the architecture of the monuments. The architecture 

becomes rhetorical by being a backdrop for the modeling of traditions, myths, legends, 

manuals, and rituals. 

The Contemporary Use and Value Attributed to the Monuments 

Researchers and scholars have written about the Khajuraho temples, looking into 

their various dimensions. Among them, Robert Perinbanayagan is one member who 

explored the temples from the perspective of the rhetoric of emotion. One of his 

conclusive findings is premised on the assertion that the panels of erotic and sensuous 

icons—which abound on the exterior of the temples—would spawn emotions fraught 

with their rhetoricity. For Perinbanayagan, the sensual and the pious coexist 

harmoniously, offsetting all the anomalies inherent in the temples' discordant and jagged 

structural configuration. When these temples were actively observed prior to being 

enveloped by centuries-long oblivion, they presented “the essential theses of their 

religions: a sensuous life and pious one can coexist in harmony with each other” 

(Perinbanayagam 165). The rhetoric of emotions, which arise from the coexistence of 
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opposite spheres of life, serves as an invitation to manage variegated realms of activities 

in human life.  

The icons installed on the panels of the temples’ exterior are given to engendering 

invitational appeal. Referring to this possibility, Perinbanayagam writes, “They are 

indeed invitations to the devotees to live their lives in all aspects of complementarity. The 

sculptures seem to invite the viewers to have good sex but do watch the hearth, home, 

and farm too” (165). The role of the rhetoric of emotions is not so much one of 

magnifying the monumentality of the temple but of fostering the coexistence of the 

sensuous and the spiritual, the mundane and the transcendental, the fragmentary and the 

holistic. This role has left its footprint on the website of the UNESCO World Heritage 

Convention, which is framed this way: “The composition and finesse achieved by the 

master craftsmen give the stone surfaces of the Khajuraho temples a rare vibrancy and 

sensitivity to the warmth of human emotions”. Doubtless, the monument’s capacity to 

effectuate the affective warmth of enduring emotions is proverbial. 

Shirley Kaufman’s reflection on Khajuraho temples is close to that of 

Perinbanayagam, with her keen awareness that Khajuraho temples act rhetorically by 

keeping all types of evil desires at bay. An American-Israel poet noted for her sense of 

poetic sensibility, Kaufman set herself on a trip to the temple complex site to hear an 

inspiring story about the temples. At her first glance at the Khajuraho temple site, she 

exulted in the spectacle of the unparalleled beauty of the temples and was so mesmerized 

by the beauty of these temples that she could not help but compose a short poem. Her 

urge to compose a poem on the temples came hard on the heels of her being awake to a 

set of condescending remarks about the temples in circulation: In 1836, a British officer 
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rediscovered the Khajuraho temple and construed that this temple is remarkable work, 

but some sculptures are vulgar, which makes the vicinity of this temple 

vicious…Alexander Cunningham declared the sexual posture on the statue on the temple 

wall and the exposition of nudity and sexuality in temple sculpture as loathsome (Singh 

7-8). Kaufman composed the poem “The Temples of Khajuraho”—one that captures her 

sense of wonder at the marvelous beauty of the temples, along with their transformative 

power. In a poetically heightened moment of creation, she goes too far to characterize the 

temples as “an inexhaustible cheerfulness”; “it is the art we are after art,” “all the dark 

versions of desires are locked out behind the fence…Twice a day we walked to the 

temples while they ran after us… the body remembering what it wants…” (1-3). The 

expression of her emotions should not be received as a heightened and intense outburst of 

her appreciation of Khajuraho art and architecture. Here what is interesting is a condition 

in which a craft is begetting another art by posturing a human as the intermediary. Far 

from being an effusive admiration of Khajuraho art, her poem is a classic example of how 

the enduring affect unleashed by Khajuraho monuments impacted the entire limbic 

system of the poet inside out, making her not just a thinking machine that feels but a 

feeling machine that thinks. 

In the same line with exploring the effectivity of the visible surface of some 

Khajuraho temples, Gregory D. Alles comes to the front, comparing The Kandariya 

Mahadeva temple with the Parthenon, and identifies some differences among the 

structures of Khajuraho monuments and Parthenon. Thereupon, he looks into the role of 

the visible surface, including the hidden mass of the Kandariya Mahadeva temple. Unlike 

Peribanayagam and Kaufman, Alles takes on a posture of taciturnity in connection with 
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the rhetorical effect of the temple’s visible surface and hidden mass, making room for 

readers at large to surmise his motivation behind discerning how the interplay between 

the visible surface and the hidden mass conjures up force cogent and convincing. Despite 

her oblique leaning concerning the issue above, she does not dither about characterizing 

the relationship between the surface and the mass as a ‘dialectical difference,’ the reason 

being that “In the Kandariya Mahadeva temple…the relation of the hidden and the 

manifest is what we might call the dialectical difference, with the proviso that the 

structure emphasizes not space which allows for the operation of the senses, but mass, 

which does not allow the sight to pass” (14). Stated lucidly, on both the temple's exterior 

and interior walls, the space allows for the free play and movement of the senses. In 

contrast, the mass wants to grab the senses of onlookers and observers who come to see 

the temples in a manner most curious. The mass has an affective power—a power to hold 

in symmetry and cadence the sensory responses of the visitors; plus, the space allows for 

movement, whereas the mass pushes back on such freedom for play. 

Alles's closing thought on the role of space/mass duality is reflected in his case 

for the centrifugal receptacle through which the affective forces percolate around the 

temple. As previously reported, “the stronger the centrifugal movement, the stronger the 

conviction that some powerful, hidden mass stands behind all the manifestations, 

irrupting with its powerful impulse. The lesson of the temple is that this mass is not 

entirely inaccessible” (Alle 14). The power of mass resides in many things: the 

materiality, the interplay of space and mass, the momentum with which the forces 

percolate, and various items associated with such an intricate actionality. 
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A considerable body of literature exists on how medieval India projected the 

grandeur of her aesthetic, architectural, and sculptural accomplishments through temples, 

which abounded in India in hundreds of thousands of numbers. What makes medieval 

Hindu temples aesthetically rich and technically sophisticated are images, icons, figures, 

shrines, symbols, and various geometric shapes with spiritual significance. Given this 

aesthetic culmination and technical perplexity, Raju Kalidos specifies, “Indian Art is 

kaleidoscopic in dimensions. There are iconographical forms that are outspoken 

regarding their thematic and symbolic attributes. Some of them are unique thematically 

but enigmatic symbolically” (335). Some exempla are Nandi iconography, Varaha 

iconography, dancing Ganesha, the iconography of a Chandel prince subduing an 

aggressive mythical creature on the outskirt of one of the Khajuraho monuments, and so 

on. The kaleidoscopic façade of the Medieval temples and arts, including the Khajuraho 

temples, is marked by common and convincing properties, beautiful and bizarre, and 

affective and quotidian. The bas-relief carvings comprise a dancing session in which a 

dance teacher instructs their students, traders on camels heading toward their intended 

destination, and girls drying their hair, a monkey applying its trick on a lady whom her 

attendant escorts. Like these scenes, many quotidian, day-to-day activities on the relief 

carvings exist. Still, the carvings on each successive row around the exterior of each 

monument are rich in pleasantly surprising, religiously sober, and pruriently torrid 

carvings. 

In the spirit of inquiry discussed above, Michael Meister attempted to decode both 

the symbolic icons and the morphology of the temple because of the erstwhile Indian 

tradition of temple-making. Compared to the earlier design of temples constructed prior 
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to the Khajuraho temple complexes, the symbolic semblance of Khajuraho temples 

reflects a mature gradation of the concept of design and symbol clusters. Consistent with 

this interpretation is an understanding that “in its planning, elevation, and decorative 

veneer, the temple can be shown in specific ways to construct the reality it was meant to 

represent” (Meister 395). Though Meister’s approach to studying the Khajuraho temples 

resembles a semiotic system, he does not seem susceptible to resorting to a 

historiographic mode of investigation. In effect, his fondness for decoding the symbols 

supposedly appears to be initiated by their indices to realistic content, which exposes the 

limit of his analysis. To Meister, “Iconic sign value for the monument was essential to 

making its use effective. Regarding Charles Sanders Peirce's semiotic categories, the 

temple could both be and stand for its meaning” (395). What a temple affectability 

Meister discerned operating around the temple complexes is, in all likelihood, remains 

obfuscating, driving into a grey area his preference to find double meanings buried 

beneath the veil and veneer of the symbols. 

The above reflection on the effectiveness of the monument entered another 

domain of inquiry into the ‘alogos’, rhetoric of animals displaying an active sense of 

involvement in a world of human activities. On the temple panels of Khajuraho, the 

sculptural icons have been widely conceived as a testament to the fact that animals 

participate in the world of humans. In the world of humans, animals participate, revealing 

the subtle stroke of participation suggestive of a masterful nuance of representation as 

well as an artistic intervention. On the exterior of one of the temples at Khajuraho, a 

figure of a man is depicted having sex with a woman, with the other two ladies 

supporting the couple immersed in copulation. The copulatory posture, as depicted on the 
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temple wall, is somewhat torrid and titillating; it goes one step ahead, becoming an 

overtly amatory pose counterpointed by an icon of a figure of an elephant expressive of 

the feeling of shame and a smile. About this smiling elephant, James Sloan Allen writes, 

“I would like to think the smiling elephant of Khajuraho possesses that kind of cheer. So, 

among the abundant metaphors and images of India, the one I would most wish to be 

transfigured by is that wise elephant’s smile” (340). Since the smiling elephant is placed 

beside a couple thoroughly indulgent in excess and exuberance of copulation, it is by no 

means uncertain about deducing the conclusion that the elephant smiled upon, having 

seen the copulating couple assisted by their female attendants in achieving their sexual 

feat. 

Traditional scholarship proposes that because these temple icons comprise figures 

of erotic couples, deities, celestial nymphs, and warriors, the art critics view them as 

iconic signifiers positioned on every panel of temple infrastructure to cast forward a 

powerful sense of complementarity. Against the backdrop of this traditional scholarship, 

Alphonso Lingis expresses his summative assessment in a compact diction, “That is why 

the men of Khajuraho do not personalize, for example, power and the women's grace. It 

is false and Platonic to say that there is at Khajuraho something like a vitrus-virility and 

femininity-receptivity complementarity” (66). At its core, complementarity as a 

substantive principle of the iconography of the temples does not bear within itself the 

essence of rhetorical complexity—a pivotal clue to the projective rendition of the temple 

complexes’ monumentality. 

Lingis’s analytics exceeds the bound of complementary and foregrounds an aura 

of entanglement, from which no object associated with the temples' inner and outer 
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dimensions is immune. To be more specific, “the women of Khajuraho are indeed 

clinging, yielding, and twinging, but it is not true that the men are therefore trees about 

which these vines are seeking support. They, after all, end up upside down or entangled” 

(Lingis 66). Taken in sum, a wide array of activities is depicted on the temples’ niches, 

recesses, pediments, and panels, without any distinct motive of dropping a clue about the 

embedded attribute of complementarity and realism—an earmark of the temple complex. 

On top of that, Lingis’s analysis matures into sophistication as he explores the contrast 

between the Sikhara design of the Khajuraho temples and the Doric architectural design. 

What makes Lingis’s understanding a bit tainted is his insistence on Hellenic art and 

architecture as a window from which to see the Khajuraho temples from the proper 

perspective. What he so flamboyantly eulogizes in Doric art and architecture is how the 

petrified is introduced to life by carving “tensions and counter-tensions in musculation, in 

the mechanism of bones and sinews, as though life is a force or will power” (69). To be 

sure, the proper perspective he opted for is tilted toward affirming in a manner most 

unqualified the cadence and charism of Western art and architecture. As a matter of fact, 

the lively and the lofty rather than the petrified come within the sculptural purview of the 

Khajuraho temples.  

Any attempt to sightsee Khajuraho temples and summarize our multitudinous 

impressions would never be complete if we do not consider an outline of the 

Archaeological site museum of Khajuraho that is not far from the temple complexes. This 

site museum is within an arm’s throw of the Khajuraho temple complexes. In 1910 AD, 

W. E. Jardine, a political agent of Bundelkhand, observed the loose sculptures and other 

cultural remains being scattered around the site of the Khajuraho monument. Jardine was 
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working on the British colonial administration in India at that time (Sharda 2). At the 

approach of hundreds of precious cultural artworks being left around the mounds of those 

temples that had collapsed over the course of hundreds of years, Jardine decided to create 

a museum to preserve those objects left in ruins—thus came Jardine Museum in 1910 

AD. Many broken statues and disjointed artifacts were collected by Jardine and placed in 

the museum he established (Sharda 2). The reasons behind Jardine establishing a museum 

after his name are a keenness of his interest in the preservation of arts and the obligatory 

pressure of having to be a part of the civilizing mission of British colonialism. 

Outwardly, his site museum came into establishment in 1910 AD out of the abundance of 

Jardine’s love for arts and artifacts of India. The justifying goal of laying the foundation 

of the museum is to promote civic identity and persuade museumgoers in any way, shape, 

or form. The direct purpose is to set up a site museum for the preservation of scattered 

and neglected objects of art so that museumgoers would view them in their in-situ 

position. This museum was brought into establishment in the hope that museumgoers will 

continue to observe these preserved objects of temple art in relation to their authentic 

aura.   

Unlike other artistic and cultural artifacts housed in some museums as such, 

which are decoupled from their original aura of creation, the Jardine Museum of 

Khajuraho housed the fragmented artifacts with a conviction that the museumgoers could 

visually approach them, in keeping with their embeddedness in the surroundings where 

they were created. Following the independence of India from the colonial rule of Britain, 

the momentum for affirming the authenticity of Indian arts and cultures spread rapidly; as 

a result, Jardine Museum was baptized as the archaeological museum of Khajuraho in 
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1952, after the Archaeological Survey of India took over its charge (Punja 209-214). The 

present archaeological museum comprises five galleries. They have sculptures symbolic 

of the Jain, Brahmanical and Buddhist faiths. The museum houses more than three 

thousand sculptures and architectural members of which about 110 are on display (Punja 

209-214).  The tendency to leverage the in-situ positionality of artifacts housed in the site 

museum for the sake of preserving excavated and disjointed artistic works constitutes the 

hallmark of the site museum.   

In light of all these ideas and interpretations, this dissertation focuses on the 

musueality embeddedness in a place where artworks are/were crafted. Artworks rooted in 

their aura and atmosphere retain pure power to persuade visitors. Artifacts and paintings 

hung on the walls of museums are divested of their aura-filled ambience because those 

artifacts were created by artists who had lived somewhere in different periods. But the 

museality of the Khajuraho temples refers to their significance as a cultural and artistic 

heritage that attracts visitors and sparks interest and admiration. Since Khajuraho temples 

testify to the medieval era's social fabric, their museality is a cultural bridge connecting 

the present generation with the past. With its UNESCO designation, the museality of 

Khajuraho temples is enhanced, leading to an exciting influx of tourists, researchers, and 

art enthusiasts. The interaction between visitors and the local community contributes to 

cultural exchange and promotes understanding and appreciation of diverse cultural 

traditions. 
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The Iconography and Sculpture that Adorn the Outside and Inside of Khajuraho 

Monuments 

Indian sculpture in general has not uniformly received positive treatment in 

Western researchers’ writings. For example, in The Story of Civilization, Will Durant, in 

a tone pointedly critical, writes, “The sculpture in India never quite acquired the grace of 

her literature or the sublimity of her architecture, or the depth of her philosophy, it 

mirrored chiefly the confused and uncertain insight of her religions” (qtd. in Subramanian 

15). This remark gives an indication of the fact that the sculpture in India is restricted to 

just limited interpretive possibility, with all iconographic representation oriented toward a 

confounding process of indoctrination. 

 What moved Durant to indulge in this remark is hard to trace if we juxtapose it 

with a totally different thought on the subject of what sort of mind worked behind the 

construction of Indian sculptures. According to Durant, “The tolerance and gentleness of 

the mature mind, the quiet content of the unacquainted soul, the calm of the 

understanding spirit, and the unifying pacifying love for all living things” (qtd. in 

Subramanian 17)—these all created the fountainhead of India’s artistic expression. Partly 

agreeing with this line of criticism and partly exposing the lingering discouraging and 

censoring attitude of then-Indian subcontinent, Niloufer Ichaporia notes, “Westerners are 

direct in their examination of the features of Khajuraho temples, which remain 

problematic to the majority of Indian tourist. In contemporary India, where journals and 

movies are highly censored, Khajuraho offers an opportunity for loosening such rules 

with highly philosophical efforts to explain away such obscenity” (74). Not only a circle 

of scholars with an independent cast of minds but also then-society in the subcontinent 
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have demonstrated a stance of dubiety concerning the much-vaunted power of the 

monument complex to educate us on accepting life holistically. 

The much-admired and well-regarded presumption of toleration and universal 

acceptance, of which the majority of sacred monuments in the Indian subcontinent are a 

compelling manifestation, is challenged head-on by G. Verardi, who ushers in a different 

tenor of thought, “one main point on which modern identity has been constructed, that is, 

the claim of being the heir of a very special civilization characterized by catholicity and 

tolerance, risks to be seriously revised because that fondled past may appear more a myth 

than reality” (87). On radical construal, the ground reality tends to belie the much-

vaunted hype around the narrative of Hinduism as the oldest religion of religious 

toleration and universal acceptance, and of the ideology of Hindu exceptionalism. 

Turning away from this school of scholarship, Vidhya Dehejia, an adherent of the 

conviction that expression of love via employing a set of imageries used in visual 

representations is culture-specific, Vidya Dehejia studies the imageries of exuberant 

passions carved in stone on both interior and exterior walls of the Khajuraho temples. Of 

all the culture-specific depictions of life force and celebratory zeal which drive people 

through, the sculptural approach to portraying love and life force on the various outer and 

inner moldings of temples is unique. Adding additional clarity to this view, Dehejia 

notes, “Unique to India is the celebration of love in the form of three-dimensional graphic 

imagery carved in stone on the walls of Hindu temples… instead, being displayed on the 

outer walls of temples in a public arena, these erotic images met a much wider gaze” 

(98). More broadly, images feature an attribute of three-dimensionality without being 

limited to catering to the sensational passions of the circle of patrons, including those 
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who belonged to the upper echelon of then-society. The exhibition of sensually 

simmering images in the public arena strikes us as intended to ‘meet a much wider gaze.’ 

Dehejia and B.N. Sharma seem to be on the same page if we closely try to draw a 

parallel between their interpretations of iconography installed in Hindu temples in 

general and Khajuraho monuments in particular. According to Sharma, “The Khajuraho 

sculptures, which present a great variety of Hindu icons, also have several new 

iconographic types hitherto unknown in other parts of the subcontinent” (5). For him, 

scores of iconographies in Khajuraho monuments are rare art pieces such as “Images of 

Siva as Ekapada30, and Tripada Bhairava31 that are well-known from Rajasthan, Delhi 

Orissa, Tamil Nadu, and Nepal. But the master artist of Khajuraho also knew the 

iconography of four-legged Sadasiva32, probably not represented elsewhere in Indian art” 

(5). Seamlessly suasive and superlatively sublime in terms of sparking an alluring 

impression in sightseers, exemplary Sadasiva iconography—if viewed from Sharma’s 

angle—possesses the potential to transport and transfigure any sightseer looking at it 

even at the first moment of visual encounter. 

Unlike Dehejia and Sharma, Hiram W. Woodward seems dubious in affirming his 

analytical insight into multi-layered images, which is conspicuously reflected in the line 

that goes, “the iconographic analysis of the temple’s imagery is only partial, very far 

from exhaustive, and the relationship of this imagery to what can be found in older icons 

and temples is not yet clear” (27). His perception of the oblique feature of imagistic 

 
30 Ekapada: Ekapada refers to a one-footed aspect of the Hindu god Shiva. This aspect is primarily found in 

South India and Orissa, but also occasionally in Rajasthan and Nepal. The Ekapada is primarily represented 

in three iconographical forms. 
31 Tripada Bhairava: Tripada Bhairava means a three-footed deity.  
32 Sadasiva: Sadasiva is the Supreme Being in the Shaiva Siddhanta tradition of Shaivism. Sadasiva is the 

omnipotent, subtle, luminous absolute, the highest manifestation of Shiva. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_of_the_gods
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaiva_Siddhanta
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaivism
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patterning does not hinder him from further drilling down into how far the external and 

the internal imagery diverge in terms of fulfilling their respective roles. In short, he 

unravels the matter of “structural similarities between the imagery of the exterior and that 

of the interior…the exterior of the temple stands for the world in which we live, the 

interior for an inner world…The arousal of desire, as depicted in a key erotic scene …has 

a fixed place both in the social world…” (27). Interpretations of sculpted and engraved 

images and their unique spatial installation on the temple's interior and exterior walls 

might be subject to change. Nevertheless, the intended or untended arousal thrust of the 

chosen images is in no way detached from their vested sociality. It is challenging to 

surmise the intended thrust accurately, but their embeddedness in the spatiality of the 

temple’s infrastructural edifice is undeniably compelling. 

In line with the same thrust of images’ affectivity, Richard H. Davis—in his 

masterpiece Lives of Indian Images—put forward a somewhat different approach to 

construing Indian images which abound throughout temple monuments and museum 

sites. Each viewer seeing Indian images in museum sites or temple complexes, contends 

Davis, brings whatever knowledge and perspective their community held regarding those 

images (9). Audience members sightseeing the temple complexes are likely to apply 

some interpretive strategies they have accumulated along with their upbringing and 

indoctrination. The same image is usually subjected to the pluralistic ways of being 

viewed by sightseeing audience members. Even audience members, who view the images 

on the temple complexes’ exteriors, introduce their approach to viewing the temple 

images visually, which may run counter to the response strategies of the audience 

members belonging to the Indian subcontinent.  



 

 64 

Applying Stanley Fish’s theory of interpretive community, Davis brings to light 

how pluralistic strategies for responding visually to Indian images have been used 

knowingly or unknowingly by millions of temple visitors and sightseers. Reading temple 

images differs markedly from reading words on pages. The following extract taken from 

his book illustrates the point with a considerable degree of clarity: 

Viewing a stone or bronze sculpted icon differs from reading an 

arrangement of words on book pages. Still, the idea of interpretive 

communities—or, as I will prefer, “communities of response”—is just as 

valuable for considering the plurality of ways viewers approach and 

encounter a visual object. Here too, “meaning” emerges through the 

relationship of the image with the viewer, who brings his or her 

community’s own interpretive strategies to bear within the encounter. (9) 

 

Rather than prioritizing the archetypal essence of the images carved on the sacred 

infrastructure’s exteriority, Davis emphasizes ‘the relationship of image with the viewer.’ 

The essence of each image is bound to change, depending upon who interacts with the 

images visually and what sort of perspective and strategy the viewer applies while 

sightseeing the sacred monumental site. Davis’s co-option of Fish’s insight into the 

interpretive community assists him beyond belief in disclosing the dynamic and resilient 

attribute of Indian images. 

Davis’s analysis is not limited to uncovering the dynamic and resilient contour of 

Indian images. “An Indian religious image, however, does not appear to us in a museum 

the same as it does to Indian worshippers in a temple. How it is displayed, the frame of 

surrounding objects and the expectations the two audiences bring to their encounters with 

the object differ dramatically” (Davis 17). The audience in the site museum and the 

audience inside the temple complex are impacted by the same image, which probably 
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insinuates the impact of spatiality, environs, and materiality that forms the infrastructural 

foundation of the sacred monuments and entire heritage complex. 

Since the temple space welcomes both the sacred and the profane, images from 

the mundane and material world appear on various spots of the temple’s physical 

infrastructure: exteriors, interiors, panels, lintels, entrances, ceilings, and others. Uday 

Dokras takes stock of a varied gamut of images installed elsewhere in the temple 

complexes in his article “Khajuraho photo essay.” He finds bumptiously affective some 

of the iconic images of nymphs and couples captured in an ecstatic moment of sensual 

encounter. Bumptious sensual energy appears to hemorrhage from every panel and lintel 

of the temples’ exteriors, and on this subject, Dokras emphatically remarks, “Twisting, 

broad-hipped and high-breasted nymphs display their generously contoured and 

bejeweled bodies on exquisitely worked exterior wall panels. These fleshy apsara run riot 

across the surface of the stone, putting on make-up, washing their hair, playing games, 

dancing and endlessly knotting and unknotting their girdles” (45). Even the cursory 

glimpse of these images of female bodies, with their rhythmic grace and seductive 

suppleness, render the entire exterior walls sensually ignitable. The forefront of the 

temples’ infrastructure is so designed that the images installed on it cater to the shared 

passion for the affective and the sensational. The display of images of varied types on the 

front mantle of the temple complexes doubtless tends to evoke a comprehensive 

trajectory of affectivity that temple visitors can feel with every ounce of their being.  

Having identified these critical components of the Khajuraho temple complexes, 

this dissertation examines how they tend to achieve what they were designed to achieve 

through ambient rhetoric. The factors that contribute to the spectrum of ambient rhetoric 
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are susceptible to quantification: (a) the architectural layout of the temple; (b) the 

sculptural semblance and spectacle; (c) the sacred space and the exigency that shaped its 

configuration; (d) the exigency-driven induction and installation of icons and images on 

the various spots of the temples’ infrastructural edifice; (e) the embeddedness of the 

temples’ in the surroundings and the local topography; (f) the material component 

furnished by the Vindhya range. Before probing the respective contributions of these 

potent aspects of the temple complexes to the creation of ambient rhetoric, the next 

chapter will present an overview of some of the methodologies I would have to apply to 

assess the hypothesis and to answer a host of research questions proposed in the first 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Ambient Rhetoric: Analytics for Exploring All Corners of Rhetorical Production 

An architect of ambient rhetoric, Thomas Rickert introduces the ambient 

dimension of rhetoric without sounding much more radical in terms of his tone and 

attempts to complement and elevate rhetoric to a new level. Like many theorists of 

rhetoric who sought to usher in ground-breaking concepts, Rickert is not in a rhetorical 

situation so much as in a rhetorical life world. Before outlining a crop of specifics of 

ambient rhetoric, he picks up on the French word ‘terroir.’ He explains how place and 

ecological context bring a rhetorical endeavor into full swing. Etymologically, ‘terroir’ 

refers to “the vineyards from a particular region. It comes from ‘terre,’ which 

viticulturalist use to mean the land where grapes were grown” (Rickert, Preface IX). A 

particular region where grapes are produced in abundance is said to have had a uniform 

soil type and weather that go into giving recognizable character to the wines that result. 

The flavor and taste of wine are an upshot of the place, region, and temperature. 

However, the fermentation process and the brewery's tech-aided system are undeniably 

part of how the quality of wine shapes up.  

By way of illustration, Rickert insists that “terroir prioritizes the ‘somewhereness’ 

of the earth over the ‘nowhereness’ of, say, only loosely sourced supermarket wines, to 

the extent of emphasizing the land over the grape” (Preface, IX). This line highlights the 

powerful part place can play in human production. Rickert’s illustration admits the 
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contribution to wine’s quality of the sky, ground, surrounding, place, weather, and others. 

On the strength of this example, he argues that “place comes to bear up and impart 

meaning through practices and discourses that conjoin all the disparate but interconnected 

viticultural and enological elements” (Preface X). Putting on display the ritualistic 

aspects of wine, Rickert forwards this analogy and postulates that “rhetoric in this sense 

is ambient…it surrounds; it is of earth, both in the most mundane of senses and in 

Heideggerian idiom, as that which withdraws from meaning and relationality” (Preface 

X). The place is construed as a receptacle for that rhetoricity that comes to visibility and 

then returns to invisibility, making the whole ambient process opaque and arcane. 

However, Rickert steps up by specifying ambient rhetoric’s impact and dwells on some 

fundamental premises: “The dissolution of the subject-object relation, the abandonment 

of representationalist theory of language, an appreciation of nonlinear dynamics and the 

process of emergence, and the incorporation of the material world as integral to human 

action and interaction, including the rhetorical arts” (Preface XII). Tied to the centrality 

of relationality, materiality, and nondualist conception, ambient rhetoric is slated to 

morph into a living practice—a practice that claims to be prior to the symbolic, that 

affirms rhetoric as a responsive way of revealing the world for others, that conceptualize 

language as a house of being, and that proposes truth as Aletheia/unconcealment (Rickert 

77-244). 

A truth-disclosing practice that tends to foster a holistic worldview endemic to the 

surroundings inhabited by a human-nonhuman-material ecosystem, ambient rhetoric 

gives every evidence of being a culmination of rhetoric in its totality. Needless to say, it 

is a synthesis of all breakthrough concepts of rhetoric. Abiding by these key ideas 
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regarding ambient rhetoric, I primarily elaborate, in this chapter, on how ambient rhetoric 

redefines language and discusses the spatial conception of kairos, the tradition of chora, 

and four significant pillars of ambient rhetoric: Affect, embodiment, materiality, and 

world.  

The available inscriptions on the Khajuraho monuments provide limited 

information about the Chandel patrons and the guilds involved in their construction, 

making it challenging to separate facts from legends. Additionally, there is a lack of well-

documented written history of medieval central India. This poses a significant challenge 

for visitors who are not well-versed in South Asian religions, visual culture, and material 

rhetoric to fully comprehend the complex meaning and significance of the monument 

complex. Consequently, the role of language in unraveling the nuanced rhetoric of the 

monuments is inherently limited, leaving room for nonlinguistic, nondiscursive, and 

extra-discursive forces to play a significant role. Even the symbolism, artifacts, and 

iconography found both on the exterior and interior of the monuments can perplex 

sightseers from outside the Indian subcontinent.  

To decipher the deeper meaning behind each sculpture, icon, and carving, it is 

crucial to have knowledge about Buddhist belief in the nonexistence of self and the 

concept of nothingness, Jain beliefs in non-absolutism, and the Hindu theory of 

incarnation/avatar. Thus, in addition to understanding the disclosive function of language 

in ambient rhetoric, it is necessary to explore how nondiscursive, preoriginary, and choric 

forces contribute to the diffusion and dispersal of persuasiveness and emotional impact. 

When individuals claim to be influenced by choric vibes, places-based kairos, and the 

interplay of material-discursive forces, finding a reliable way to access their persuasive 



70 

experience becomes challenging. Language-based approaches, symbol-driven models, 

and representationalism-related strategies all prove ineffective in capturing the inner 

suasive experiences of those who have undergone such encounter. To gain insight into 

the factors that have influenced someone’s persuasion, the most reliable means is to 

analyze their personal narrative, utilizing narrative methods to capture the subtleties of 

the persuasion process. Therefore, it is crucial to delve into a comprehensive discussion 

of chora, place-based kairos, the disclosive function of language, affect, embodiment, and 

worldliness in this chapter.  

Ambient Stance on Language 

Before grasping some core tenets of ambient rhetoric, it is good to know how 

language is viewed within ambient context. Language in the context of ambient rhetoric 

does not have the same bearing as it does in a scene that tends to highlight language's 

communitive and persuasive function. Rhetoric’s ambient scenario does not tear down to 

pieces language’s communicative and persuasive strength. In other words, for clarity's 

sake, we can take ambient assemblage as an example. Ambient assemblage, in its 

generative thrust, accepts language's persuasive power; however, it is not happy with the 

way language has been leveraged into being a powerful tool for persuasion. Ambient 

rhetoric tries to extend the domain of rhetoricity, stemming solely from language, 

language games, and linguistic monism. It has a battery of strategies to succeed in this 

goal. In this connection, it seems relevant to mention Richard Paget, who understood 

language to have emerged from pre-symbolic gestures (Hawhee, Moving 107). Paget 

ultimately means the rootedness of language in pre-symbolicity, which may not be 

subject to a discursive process of externalization but keeps exerting its subtle suasive 
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spell when language is activated and then brought to its rhetorical game. Paget's 

conception of language seems analogous to Debra Hawhee's assertion that language 

emerges from gesture "almost literally from hand to mouth" (Moving 117). Stated 

precisely, bodily gesture grows into language; language is not far removed from the 

gestural.  

Through the smooth and subconscious flow of rhythm, tone, and tic, the gestural 

that shapes the gestural mechanics of language gains its traction. This standpoint of 

Hawhee, which was inspired by her deep commitment to the theory of the rhetoric as 

embodied practice, concurs with Timothy Crusius's stipulation that if embodied 

involvements are to be treated as an anvil on which language's gestural mechanics is 

hammered, no mind/body duality exist and, in turn, give rise to the notion of language as 

an embodied performance that mobilizes rhetoric in the dramatic movement of bodies 

(38). Crusius stresses the nondualist conception of language while dwelling on a 

connection between embodiment and language from the vantage point of performance.  

For language's clandestine affair with the world of affectability preceding the siren call of 

symbolicity, it becomes imperative to bring Kenneth Burke's proposition about 

language's flirtation with intuition and nonverbal elements.  

Of some nonverbal elements, intuition is one of which Burke wrote about 

extensively in Attitudes Toward History. According to Burke, the rise of language as the 

multiplier of discursive interaction to the point of plumbing the depth of linguistic 

monism, including the exclusion of the pre-intelligible sway of sensation, has blocked 

access to experiencing the inexpressible, the nonverbal, and anything that might not come 

to the linguistic fold so quickly. In Burke's own words, "Our primeval ancestors, by 
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learning a language, no longer experienced a sensation as sensation" (qt in Rickert 167). 

However suppressive the language game might be, and regardless of the sensation's 

dormancy in the event of epistemological rhetoric and linguistic monism, it keeps leaving 

its invisible imprints on language. The background of sensation comprises various 

unexpressed elements, such as an inarticulate intuition about which Burke is cheerful. To 

him, this inarticulate intuition is "essential to our acting with" (qtd in Rickert 168). Thus 

comes no question of relegating the inarticulate and nonverbal if a rhetorical assemblage 

were to be leveraged into being holistically persuasive for audience members on all fronts 

of the sensory receptacle. 

Burke's bringing back to the fold of rhetoric's sensorium is not ungrounded in the 

world rich in materiality, which amounts to saying that his theoretical thrust is not 

directed at invoking sensorium, sensation, inarticulate intuition, and a slew of the 

nonverbal. The reason could be much deeper than that. It is connected to the fundamental 

ontological reality that pertains to humans as one actant among many in producing 

knowledge. As a stipulator famed for his twin postulations—human is a symbol-using 

animal and rhetoric is essentially an act of belonging—Burke has been deemed as less 

assertive and articulative of the ambient contour of language, which grows out of the 

melding of matter and meaning, along with the surroundings and background 

choreography. At one point, he vocalized his trust in the involvement of the world in the 

sentences that go, "…to be a human being in the world necessarily involves intuiting that 

the world gives rise to meaning since meaning emerges via the accretion of layers of 

abstraction over bodily emotion and gesture" (qt in Rickert 170). Thus, the rhetorical 
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function of language in this context is to do justice to content, thought, and ideas rooted 

in the layers of accretion and abstraction. 

Because of this ambient and embedded nature of language, it does sound relevant 

and contextual to bring in Nietzsche's articulation: Language is a mobile army of 

metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphism. Truths are a total of human relations of 

which we have forgotten that they are illusions (3). Language as a mobile array of 

metaphors does bring to the fore the idea of a dynamic movement and phenomenon to 

which the linguistic process of accretion is amenable and from which language obtained 

its ambient involvement. There is no philosopher except Martin Heidegger, whose 

philosophy of language prefigured not only the proto-ambient concept of language but 

also laid the groundwork for a quasi-ontologizing of language, which is tantamount to 

saying that the function of language shifted from communicating truth and reality to 

revealing the truth, or presenting things as they are. Heidegger says, "…Language is at 

once the house of being and the home of the human essence" (274). This bold utterance 

has still been a hard nut to crack, with its tacit thrust to an implication that the function of 

language shifted from communicating truth to revealing the truth, or presenting things as 

they are. This remark of Heidegger gives an ontological conception of language that 

transcends the erstwhile understanding of language's communicative and rhetorical 

function. Departing from the communicative and persuasive orientation of language, 

Heidegger wants language to play the role of revealing reality; according to him, 

language-based generative construction is less a representation of what it intends to 

introduce but more a presentation of things, objects, situations, and ideas in their state of 

worldly involvements, and of their embeddedness in the surroundings. Express 
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differently, Heidegger gave himself to asserting that it has been hard to access things as a 

whole due to the current mode of projection, discursive delivery, and comprehension of 

knowledge predicated on dichotomy and rationality-driven reductive analytics.  

In light of this limit of language's reception in the arena of epistemic rhetoric, 

Heidegger intervenes with his ontological take on language: language reveals being, 

meaning that language is not restricted to being used as an explicit or communicative 

goal, but it goes up higher than this and becomes a passage to our worldly involvements 

whose existential constitution lays claim on the entire spectrum of our bodily and 

ontological experience. With Heidegger's condensed and imprecisely polysemous 

utterance---language speaks us (qtd. in Dahlstrom 13-31)—we are gripped by language. 

Over a specific period, we struggle to learn the language, but after crossing this period, 

language begins to lay claim to us, making us inseparably invested in language 

mechanics. This arcane sentence—language speaks us—prefigures a gradual cut on the 

sovereign power of humans to wield language for various purposes. This also means that 

with each stroke of language's use for rhetorical and epistemic use comes the invocation 

of the forces, vibes, vibrations, sensorium, and preliminary forces which have been 

castigated as nothing in the event of language's dominion, and the pervasive empire of 

linguistic monism. To best understand Heidegger's quasi-ambient reclamation of 

language, it would be germane to mention the word 'Aletheia" (qtd. in Suvak 11). Alethia 

means un-concealment—aletheia-focused use of language is pivotal to un-concealment. 

As is usually apparent, any binary system of accessing truth tends to exclude many facets 

of the thing, though language boasts of encapsulating what is worth encapsulation. As a 
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consequence, Heidegger ascribes un-concealment as the targeted goal of language, which 

is the same way of replicating the previous idea that language reveals. 

The profundity of Heidegger's trust in the world-disclosing function of language 

has been simplified into an effusive statement: language gives being to the thing. This 

sentence, packed with profound insight, is further meant to explain that "For a word to 

function as a sign, it has to presuppose a matrix of relations that, insofar as it creates 

valuations and orderings, prepares places for the signifying names. There is a whole from 

which particular meanings get their vector or stand (Rickert 179-180). This means 

conceptual categories come in the middle between the traditional use of language and the 

thing/object being discussed and represented discursively, which eventually matches 

Burke's well-known statement that "a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing" (qtd in 

Rickert, Permanence, and Change 79). Even though critics at large are unanimous in 

admitting that Burke's conception of language carries with the separation between subject 

and object, it would not be wrong to deduce that Burke's symbolicity-driven rhetoric does 

have some ambient roots. 

The ambient conception of language has evolved from a matrix of various 

theoretical, linguistic, rhetorical, and philological streams of thought. Kellen Toohey's 

argument that new materialist conceptions of knowledge and language are relational, 

processual, and entangled (937-956) not only figures into a vibrant rendition of 

language's ambient entanglement but also treats language as one of the tools to uncover 

what language is potent enough to bring to the surface. Along the way, various ideas and 

insights were propounded by some theorists who liberated the status of classical rhetoric 

from the status of supplement and, in turn, have come up with various third terms—a set 
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of terms that manage to explore the persuasive forces characterized as extra-discursive 

and nondiscursive, which reside beyond the classical bound of language and language-

based model of representationalism—that redefine language and its corresponding 

relationship with rhetoric. To that end, some rhetorical moves appeared to have 

prefigured the emergence of that conception of language rooted in entanglement, 

ambience, and involvement. Thus, rhetoric's relationship to a logic of the supplement 

consistently “exceeds the performative relations in which it is emplaced” (Gamble and 

Hanan 268). Thus, it is safe to arrive at an inference that putting language on a proto-

ambient perspective is analogous to saying that language's sole thrust is to reveal the 

world. It does not weaken its scope for being dearer to rhetoric. 

The shifting role of language in the era of increasing complexity culture does 

have an immense potential for setting up a strong background for the emergence of quasi-

ambient rhetorical practice. In the text, The Moment of Complexity: Emerging Network 

Culture, Mark C. Taylor implies that all writing is ghostwriting (196). All writing, he 

insists, is haunted by countless numbers of un/knowingly assimilated, already-embedded, 

and tradition-steeped specters, thoughts, writings, images, events, and feelings of which 

writers at large may or may not be awake to their engrossing impact on anyone who 

wants to write (qtd. in Rickert 100). However original and fresh a stream of thought and 

rhetorical use of language might be, the fact that each so-called fresh thought and 

rhetorical praxis are a breakthrough achievement is a sheer myth in the era wherein 

emerging network culture has ruled the roost. In a candid tone, Taylor writes, “I, Mark C. 

Taylor, am not writing this book” (qtd. in Rickert 99). This declaration of Taylor appears 

to be a crescendo of an intellectual and critical development that started from Roland 



 

 77 

Barth's proclamation of the death of author, Friedrich Nietzsche's radical outcry of the 

death of God, and Michel Foucault's pronouncement of author as an ideological construct 

that functions in according with the principle of thrift in proliferation of meaning (qt in 

Rickert 106-107). This trend to slash the role of the creator in the process of coming up 

with something generative contributes a lot to weaken the foundation of the human 

creator and human rhetor. 

With this gradual weakening of the sovereign role of the creator, language's 

capacity to communicate truth and deliver it effectively started undergoing gradual 

change. Over time Heidegger's philosophy of language posited language as a portal, an 

abyss through which it is possible to peep into the domicile of being. As this anti-

sovereign status of human rhetor gained ascendancy, and with a deluge of nondualist 

ideas, insights, and rhetorical theorizations limiting language to its just domain of being a 

single actant in a non-totalizing rhetorical assemblage, the language continued to gather 

steam as an ambient part potent enough to spark far-reaching repercussions—one 

repercussion being kairos being reshuffled vis-à-vis place and space.  

The Re-worlding of Kairos 

In the golden age of Greece, kairos was the cornerstone of rhetoric. From Homer 

and pre-Socratic philosophers to Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero, kairos reigned sovereign in 

all major persuasive discourses. To some, kairos was analogous to an opportune time, 

while for others, it was closely associated with decorum and propriety. kairos as propriety 

gripped Cicero's imagination. To him, “The universal rule, in oratory as in life, is to 

consider propriety” (qtd in Sipiora and Baumlin, Foreword). Whether it is treated as 

synonymous with opportune time or propriety and decorum, it has worked as a catalyst 
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for making the success of scores of rhetorical practices. As claimed by Phillip Sipiora and 

James S. Baumlin, the concept of kairos became “a normative principle in Greek poets 

and playwrights such as Hesiod…Pindar, Aeschylus, Meletus, Euripides and Menander. 

However, kairos became a dominant concept, particularly in its pre-Socratic and pre-

Aristotelian influences” (3). With this in mind, Sipiora and Baumlin intend to say that 

practice of kairos and conversations around its shaping power was not restricted to 

rhetoric only; it was leveraged by both poets and philosophers alike. In the realm of 

rhetoric, it gained traction tremendously, culminating in being able to “plays a major role 

in the first sophistic movement, especially in the works of Protagoras and Gorgias. The 

legacy of kairos continues in Aristotle's taxonomy of rhetorical principles. It also 

assumed major importance in Plato's concept of philosophical rhetoric and Isocrates' 

rhetorical paideia” (Sipiora and Baumlin 3). With these scraps of evidence concerning 

kairos's pervasive power and persistence, it stands to conclude that it was pivotal to 

introducing and enacting all types of rhetorical practices. Though pushed to the fringe of 

exclusion from the fall of Rome to the dominion of Christian theology, kairos-driven 

rhetoric enjoyed its brief resumption during the Renaissance and finally, dwindled down 

to dormancy in the age of enlightenment and instrumental modernity. 

From the middle of the twentieth century, rhetoric, and its lynchpin, kairos, came 

to be resurrected, though it has been integral to rhetoric's success since the dawn of Attic 

rhetoric33. If kairos's unveiled ambient dimension in classical rhetoric is to be ignored, it 

simply means the right or opportune time to do something or the right measure of doing 

 
33 Attic rhetoric refers to the oratory taught at the rhetorical schools in Rome under Roman rhetors was 

greatly influenced by their stoicism and favored a direct style of speaking. This was called Attic style or 

Atticism (derived from the political Athenian tradition). Today it is often referred as the 'forensic' style. 
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something (Kinneavy 80). In Kinneavy's understanding of kairos, much has been made of 

the fact that kairos is rooted in the concept of time. More directly, from the age of 

sophistic rhetoric to the age of science and enlightenment, kairos has been comprehended 

in terms of its temporal dimension: an auspicious time that demands us to strike while the 

iron is hot or makes hay while the sun shines. However, Kinneavy keeps pinning his hope 

on the political and educational dimensions of kairos understood in consonance with its 

inherent component of temporality. Kinneavy's line of inquiry into kairos is carried 

forward by J. E. Smith, describing kairos as “a season when something appropriately 

happens that cannot happen just anytime—a time that marks an opportunity which may 

not recur” (4). Smith's attempt to simplify kairos is a continuation of Kinneavy's line of 

inquiry; however, he has given a tweak to this tradition-steeped notion of kairos, 

providing a somewhat crispy definition of Kairos as “a subject-situation correlation” (5). 

Despite Smith's tweak, it is clear that this correlation comes from the auspiciousness of 

time. Regardless of Smith's attempt at replicating the same temporal dimension in some 

well-packed terms, what is truly important is the difference between kairos and chronos 

he introduced, along with his tacit assumption that kairos and chronos are different sides 

of the same coin (qtd in Kinneavy and Eskin 433). The long and short of Smith's 

description of kairos and chronos is that kairos involves qualitative time, whereas 

chronos describes quantitative time. 

Though many rhetoric researchers put kairos on a pedestal and tried to paint an 

entrancing picture of kairos, what they have projected about kairos is its partial picture. 

They have exposed just a temporal dimension to kairos, excluding another vital 

dimension—that is spatial—from their discussions. As kairos' temporalization reached its 



 

 80 

peak, it began to be used as a substitute for many terms: convenience, decorum, due 

measure, fitness, fruit, occasion, profit, proportion, propriety, symmetry, tact, and wise 

moderation (Sipiora 1). The growing abundance of kairos's temporalization in the spirit 

of copia cruelly blocked the divulgence of its spatialization. Nevertheless, it does not 

mean pre-Socratic philosophers, rhetoricians, and poets, such as Homer, were not wary of 

the spatial dimension of rhetoric. They were aware of the spatialization of kairos, but the 

growing volume of discussion around kairotic temporality gained the upper hand and, 

resultantly, ignored its spatial dimension that is shot through with quasi-ambient 

attributes aplenty.  

As to Homer’s use of the term ‘kairion’ to specify ‘the deadliest spot’ in the body 

that an arrow could pierce, A. J. Murray believes that kairion reflects a new notion of the 

spatial dimension of kairos (qtd. in Rickert 77). Specifically, kairion unveils the 

rootedness of kairotic conception in bodily materiality; if the body is to be taken as a sort 

of spatial location, what kairion represents does provide fresh ground for discussing 

kairos in relation to the situation. Given this essence of kairos as a bodily materiality, it 

has become easier to understand that kairos is grounded in a sense of place. As Onians 

discussed, kairos referred to the concept of the whole, which can be best understood in 

terms of the workings of a loom. As the weaver weaves, there comes an opening in the 

warp through which the shuttle must pass, allowing the space to last only a moment, so 

that the time to make the shot through the warp is brief (Onians 346). This illustration of 

kairos exhibits it spatial dimension that emerged in Eric Charles White’s understanding 

as an invention-prompting concept, a concept that traces the success of a rhetorical act to 

a situation that adds up to the time being opportune and auspicious (13). This 
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acknowledgment of kairos’ orientation to the invention, attributable to an ensemble of 

philosophical, poetical, and rhetorical practices preceding the Socratic era, is pushed 

forward by Susan Jarratt Janet Atwill simultaneously. In Rereading the Sophists, Jarratt 

lavishly praises sophists’ abilities to “judge the circumstances obtaining at the moment of 

oration, its kairos” (11). Accordingly, a tactful and on-the-spot appraisal of a situation is 

before the very opportuneness of time. Moreover, she thinks that sophists were too 

shrewd to take cognizance of the shaping power of the case in which an oration is 

embedded. Much more emphatic remarks of Jarratt are found in her stipulation that 

sophists were perceptive to nomoi: community-specific customs and law (11). This 

explicit statement of Jarratt partly discloses an inchoate idea about the key to the success 

of sophistic rhetoric: acknowledgment of, and quasi-attunement to, the situation that 

plays out in kairos’s involvement with space, situation, and surroundings. In keeping with 

this spirit of inquiry into kairos, it would be germane to incorporate Janet Atwill’s widely 

known idea of the mastery of the moment, which equals deploying an art at the right 

moment in a particular situation—that brings a charisma to the true rhetor (58). Mastery 

of the moment, a source of the opportuneness of an engrossing dimension of spatiality, 

seems to have developed an emulation of the masters (Atwill 58). This accretionary layer 

of polysemous meanings of kairos makes it an ambient concept, with its inherent drift 

toward dissolving the subject-object binary. 

A somewhat different understanding has emerged in current discussions around 

kairos, with a discrete indication of new materialist logic of anti-binarism and non-

dualism. In what undoubtedly has become one of the most often cited quotations 

concerning kairos, Pythagoras saw kairos as encompassing a universal law in which 
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opposites bound together by harmony gives life to the universe (qtd. in Carter 110-111). 

At base, kairos is a state of balance in which form and content, including other polar 

opposite impulses, dissolve straightforwardly, unveiling the foundational principle of the 

creation of the universe. This approach laying out the specifics of kairos sounds murky 

and mystical in that Pythagoras is a mathematician-turned-mystic. In a micros sense, the 

notion of kairos as a balance holds within its essence a nondualist insight that undergirds 

an ensemble of ambient strategies. This refurbished and retrofitted notion of kairos works 

well in the rhetorical analysis of South Asian sacred monuments, forts, towers, and cave 

arts, including Khajuraho temples, because these arts, monuments and monumental 

edifices have been held as a concrete instantiation of an idea of living life harmoniously 

and holistically by admitting the equal role of the polar opposite impulses in life.   

In the interest of this ambient rhetoric-friendly notion of kairos, Debra Hawhee 

lightly diverges from the Pythagorean reclamation of kairos as a balance and treats 

rhetoric as the middle voice, as an invention in the middle, wherein “pro-visional subject 

working on and being worked on by surroundings (18). The idea of the middle as a 

space-time continuum, wherein kairos operates, has the advantage of freeing kairos from 

a subject and comprises a crop of scenarios that mediates rhetoric and situation, 

anticipating a concrete crystallization of ambient landscape in the early decades of the 

twenty-first century. 

While Hawhee’s understanding of kairos tends to dissolve subject-object 

dichotomy and to untangle kairos from the enclosure of subjectivity, John Muckelbauer 

frames it as the blurring of the interacting elements that lead up to the enmeshment of 

rhetor in a bundle of a wide range of actants and forces (523-528). Indubitably, all these 
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clusters of claims come under the situated nature of kairos in the interest of post-

humanization. This momentum for locating kairos in space gathered more steam over 

time when some vigorous efforts were made to ontologize kairos. Apart from limiting 

their discussions to kairos’ situated potential for being employed as a heuristic pushing 

back on Scott Consigny’s rethinking of kairos as a “radically subjective new moment” 

(qtd. in Rickert 86), Bernard Miller, Mario Untersteiner, and Victor J. Vitanja all address 

kairos as precisely not subjectivist. Evoking a Nietzschean worldview predicated on 

tragedy and excess, Untersteiner sets forth a ground-breaking statement: Kairos is not 

something that the subject leverages to the point of extremity (177-181). Along the line, 

what a subject/rhetor tends to exploit always escapes the bound of discursive 

configuration. Put most pithily, what subtly runs through is “the more originary, spatial 

usage of the notion of kairos” (Rickert 85). The more Untersteiner delved deep into 

kairos, the closer he moved to the ambiently gripping power of the situation. This insight 

Untersteiner found is dramatic in his remark: A rhetor’s decision is willed by kairos (qtd. 

in Rickert 87). A foundational finding from this quintessence of Untersteiner is that “the 

situation gives back” (78), which overlaps with Pythagorean kairos tracing the divine in 

human law.  

Making much of Untersteiner’s insight into kairos, Bernard Miller, who has been 

remembered for his solid rethinking of rhetoric from the prism of Heidegger’s 

hermeneutics, steps forward, shining a light on the difference between Plato’s kairos and 

Gorgian kairos and come up with a crucial claim that Plato’s kairos dichotomizes subject 

and object, whereas Gorgian kairos fuses subject and object (qtd. in Rickert 74-98). 

Throughout his reframing of rhetoric from Heideggerian ontology, as we move from 
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Miller to Vitanza, kairos comes to reveal its enmeshment in materiality. To clarify his 

irrationalism-inflected and materiality-mediated conception of kairos, Vitanza cited 

Friedrich Nietzsche, who boldly declared, “This world…a monster of energy, without 

beginning, without end…as a play of forces…Dionysian world of the eternally self-

creating, the eternally self-destroying…This world is the will to power—and nothing 

besides” (qtd. in Rickert 89). From this evocation of Nietzsche, Vitanza brings in a notion 

of kairos entrenched in materiality. At its core, kairos is worldly, according to Vitanza. 

Since the world crackles with energy, this worldly kairos is “the perpetual, always 

burbling right their possibility for creating something new, something irrational (qtd. in 

Rickert 89). This interface between kairos and worldly affect, including material 

enmeshment, witnessed the peak of its ambient evolution in Andy Clarke’s theorization 

of the subject as a process (qtd. in Rickert 92), which, in other words, amounts to saying 

that the subject is an actant embedded and embodied in dispersed and interactive flow.  

Clark’s ambient subject and their corresponding kairotic dimension fit in well 

with Paul Dourish’s summarization of Heideggerian phenomenology from which 

ontological rhetoric springs: “The world takes part in human activity not as mundane 

backdrop but as shifting relations of essential, contributing elements, discourses, and 

forces, all determinate place” (qtd. in Rickert 92). Digging a bit deeper, Heraclitus’s 

perspective on the synchronicity between diametrically opposite impulses seems to be on 

a par with Heidegger’s ontology of the world as a human dwelling that is left for rhetoric 

to bring to divulgence. Relatedly, kairos has been ambiently enmeshed in the gordian 

knot of the subject, situation, embodiment, materiality, and worldly affect, whether we 

are awake to its enmeshment or not. Place-based and space-based kairos can play a big 



 

 85 

role in understanding the ambient rhetoric of Khajuraho temples, with kairos referring to 

the opportune moment or the right time for effective communication. And when applied 

to the context of place and space, kairos adds a layer of understanding. By considering 

the place-based kairos, we can understand how the temples were situated in a specific 

landscape, incorporating natural elements, such as water bodies, hills, and forests, into 

the design. This integration with the environment reflects an intentional choice made by 

the temple builders to harmonize with nature and evoke specific emotions or experiences. 

The layout and architectural design of the Khajuraho temples contribute to the space-

based kairos.  

The Khajuraho temples are organized into three main groups: the Western, 

Eastern, and Southern. Each group contains multiple temples with distinct features and 

purposes. The spatial arrangement of these temples within the groups and their 

relationship to one another can create a particular rhetorical effect. For example, the 

positioning of temples in relation to the rising or setting sun, alignment with celestial 

events, or the strategic placement of focal points for worship or contemplation can 

enhance the overall experience and symbolism of the temple complex. Exploring the 

ambient rhetoric of Khajuraho temples involves understanding the communicative power 

embedded within the environment. The physical surroundings, including the natural 

landscape and the architectural elements, contribute to the temples' overall rhetorical 

appeal and message. By examining the place and space-based kairos, researchers and 

visitors can delve into the intentional choices made by the temple builders and gain 

insights into the cultural, religious, and aesthetic aspects of the Khajuraho temples. 
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Chora 

 

Substantial discussion on the topic of chora is found in Plato’s Timaeus, in which 

the interlocutor says, the chora is involved in the intelligible (qtd. in Rickert 49). Chora’s 

participation in the intelligible is perplexing. It continues to be an arcane parlance, 

notwithstanding Timaeus’s dialectical foray into the specifics chora. As Plato’s 

mouthpiece, Timaeus says many things about chora, which further obfuscates the essence 

of the term. If Timaeus’s intended thrust is to be packed in a determinate outline, it 

appears to be neither matter nor ideal form (qtd. in Rickert 50). Since chora fits into 

neither matter nor form, it is labeled a third term. Regardless of its dubious property, 

chora has received a uniformity of treatment as a place for the concept’s emergence. Put 

more pointedly, chora strikes us as a receptacle. With receptacle-like chora comes the 

possibility of chora built/interwoven into “the dramatic action and discussion of the 

dialogue itself” (qtd. in Rickert 50). In spite of chora being conjoined into a rhetorical 

and generative assemblage and of being a locus for invention, it is bound to be 

indeterminate in regard to its conceptual assertiveness.  

For all the dubiety and disorientation circling around chora, the tendency to take 

chora as a giver of life to artifice has continued, which in the due course of time emerged 

as dissolver of distinctions between the made and the born, techne and physis. Its 

liveliness appears to have tempted Plato who, in compliance with the utopian dictamen of 

his ideal republic, introduced chora as part of the notion of becoming, thereby branding it 

as a mediator between the sensible and the intelligible. But puzzle remains a puzzle. 
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when it comes to figuring out how it mediates, answer remains unclear. In the event of 

chora’s vacuous but vibrant connection to rhetoric, Aristotle, in acknowledgement of 

chora’s suasive spell, subsumed it under topoi and hyle. The Greeks’ proclivity to strike 

up intimacy with the choric dimension of both philosophy and rhetoric received a new 

tweak at the exceptional taxonomizing power of Aristotle.  

Available scraps of evidence shows that any rhetorical hunt for chora is likely to 

border on tracing the untraceable, which is proven by Timaeus’ confession that chora is 

most difficult to catch and apprehensible by means of a ‘bastard reasoning’ (qtd. in 

Rickert 55). Hobbled increasingly by the slippery semantics of chora, some theorists 

started viewing chora as just a background chorography, including surroundings and 

ecology. Put bluntly, it resurrected in ‘preoriginary’, ‘sensorium’ and ‘vector of material 

discursive forces’ in the twentieth century. This ongoing effort to tease out chora’s 

complex contour is foiled by Edward Casey’s somber statement: “Chora is something at 

once locatory and yet not itself located, permanent and yet invisible, underlying and yet 

insubstantial” (37). An impalpable phenomenon characterized by conflicting attributes, 

chora has been fascinating rhetoric scholars of all stripes from Platonism onward.  

Much as loosely and leniently redefined in Gregory Ulmer’s perspective, chora 

comes across as pivotal to developing new media-friendly strategies of rhetorical 

invention. Initially, Ulmer abides by the tradition of evolving scholarly debates around 

choric invention and proceeds to explore chora in the light of the emerging information 

ecosystem. In the tech-driven information environment, everything, including human 

rhetor, is expected to perform smartly. Far from pressing everyone to be smart, we began 

to make much smarter our informational and literacy-building platforms, as well as tech-
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enhanced venues for an exchange of personal views and responses. Once every 

practitioner of composing heuristics embarks on this smart electronic, tech-assisted and 

streamlined ecosystem, they are bound to apply a great deal of strategies to invent ideas. 

In the smart system of Ulmer, alphabetic heuristic alone is not sufficient. 

 Iconographic tracking is a research method commonly used in the study of visual 

rhetoric and iconography, which involves the systematic analysis and interpretation of 

visual elements, symbols, and motifs within a particular artistic or cultural context.  

In the case of Khajuraho temples, known for their intricate and elaborate 

sculptures and carvings, iconography tracking can provide valuable insights into the 

rhetorical strategies employed in creating and interpreting iconography. To that end, it is 

imperative to understand the historical and cultural context of the Khajuraho temples. 

equally important is a need to survey the sculptures and carvings in the Khajuraho 

temples and identify recurring themes, symbols, and motifs. This can include deities, 

mythological narratives, human figures, animals, and architectural elements. This process 

will be aided dramatically if scholarly works, research articles, and historical texts, which 

provide insights into the iconography and symbolism of the Khajuraho temples, are 

consulted. Creating a detailed catalog or database of the sculptures would be good as part 

of this process, documenting the specific elements, symbols, and figures depicted in each 

carving. Attendant to this curative process is the categorization of the iconography based 

on themes, narratives, or stylistic characteristics. By far, the best part of this process is 

analyzing the iconography in relation to the rhetorical strategies employed in the 

Khajuraho temples. In a large and liberal sense, rhetorical strategies are endemic to the 

local topography; hence, it is in our best interest to explore the cultural and religious 
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significance of the iconography within the broader context of the Khajuraho temples. in 

view of the pressure of these parameters, what is reasonable to infer is that the study of 

iconography and rhetoric is an interdisciplinary field, combining elements of art history, 

anthropology, religious studies, and cultural studies. It entails a profound engagement 

with the visual material and a nuanced understanding of the cultural context in which it 

was produced. 

Especially, in the digital and web-based system, multiple heuristics need to be 

brought into application to leverage generative potential into a complete harvest. This 

prospect is made clearer and convincing by Jeff Rice who writes: The best demonstration 

of choral moves on the web can be seen…”in the hypertextual link that allows writers the 

capability of developing threads around single words or ideas, and that requires readers to 

navigate these threads in various ways. The link is indicative of a new media push to 

reorganize space in terms of meaning construction” (Rhetoric 35). For Rice, the media 

environment is ambient, and he proposes that finding anything helpful and meaningful 

does not exist exterior to the ambient system. While immersing in the new media 

ecosystem for accessing something informative, invention happens in its own way, 

without requiring a swelling sense of human rhetor’s dominance. Other things being 

equal, invention is never outside the inventive process. It emerges in the main right from 

the smart operation of the ambient ecosystem of which new media is a part. This 

explanation of Rice is carried forward by Ulmer, which evolved into a concept of 

electracy.  

The term electracy refers to the skills necessary to tap into all advantages and 

affordances accruing from the pervasive application of multimedia, hypermedia, social 
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software, and virtual world. As reported by Ulmer, in the time and space of digital and 

tech-governed culture, the relation between a writer and their specific position is shifting, 

which invisibly and visibly have brought a parallel change in the erstwhile strategies and 

essence of choric invention. In the event of smart system-induced ambient invention that 

is choric in its spirit and entelechy, topic-based invention seldom has come to an end. 

Rather it is restricted to being one among many means of invention. Code, color, emoji, 

template, font size, gradation and curation of content, augmentation and design of virtual 

learning space are some of the invention-facilitating strategies (qtd. in Rickert 69). 

Notwithstanding his loyalty to the choric tradition bequeathed by former theorists of 

chora, Ulmer loses no moment to bend the curve in giving rise to one of significant 

claim: “…chora moves us from thinking that is linear indexical to a form that is network 

associational and is concerned less with logic than with memory and intuition” (qtd. in 

Rickert 69). Stated simply, cutting edge digital gadgets and gizmos do not end up 

creating arguments per se. Surprisingly enough, they do much bigger than this; they 

construct information environment, on the basis of which a user will choose path. Thus, 

environment gains an upper hand, widening the fold of choric invention in the age of 

electracy. Just as the information environment exerts its immersive and enthralling 

power, each user’s embodied experience of using digital tools in the capacity of material 

object add up to animating the entire infomaterial environment in a manner most ambient 

and choric.  

In this thrust to demystify chora within the tech-driven environment, Ulmer drums 

up a notion of ambient intelligence, one which specifies the embeddedness and dispersed 

characteristics of intelligence. To back this assertion, Ulmer cite Katherine Hayles from 



 

 91 

her book How We Become Posthuman, where she says humans, despite not being so 

uniformly smart, have constructed smarter intelligence and system (289). This 

environment looks to be encoded with ambient intelligence. Asking a question to 

himself—what is to be the sole purpose of this environment? —Ulmer comes across an 

answer that takes him closer to Heidegger. That is, environment reveals a being; it 

divulges an ontological reality. Hence, Ulmer’s chora is less representational than 

revelatory; less reliant on the logos than memory, intuition and preoriginary; less 

language-based and alphabetic than performative.  

This view of Ulmer is applicable in the circulatory movement of Khajuraho 

artifacts on a varied number of digital platforms. With each circulation of Khajuraho 

artworks and monuments on social and virtual platforms, the rhetoric surrounding 

Khajuraho temples keeps acquiring choric vibrancy. Digital platforms have recently 

played a significant role in circulating information about Khajuraho temples and their 

artworks. Digital platforms, such as websites, social media, and online forums, provide a 

space for scholars, art enthusiasts, and tourists to share and discuss these artworks' beauty 

and historical importance. Surprisingly enough, digital platforms have facilitated the 

dissemination of information and images related to erotic sculptures, sparking discussions 

and debates about these depictions' cultural and religious context. Some argue that erotic 

art celebrates human desires and love, while others view it as a symbol of spiritual union 

and transcendence. It is worth noting that digital platforms have also helped promote 

tourism and facilitate virtual visits to the Khajuraho temples. Websites and social media 

accounts dedicated to Khajuraho provide virtual tours, high-resolution images, and 

detailed information about the temples and their history. This accessibility has allowed 
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people worldwide to explore and appreciate the architectural and artistic wonders of 

Khajuraho. 

Four Pillars of Ambient Rhetoric 

Doubtless, ambient rhetoric has pioneered a trend of weaving every yarn of 

innovation in rhetoric into the fabric of rhetorical singularity, as is apparently clear in its 

recurrent insistence on the exploration of nondualist vision and relationality. From 

habitus and hermeneutics to ecology and symbiosis, from network culture and new 

materialism to music and new media studies, and from affect and aletheia to 

argumentation and assemblage, the ambient rhetoric has struck a stunning chord with 

them. At its core, the ambient rhetoric has four different conceptual pillars that have laid 

the foundation for the architecture of ambient rhetoric. 

 Accounting for no single aspect of Khajuraho temples is sufficient to probe into 

the monumental rhetoric of Khajuraho temples in totality. At this point, a modest 

discussion of how the four pillars of ambient rhetoric work in this project is of decent 

importance. The Khajuraho temples evoke a robust affective response due to their 

intricate and sensuous sculptures. These sculptures depict various aspects of human life, 

including love, desire, spirituality, and daily activities. The expressive nature of the 

sculptures creates a profound emotional impact on visitors, eliciting awe, wonder, and 

sometimes even controversy. The Khajuraho temples were primarily constructed using 

sandstone, which is abundant in the region. The materiality of the temples plays a crucial 

role in their visual appeal and durability. The intricate carvings on the sandstone surfaces 

exhibit remarkable craftsmanship, showcasing the skilled work of the artisans who built 

these temples. The materiality also contributes to the temples' overall aesthetics, with the 
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warm hues of the sandstone blending harmoniously with the natural surroundings. 

Exciting analytics might come from the embodied rhetoric of the Khajuraho monument 

complex. 

The sculptures of the Khajuraho temples embody a diverse range of themes and 

subjects. They depict gods, goddesses, celestial beings, mythical creatures, humans, 

animals, and various aspects of life. The artistry in sculpting these figures embodies the 

cultural, religious, and social beliefs prevalent during the Chandel dynasty, which ruled 

the region when the temples were constructed. The sculptures serve as a tangible 

representation of the time's values, mythologies, and artistic traditions. Worldliness, too, 

counts toward the overall ambient agglomeration of the rhetoricity native to the 

Khajuraho monuments. The Khajuraho temples are deeply connected to the worldliness 

of their historical and cultural context. They reflect the cosmopolitan nature of medieval 

India, as evidenced by the amalgamation of various artistic styles and influences. The 

sculptures incorporate elements from Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist traditions, showcasing a 

unique syncretism. Aside from this, the erotic sculptures found in some of the temples 

highlight the celebration of physicality and sensuality in some of the temples highlight 

the celebration of physicality and sensuality in some of the temples highlight the 

celebration of physicality and sensuality that was an integral part of the cultural fabric 

during that era. In the last analysis, the Khajuraho temples' affect, materiality, 

embodiment, and worldliness contribute to their significance as cultural and architectural 

marvels. They serve as a testament to medieval India's artistic achievements, religious 

practices, and social dynamics, impacting all who visit and study them. 
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Affect 

As one pillar of ambient rhetoric, affect and its ambiently fleshed out subtler 

semantic avatar ‘affectability’ have drawn the attention of a galaxy of rhetorical theorists. 

Among them, Brian Massumi is one who looked into the intensity of affect from a fresh 

set of eyes. He refers to “the primacy of the affective in image reception” (24) and 

avouches that nonaffective forces also play an essential part in a hermeneutical moment 

of visual interaction, but the nonaffective components seldom gain complete ascendancy 

to the exclusion of the affective. To simplify his unique approach to affect, Massumi 

introduces two terms: content and intensity. As far as Massumi is concerned, content 

specifies its “indexing to conventional meanings in an intersubjective context, its 

sociolinguistic qualification” (24), and this indexing ascertains the determinate qualities 

of the image. In addition to the word ‘content,’ Massumi puts a high premium on another 

term, ‘intensity’, about which he means the strength or duration of the image’s effect. 

With these two terms under his belt, he puts forward a more significant concept of affect, 

one that explains its autonomy.  

The affective potency of an image does not hinge on the content, according to 

Massumi. Quite the contrary, it exists in intensity. Resultantly, came a widely received 

theory of the autonomy of affect, which amounts to an interpretation that the intensity, 

not the qualification, is the source of affectivity of the image, artifact, and any object shot 

through with a specific content. Since intensity is the cradle of affect, and with the 

possibility of image reception on multilevel, Massumi goes on to add that “the level of 

intensity is characterized by a crossing of semantic wires” (24). Interestingly, all this 
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means that affect unfolds in a nonlinear path wherein “resonation and 

feedback…momentarily suspend the linear progress of the narrative present from past to 

future. Revisiting affect as intensity that eschews the qualification, Massumi tries to open 

up some differences between affect and emotion: An emotion is a subjective content 

whereas affect is not; the quality of emotional experience is fixed, whereas affective 

intensity challenges any linear fixing (28). Despite not being tethered to content, affect 

happens on multilevel in that intensity is “immanent to matter and to events, to mind and 

the body and to every level of bifurcation composing them and which they compose” 

(Massumi 33). Intensity is situated in its autonomy yet contingent on matter, event, mind, 

and body, demonstrating that affect escapes linear measurement. Finally, Massumi 

locates his concept of the autonomy of affect, hinting at a host of another conceptual 

possibilities. By now Massumi looks to be strategic enough to make a brilliant move in 

arranging for a robust backdrop for his theory of the autonomy of affect. Interestingly, he 

alludes to the affect as “the virtual” (35). It looks virtual if it is viewed as a point of view. 

For it seldom resides in the content and qualification, affect is autonomous to the extent 

to which it escapes confinement in the particular body. Simply put, the autonomy of 

affect is its involvement with the virtual. Its independence is its openness.  

While Massumi kept subjective at bay in his theorization of affect as autonomous, 

Sarah Ahmed accepts the role of the personal in relating ourselves to enduring excellent 

and bad feelings. Ahmed starts with a straightforward approach to affect, an approach 

that considers “thinking through affect as sticky” (29). That affect sticks with us is a 

highly quoted line by Ahmed. As a preserver of the connection amidst ideas, values, and 

objects, affect’s stickiness comes across as engrossingly sustaining and contagious. 
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Affect crackles with contagion, meaning that “bodies can catch feelings as easily as catch 

fire; affect leaps from one body to another, evoking tenderness, inciting shame, igniting 

rage, exciting fear—in short, communicable affect can inflame nerves and muscles in a 

conflagration of every conceivable passion” (Gibbes 1). On the strength of the idea of 

contagion packed in the excerpt cited above, Ahmed rationalizes her stance on the 

contagion of affect; unlike Massumi, she conceives of affect as contingent in its 

contagious intensity, which is tantamount to saying that “to be affected by another does 

not mean that an affect simply passes or leaps from one body to another. The affect 

becomes an object only on the condition that contingency of someone being affected, or 

only as an effect of how objects are given” (36). This means that solid orientation to an 

object under observation is prior to pushing the object to unleash its affective resonance, 

from which the viewer is hardly exempt. Departing from Massumi’s stance on 

deemphasizing the subjective for having access to affect, Ahmed puts a spin on an 

observer's angle and orientation. With an example of how people usually relate 

themselves to happy objects, Ahmed writes, “So when happy objects are passed around, 

it is not necessarily feeling that passes. To share such objects…would simply mean you 

would share an orientation toward those objects as being good” (38). Thus, it can be 

deduced that if affect is contagious, to what extent it grips us/sticks with us depends on 

our orientation to the object of affect. 

This tradition of reflecting on the specifics of affect also received its further 

continuity at the hand of Megan Watkins, who initiates her discussion on affect by 

invoking Baruch Spinoza’s view concerning ‘affectus’ and ‘affectio’ (267). In direct 

terms, Watkins presents affectus as a source from which the force of affect springs. For 
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example, in the case of bodily affect, the body could be an affectus. Likewise, affection 

means the effect unleashed by force on those who come under that force. As Watkins has 

it, if affectus is a force, affection would be the capacity of this force to produce an effect. 

Against this backdrop of elucidation of the difference between affectus and affection, she 

brings in another terrain of reflection on affect as a psychic release, articulating that 

“affect is …a pre-liminal, preconscious phenomenon” (269). Following a cursory 

mention of affect’s proximity with a psychic release, she stretches this insight beyond the 

bound of literality, recasting “affect” as a “relational phenomenon” (270). Like Massumi 

and Ahmed, Watkins catapults to the foreground the evanescent characteristic of affect 

but does not confine herself to indulging in speculative smugness about affect. Indeed, it 

is baffling to know what drove her to dabble in affect-pedagogy alliance, but it is plainly 

clear that she grounds her discussion on affect in a pedagogical context, with the sole and 

whole motive of setting up an equation between affect and cognition.  

While proposing the affect-cognition nexus, Watkins appears to be inspired by 

Sylvan Tomkins, who exhibited how affect could produce an effect on our thoughts and 

behavior. On the subject of the reception of affect as a nonlinear force staying outside the 

representational logic-frame, Watkins advances with some arguments about recognition 

functions as an affective force (273). As a matter of course, this claim empowered her to 

critique progressive teaching agendas and praxes and relaunch affect-based pedagogy as 

an antidote to an arid and dull landscape of literacy acquisition. All these speculations 

conclude that students striving to boost their writing literacy accumulate affect while 

learning to enact each distinct educational praxis. Finally, all these ebbs and flows of 

insight into the affect boil down to a conclusive acknowledgement that with each stroke 
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of literacy acquisition comes an added layer of affect. The more coalesced the affect, the 

more efficiently students and learners thrive in their learning curves. 

A comprehensive discussion regarding affect would only be extensive if 

Lawrence Grossberg is included. The principal figure in cultural studies, Lawrence 

Grossberg has been known for some of his crisp and condensed utterances packed with 

insightful ideas about affect. His assertation that affect is the engine of articulation (327) 

carries crucial gravity in exploring the preverbal, pre-symbolic, and pre-discursive 

rhetoric. In studies of affect, much is made of this claim of Grossberg, who argues that 

affect, in its specificity, not only functions as an engine but also acquires regime-like 

preponderance in communicating the core cultural reality of the larger culture (327). 

Regardless of the clarity of his explanation, there is bound to be dubiety in Grossberg’s 

mapping of the affect’s regime. Given the indeterminate tendency of the affect regime, 

Grossberg knew it was in his best interest to overstretch his position as an affect 

researcher. 

On the one hand, Grossberg hashes over affect’s regime-like preponderance; on 

the other, he insists that the discursive and the material cannot be separated (322). This 

contradictory view gives Grossberg ample space for vouchsafing that “a concept of 

overdetermination is useful” (323). Despite resorting to the deployment of 

overdetermination in safely coming out of the pressure of theorizing affect, Grossberg’s 

lamentation— “Basically, it has become everything that is non-representational or non-

semantic” (316)—is explicit evidence of his commitment to the far-reaching 

consequentiality of affect in research, rhetoric, and cultural studies. Moving along the 

same trajectory of his theoretical sophistication, Grossberg drums up the notion of 
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cathexis— “the investment of affect” (311)—a wide-ranging statement by Grossberg, 

cathexis borders on overlapping with Ahmed’s idea of affective contagion. Grossberg 

makes a different move in recasting it as a total of hypnotic vibes that coalesce into the 

regime-like register. It can let off the hook, thereby freeing those immersed in the register 

of affect. Ultimately, the long and short of Grossberg’s proposition regarding affect is 

that it is part of ontology, even if it has a long history of its flirtation with epistemic 

revival, with a tacit realization that affect is tied and tethered to a slippery domain. 

Embodiment 

Embodiment is the analytics for describing how forces arising from the body 

bleed into our composing, rhetorical, and various other activities. Any composing and 

rhetorical impulse to engage in any constructive activity has been held to be solely arising 

from the mind since time prehistoric. In a specific context, an embodiment is defined as 

“physical motion and the knowledge that might stem from such motion, sensory or bodily 

response, and a metaphysical and physical connection between the body and writing” 

(Knoblauch 51). Embodied experiences and sensations form a part of most creative 

activities, whether we know the impact of visceral reactions, gut instinct, and other bodily 

sensoria. Moreover, the dominant modes of knowledge-making, mandated in academic 

and professional spaces, are given to rational and disembodied norms that verge on being 

masculine and exclusionary. 

It is well-understood that overly privileging consciousness and rationality tended 

to deride any experience tethered to the body as a hindrance to the excellent reap of 

human intellect. Embodiment researchers have increasingly altered this scenario with 

their valuable insight into the generative power of embodied experience. Debra Hawhee 
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is ahead of the culminating curve of embodied research vis-à-vis rhetoric and 

composition. In drawing a connection between language and body, she studied ancient 

Greek sports concerning how ancient Greek sportspeople tried to apply their embodied 

experience to their fullest advantage in order for them to display their top-notch 

performances on the playground. As documented by Hawhee, the famous agon, as a place 

of both athletic and rhetorical engagement, was “a point of cultural connection between 

athletics and rhetoric, and therefore between the body and language” (15). Seeing this 

parallel between body and sportsmanship on display, Hawhee notes that rhetoric too can 

capitalize on fecund force stemming from a particular body posture in an intense moment 

of delivering some impactful message, perhaps a stroke of excellence in sports, or any 

verbal, gestural, and intuitive act. For her, a specific body posture during a sport reflects a 

certain rhythmical vibe that can sway a meaningful act. 

Hawhee dubs this embodied posture as a stasis that differs from stasis as such. 

Hawhee notes the connection between sports and the body in the term stasis, explaining 

that stasis was used not only as a reference to one’s rhetorical positioning or stance on an 

issue but also one’s position, stance, or posture in boxing (31). As such, all her 

formulations of embodiment make it clear that the ongoing theorizations about bodily 

experiences and affects are not new out and out. Instead, ancient people in Greece were 

aware of the role of embodied experience in their attempt to make sense of things that 

came before their eyes as a source of fun, entertainment, and awakening. 

A vigorous concept of embodiment comes from Kenneth Burke, who criticized 

Marx and Engels for ignoring the organic productive forces of the body while privileging 

the deterministic forces of materiality. According to Burke, “the organic productive 
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forces, the weapons of the body, have remained unchanged, so we might expect some 

vestiges of an ideological ‘constant’ in keeping with this constancy on the part of the 

organic productive forces themselves (“Auscultation” 120). The body is a source of the 

organic productive forces that had to remain repressed beneath the rubric of matter. In 

this spirit, Burke appeals to unleash the organic productive forces of the body; to that 

end, he deploys the term ‘metabiology’—a zesty jargon that subsumes under its semantic 

arc all organic affects, sensoria, sensations, and visceral vibes. Literally, metabiology 

summarizes “the relationship Burke posits between the biological (the body) and the 

cultural (the symbolic, including both ideas and materiality). Still ahead, foundational to 

metabiology is a notion that human existence is organic: we are embodied, which means 

that certain permanent needs and purposes cannot be denied” (Crable 123). More 

importantly, Crable’s simplification of Burke’s conception of embodiment adds a further 

layer of clarity because she writes that embodied experience forms the foundation for 

symbolic activity; sociality, with both ideal and material/economic dimensions, is a 

biological outgrowth. As such, the symbolic realm is not reducible to biology (123). In a 

way, all the affective forces emanating from the body– designated by Burke as 

metabiology– are never construed as an alternative to the symbolicity, no matter how 

vigorously Burke foregrounded embodied experience. 

More broadly, Burke’s metabiological forces form a background for the smooth 

operation of a rhetorical machine with a symbolic key. However, Burke attributing so 

much attention to metabiological, one of the vital preverbal actants, does adumbrate an 

ambient rhetoric-friendly conception of embodiment. Throughout the growing 

sophistication of his concept of embodiment, Burke set aside the term metabiology and 
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drummed up action/motion pair of terminology to explicate his stance on the rhetoric of 

embodiment more lucidly. Here what Burke wants to get across is that non-symbolic, 

which embodied experience is part of, belongs to motion, whereas the symbolic comes 

under action. In actuality, he is of the opinion that “The realm of non-symbolic motion 

needs no realm of symbolic action; but there could be no symbolic action unless 

grounded in the realm of motion, the realm of motion having preceded the emergence of 

our symbol-using ancestors, and doubtless, the time will come when motions go on after 

all our breed has vanished” (811). With his refurbished action/motion pair of parlances, 

Burke gave us a crucial insight into a connection between the symbolic and the 

embodied. Though he spilled much ink on probing the embodied and the preverbal, he 

seems disinclined to end the dichotomy between the embodied and the symbolic for 

relationality, let alone the nondualist conception. 

Like Hawhee and Burke, Peter Elbow is also said to have leveraged bodily 

experience, visceral sensations, and gut reactions in his writings. As Kate Ronald and 

Hephzibah Roskelly show, Peter Elbow’s work is rife with embodied language. They 

have noted that Elbow makes space for “the role of the body—in all his writing” (210). In 

proving the point, they not only said that Elbow’s language is embodied; they went 

beyond this, arguing that Elbow’s voice is embodied—physical and present—in ways 

that bring an audience close both to Elbow’s persona and to his ideas about writing and in 

ways that few academic writers attempt. Precisely, as such, Elbow does not seem to be 

openly making a case for embodied experience in academic writing. As previously 

touched upon, his writing, his choice of terms and topic-specific parlance, and his 

approach to gesturing to using impassioned language to build crisply expressive voice, 
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plus his emphatic accent on initiating a loose beginning for arriving at a meaning end—

all make room for admitting that his language has embraced embodied tone and timbre.  

Digging a bit deeper, the pursuit for embodiment continued, grabbing the 

attention of many researchers and theorists; among them, Sarah Ahmed is one who 

assigns an essential role to embodied experience and emotion in making sense of our 

world. Echoing her earliest argument about how orientation to an object is critical to 

cracking the code of affective regime, Ahmed writes, “Knowledge cannot be separated 

from the bodily world of feeling and sensation; knowledge is bound up with what makes 

us sweat, shudder, tremble, all those feelings that are crucially felt on the bodily surface, 

the skin surface where we touch and are touched by the world (171). Based on the value 

she assigned to sensation and emotion, it is one thing to recognize the importance of 

emotion and sensation as a background for asserting something logically meaningfully; it 

is another to subsume emotions and feelings under the banner of embodiment. Said 

another way, Ahmed’s embodiment seems to work as a bridge between what is fully 

manifest in a system of language and what is half hidden from the eye of representation. 

However, she is cautious enough to stretch the relevance of ongoing discussion around 

embodiment into academia and research. 

Ahmed refers to how embodiment is viewed in the discourse community and 

maintains, “We, too, make sense of our worlds through our bodies, and although such 

connections may not always be valued or sanctioned in the academy, some scholars are 

talking about the role that emotion does play in our academic work” (qtd. in Crable 55). 

This drive to bringing in the embodied knowledge in academic writing and research 

brought Jane E. Hindman back to the fold, who revisited her physical relation to her 
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graduate students’ response to assigned readings. This endeavor inspires her to recognize 

the role of “visceral responses…including an elevated heart rate and flushed skin” (13), 

which ultimately “produced and organized professional process of producing knowledge” 

(112). With Hindman’s bold move to provide academic legitimacy to embodied 

knowledge, Smith Franklin’s assertion that “we know each other and ourselves through 

our bodies” (18) marks the beginning of the academic legitimacy of embodied knowledge 

and embodied rhetoric. 

 Materiality 

When it comes to identifying a popular figure who recognizably and reputably 

instigated a solid conversation on the materiality of rhetoric, many names come but no 

name deserves a coruscating credit except Michael Calvin McGee, who critiques the 

aestheticization of rhetoric and reconceptualizes rhetoric as material, insisting on 

appreciating rhetoric as “a mode of consciousness operating within an economy of 

phenomenological experience” (4). When he says rhetoric is materialism, he is not 

hinting at the new materialist conception of matter-driven persuasive practice as a 

rhetorical assemblage. Instead, he means rhetoric is a real, undeniable social and political 

force. McGee’s rhetorical materialism seems to be “social labor” that exists to serve as 

the “mediating substance of reformation of collective life” (“A Materialist Conception of 

Rhetoric” 4). Rhetoric as a mediated art concedes the crucial importance of matter, 

without getting untethered from its epistemic axis. McGee’s conception of rhetoric as 

mediated practice has no ontological characteristics. Put bluntly, it is imperative to know 

how posthuman and new materialist rhetoric view materiality to have an ontological 

conception of materiality.  
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The groundbreaking conception of the materiality of communication and rhetoric 

is popularized by K. Ludwig Pfeiffer, who argues that “The point then is not a search for 

the reality of the material or the materiality of the real. We are looking for underlying 

constraints whose technological, material, procedural, and performative potentials have 

been all too easily swallowed up by interpretive habits” (12). Materiality proposes that 

we materialize discourse by moving beyond the text-centered/message-centered approach 

to rhetoric that has held sway over knowledge-making since antiquity. Usually, three 

different materialist moves are brought into use to emphasize how the materiality of a 

rhetorical discourse constitutes itself concerning its target audience members. A familiar 

materialist move is to “locate culture or meaning/message/suasive appeal within an 

economic, physical, or embodied context” (Packer and Wiley 7). Another way of putting 

this is that the turn toward materiality is a drift away from textuality and sovereignty of 

human rhetor to access the real—constituted by the economy, technology, physical space, 

and the body—as a concrete ground for the inception of rhetorical and communicative 

practice.  

The idea of the realpolitik of communication, thing power, and thing/object 

transition is some instances of materiality’s move. The second equally powerful move of 

materiality in a persuasive rendition of rhetorical assemblage is characterized by a 

tendency to view physical reality as rhetorical and communicative. Museum space, urban 

space, site of public memory, public sphere, heritage site, and site for public interaction 

and gathering have been treated as objects potent enough to spark suasive impact and 

effective vibration. As noted by Victoria Gallagher, Kelly Martin, and Kenneth Zagacki 

in their study of Chicago’s Millennium Park, “scholars in rhetoric have taken 
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materialistic principles and, by applying them to artifacts and structures within urban 

spaces, shown how they function to encourage and evoke interaction and feeling” (qtd. in 

Packer and Wiley 8). Physical space, site, and public enclosures famed for their museum 

value are considered to be infused with vectors of materiality that belong to their 

rhetorical category. The move of materiality is one of treating all material as what Bernd 

Frohman calls “potentially discursive” (qtd. in Packer and Wiley 8). At its most basic, 

everything has the potential to communicate, to become a statement, but it must be made 

to speak. For all intents and purposes, such a potentiality can only be realized within a 

specific assemblage, according to Frohman (qtd. in Packer and Wiley 8). Frohman owes a 

debt to Michael DeLanda for coopting the notion of assemblage that was repealed by 

Byron Hawk into being a bastion for sonic rhetoric and the rhetoric of incorporeal (qtd. in 

Packer and Wiley 8). This materialist twist enabled Hawk to follow the vitalist tradition 

of Agamben (qtd. in Packer and Wiley 8) and then locate rhetoric in what Deleuze and 

Guattari call “a materialist flow that admits both corporeal and incorporeal aspects and 

functions of rhetoric’s role in emergence” (qtd. in Packer and Wiley 8). Going further, 

materiality’s move to incorporate each actant in a networked and associational system is 

more starkly manifest in Hawk’s far-fetched construal of the rhetoric of 

noncommunication. In his estimation, “rhetoric of (non)communication operates in the 

movements and relations of bacteria, the swarms and flows of bees and ants, the birds’ 

transitions among territorial and courtship assemblages, and the movements of people 

through Chicago’s Millennium Park” (qtd. in Packer and Wiley 8). All these moves 

openly demonstrate that our understanding of materiality in making any rhetorical 

assemblage persuasively compelling has undergone successive modifications. It is no 
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longer limited to being tied to what matter has been meant to be. It emblematizes every 

facet of a rhetorical act: sonic, affective, spatial, neural, cellular, vibrational, 

environmental, nondiscursive, and, to name just a few. 

World 

In the studies of ambient rhetoric, the term ‘world’ works as a framework for 

describing how background, surrounding, and context participate actively in bringing into 

play rhetorical assemblage. The potential of the surroundings to play their part is also 

considered as the worldliness of the world. This worldliness is an ontologized version of 

the power of the world as such to work as a mundane background for human activities. In 

connection to epistemic rhetoric, the worldliness of the world seems, at its best, 

deterministic, and at its minimum, it recedes to being a mundane setting for human 

activities. But contrary to our epistemic dictamen, in the ontological scenario, the world 

means not just a single perspective but something different and groundbreaking. Thomas 

Rickert admits this, and he elaborates on it in the chapter “Attuning to Sufficiency,” 

arguing that “ecological literature, however, often describes ecologies in (sometimes 

overly) holistic terms focused on the powerful role of the feedback loops that emerge 

within circulating, sustaining activities and material interactions” (249). The holistic 

terms that provide the analytic for describing ecology’s participatory role doubtless 

exemplify how all that gathered space in the ecological worldliness led to the formation 

of relationality. In the demonstration of its holistic and relational trajectory of 

participation in constituting rhetorical act shot through with its symmetrical, rhizomatic 

assemblage where the duality of any category ceases to exist, environ, ecology, the 

surroundings, and the worldliness “occur not deterministically but rather ontologically, in 
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shaping how worldly affordances reveal themselves as what they are” (Rickert 249). 

With each turn to the ontologizing of the world, the point is to reposition so-called 

sovereign human rhetoric so much so that the worldliness of the world comes to 

visibility. 

The ontologized worldliness is counted as affective in that it comes to participate 

as a vibrant world-making process of rhetoric in the capacity of materiality, ecological 

sense of symbiosis, and a nondualist concept of the world as a web of intangible energies, 

and impalpable vibes. In Heidegger’s understanding, “what appears to us is ultimately not 

just a singular object but an ensemble of interlocking and interacting elements” (qtd in 

Rickert 253). The ambient world claims that humans/nonhumans not just share worldly 

space but are sincerely given to it. That is, they dwell in it. Though the word ‘world’ 

refers to the concrete, physical world, the worldliness of the world is said to emerge from 

human rhetor’s involvement with the world. In what widely has become one of the most 

often-cited quotations concerning worldly affect, Rickert maintains, “Worlding our sense 

of rhetoricity is not ultimately a matter of conscious apprehension, however, but a matter 

of dwelling” (284). Out of the human rhetor’s engagement in the world, which is also 

known as dwelling in the language of phenomenological hermeneutics, comes a unique 

situation that is called “I-situation” (Rickert 221); this I-situation in the main could also 

be considered as an example of the worldliness of the world. Humans’ being in the world 

is not limited to an existential moment of affirming their being; it is more profound than 

this; it goes beyond being an existential moment of wakefulness. Most notably, 

“Affectability already emerges with our being in the world” (Rickert 221). Also, the 



109 

worldliness is suffused with affective power, which does not always remain in an active 

mode of disclosure but comes to present when the I-situation gains the upper hand. 

As one of the four critical tenets of ambient rhetoric, the world, and the 

worldliness—as it is well-understood that they inherently possess affectability—tend to 

bring on attunement. A question might arise: attune to what, and who is attuned to 

whom? Of course, human rhetor develops a taste for attunement with worldliness, but 

other actants also move toward the aura and attunement by which worldliness is 

characterized. Their movement is prompted by their incipient sense of participation in 

rhetorical exertion. Through their participatory engagement, they develop attunement, 

whereas human rhetor evolves attunement to the worldliness in their way. In a way, some 

specifics of attunement are still absent, yet there is no trouble admitting that the 

cultivation of immediacy is vital in abetting and aiding attunement. To be sure, 

attunement is set to work on multi-sensory perception, then only a true sense of 

attunement arises. Heidegger calls this thriving or flourishing conceived in an ecological 

key (qtd. in Rickert 224). Being involved in the world abuzz with its affectability and 

attunement—bent on prefiguring as sense of thriving, and flourishing—constitutes the 

rhetoric of the world. This worldly affectability as source of the effectiveness of 

rhetorical labor, be it in sonic, spatial, visceral, discursive, or symbolical configuration. 

The world is not only a reservoir of forces that have the potential for coming into 

rhetorical actualization but also an abode for the being of beings, claims Heidegger (qtd. 

in Rickert 220-245). This reservoir is not so easily subject to discursive and symbolic 

representation, and it requires a different approach to make it come to present. And this 

approach is ontological, which amounts to stating that what is being done and who is 
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doing it merge into an inseparable condition shot through with essence, persuasion, 

agency and rhetoricity. In its kairotic moment of active participation during rhetorical 

worldmaking, the world works as a vital parameter that prompts the disclosure, unveils 

the choric affect, and works as a stage on which the fourfold elements reveal their true 

color. A notion tinged with utopia—The World is a Ghetto (emphasis in the original qtd. 

in Rickert 279)—comes to unlock the success of any ontological project of rhetoric, 

ambiently speaking. The world conceived in the interest of ambience and nondualism 

tends to acquire cosmopolitan characteristics in that the world—shot through with 

streams of affects, vibes, choric cogency, and a materiality-mediated kinetic surge of 

suasory vectors—inherently possesses a capacity to issue what Heidegger calls a tacit call 

to “return to a more authentic form of being together, with a people bound by blood and 

rooted in the land” (qtd. in Rickert 274). Returning to the land—including what she 

offers, how she invites us, and why she rules the roost of our reminiscence, and subtlety 

of how she is bound up with our composing, literate, and rhetorical exertions—is not a 

provincial but a cosmopolitan move. Thus, the kinetic rhetoric of the worldliness of the 

world loosens our segmented selfhood from reductive and instrumental rationality and 

grants access to what builds our authentic selfhood rooted in the land, embedded in 

ecology, and wedded to ontological worldliness. 

The world, one of the cornerstones of ambient rhetoric, comes to assert its 

affective resonance under the guise of land, place, and space. Land, place, and space are 

part of the world, but the land is typically equated with the worldliness that “surrounds 

and encompasses as also gifting and guiding us” (Rickert 285). In the same vein, the 

networked system and ambient system empowered by leading-edge technology are 
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equally essential parts of the rhetoric of the world that makes its rhetoric come to present 

with considerable cogency. If ambient rhetoric has the noblest goal, it is none other than 

“invoking a way of life” and unveiling “styles of beings” that work as a milestone in 

helping practitioners of ambient rhetoric to “achieve new forms of fittingness in everyday 

life so long as it eschews any foundational naturalism, rusticism, or nostalgia” (Rickert 

285). That goal will likely be accomplished if and only if the rhetoric of worldliness is 

leveraged in the right direction.
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CHAPTER IV 

KHAJURAHO MONUMENT COMPLEX AS A FIGURE of ENTANGLEMENT AND 

THE RHETORICAL TRANSITION ON STEROIDS 

To be entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another, as in the joining of separate 

entities, but to lack an independent, self-contained existence. Existence is not an 

individual affair. Individuals do not pre-exist their interactions; rather, individuals emerge 

through and as part of their entangled intra-relating. 

—Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway 

Since their construction, the Khajuraho temples have been the subject of 

assumptions and speculations about their statues, structures, and architecture. These 

assumptions have circulated over time, although not in a viral manner. Cultural artifacts 

like the Khajuraho temples possess a powerful aura that resists extreme virality, 

preferring to flow at a quasi-viral pace. Nonetheless, even in this more subdued 

circulation, a vast potential exists to transcend various barriers that have limited the 

sacred from undergoing desacralization, preventing it from becoming associated with 

unrelated and secular matters. Within the context of the Khajuraho temples’ presence on 

the internet, artworks and iconographies undergo multiple rhetorical transformations. 

These transformations imbue the circulating objects with novelty, altering their form, 

function, texture, structure, and genre. As these images move through the digital sphere, 

the sacred essence they originally held loses its general sense of reference and instead
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accumulates new layers of meaning in an incremental manner. The implications and 

significances of these rolling images in the digital realm are never detached from the 

connotations they acquire during their quasi-viral journey through the unregulated world 

of digital motion and mobility arise as a direct consequence of the inseparable 

phenomenon of circulation, which occurs routinely. Consequently, while undergoing 

successive changes in form and function, the Khajuraho artifacts become entwined with a 

host of emerging issues. Throughout their circulation, they gradually lose their sacred 

autonomy and become intertwined with practical and secular matters, shedding a 

significant portion of their sacred essence to assume different identities and roles. They 

become entangled with various issues, relinquishing their sacred semblance. 

Currently, we are in an age in which the same information and visual entity come 

to consumers of information through phalanges of online platforms, and digital networks. 

There are plenty of venues and variables that contribute to the dissemination, re-

composition, and transformation of an entity with digital potency: News channel outlets, 

mushrooming online platforms; official websites of various private and public institutions 

and their Facebook pages; Twitter and Instagram handles; and LinkedIn posts and 

platform; digital advertisements billboards, digital illustration sites, streaming venues, 

and various other known and unknown visibility-exploring digital networks. Moreover, 

activism—which is designed to get a large-scale public outreach, and fetishism—

contributes to a relentless acceleration of the circulation, and attendant transformations of 

digital entity. By the same token, some imperatives acting in interest of accessibility has 

contributed to a widening scope of rhetorical circulation, a scope that is subject to 

manifold evolving practices: online immersion, public visibility via tech-driven online 
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advertisements, trends of digitization and digitalization, involvement in virtual space, and 

an outreach to a cozy world of simulated reality, virtual reality, and mixed reality.  

The circulation of images through online spaces brings up consequentiality 

pursuant to a volatile trajectory of re-composition of the circulating entities which sprawl 

in the digital world. In the spirit of rhetorical transformation of a circulating image across 

a vast vista of online platforms of graphic illustration, I would examine how visually 

affective representations of Khajuraho temple complex made in-road into the volatile 

world of viral circulation.  

Because no single image of the Khajuraho temple complex encapsulates all that it 

embodies, and because no single photographic representation of the temple complex 

captures its architectural, sculptural, and infrastructural shape, the idea of ‘a single 

multiple image’ making its stormy ways in the vastly interconnected domain of digital 

and online circulations—which underpinned Laurie E. Gries’s theorization of 

iconographic tracking in her groundbreaking book Still Life with Rhetoric—might  not be 

applicable fully to my iconographic tracking process. Oftentimes, the sacred monuments 

at Khajuraho have been found captured in a variety of modes of representation such 

photographic snaps, digital illustration, graphic animation, 3D animation, CGI (Computer 

Generated Imagery), simulated vlogs about exploring Khajuraho heritage site, posters, 

flyers, logos, and presentations. All these forms of rendering this monumental complex 

capture what comes to the foreground, but things that need to be observed meticulously 

could always stand the chance of being overlooked. Their embeddedness in the 

surroundings and the specialty of materiality that works as a building block of these 

monuments are of paramount importance, which may escape the arc of digital circulation. 
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Thus, it appears that digital surfers, digital nomads, cyber flaneur, internet researchers, 

digital editors, actants on digital browsers and anyone keenly interested in imbibing the 

ecstasy of the shape-shifting dynamics of online platforms rarely find icons and images, 

photos and illustrations that tend to represent as a whole the sections of Khajuraho 

temples. Since no circulating image of the Khajuraho temples in online platform portrays 

the temples as such holistically, I would be much more interested in examining how 

different images, photos, and visual construct of the temples undergo subsequent 

modifications, carrying within themselves a vibrant and volatile possibility of getting 

entangled with things people at large seldom imagine: Political and diplomatic meshing 

of the Khajuraho temples; repatriation, reparation, restorative justice and colonial 

reckoning; quantum rhetoric; ambient visuality; dunamis; megethos, metaculture and 

universal value; alogos, aisthesis, onkos, and zoostylistics; public memory; transversality; 

design justice and cultural platform capitalism; the temple premise and platform as a 

performative site; deep rhetoric; rhetoric of worldmaking, stereoscopic rhetoric and 

virtual sublime.  Before keeping track of which aspect of the Khajuraho temple complex 

flows in the language of visuality and digitality, I, first off, enter the first phase of 

iconographic tracking as elaborated by Gries and started hoarding a huge number of data 

pertaining to the portrayal of Khajuraho temples on various digital platforms and online 

portals, virtual spaces, and social media platforms. Since visual entity, symbolic object, 

digitally illustrated and sketched icons, digital collage, 3 D collage about the Khajuraho 

temples are the data I was looking for to hoard on Mood board and Zotero file, I surfed 

through the social media sites such as Vero-True Social, YouPic, Flickr, Pinterest, 

Exposure, Stellar Stories, Tumblr, Instagram, Behance, Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok. 
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In addition, I dug into Reddit, a social news website and forum, and Quora, a 

crowdsourced question and answer platform to catch a glimpse of how images and visual 

constructs about the Khajuraho temples made their way into these platforms. 

 In the same vein, I also tried to trace a certain pattern in the circulation of images 

about Khajuraho monuments in online blogs and some other blogging sites such as 

WordPress and other blogs posted in various websites such as the website of the Indian 

ministry of tourism and travel, websites of several travel agencies, which leveraged every 

business gimmick at their disposal to put in the limelight Khajuraho temples. In this 

course of data hoarding, I watched some YouTube vlogs where vloggers shared their 

experience of visiting the Khajuraho site. Adding additional bandwidth to the range of 

my data hoarding, I watched some YouTube videos where youtubers have given 

interesting tweaks and twists to the erstwhile trend of making and posting videos about 

Khajuraho temples. In line with this process of expanding the scope of my data hoarding 

is the inclusion of award-winning documentaries such as The Whispering Walls of 

Khajuraho and CCRT-Documentary Film # Khajuraho. Because some of the artefacts, 

emblems, shrines, figurines, and pieces of sculpture from Khajuraho temples reached 

some noted museums in western countries during the colonial era, I threw my glance at 

some Khajuraho art gallery in various museum in western countries34.   

Having noticed meticulously various photographic and digital constructions and 

reconstructions of the Khajuraho temples as they appear on innumerable online 

platforms, I have come upon six different trajectories of rhetorical transformation and 

entanglements of the Khajuraho temples. These six different transformational curves are 

34 Some of the artifacts from Khajuraho monuments are housed in the British museum, in the museum of 

Belgium, and in ThesePhiladelphia Museum of Art’s South Asian Galleries. 
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listed here: Political and diplomatic meshing of the Khajuraho temples: the Indian 

rhetoric of soft power; repatriation, reparation, restorative justice, and colonial reckoning; 

quantum rhetoric; megethos, metaculture and universal Value; attunement, acceptance 

and strategic assimilation; rhetoric of worldmaking, stereoscopic rhetoric and virtual 

sublime of Khajuraho temples. In the contemporary time, what is plainly apparent is a 

political and diplomatic meshing of the Khajuraho temples. These temples have been 

advertised to boost the tourism industry, which is clearly reflected in both online and 

onsite activism led by Indian ministry of tourism. With the Khajuraho temples as a 

honeymoon destination, the entire monument site is being as a backdrop for self, selfie, 

and narcissism. Because of an inscription of a magic square with a zero on one of its 

boxes on the wall surface of a Jain temple, social media users have lost no moment to 

interpret the Khajuraho temples as an index to innovation and ingenuity in ancient India. 

Some obsessed with the lost massive momentum for erecting monumental architecture 

via temple-building project conceive of the site Khajuraho temples as a a mediator of 

nostalgic hindsight and fecund foresight to which the Indian subcontinent has been prone. 

Along the way what is way more stimulating is 3D simulation of the Khajuraho temples, 

including videogames on the Khajuraho temples, and the successive transformation of 

Khajuraho temples following the onrush of waves of digitalization of cultural artifacts. 

Finally, the mobile imprints of the Khajuraho temples and temple artifacts on cards, 

coins, currency, and corporate channels of advertisement have their distinct role in 

exposing the rhetoricity of the monument complex. In what follows I analyze how 

rhetorical transformations undergone by the temples in terms of their design, texture, 

structure, and genre intersect transversally with issues, starting from diplomacy and 
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colonial reckoning to environmental justice and worldmaking practices such as 

videogame and 3D cloning.   

Political and Diplomatic Meshing of the Khajuraho Temples: The Indian Rhetoric 

of Soft Power 

With India desperately bent on emerging as a superpower endowed with the 

prospect of the third-biggest economy in years to come, various strategies have been 

made to translate this dream into a reality. To that end, India aims at harvesting its vast 

expanse of resources—both tangible and intangible, cultural, and natural, human and 

nonhuman. Last year, India was granted an opportunity to organize the summit 

conference of G-20 nations. India took this opportunity to organize summit conferences 

of G-20 countries as an expression of respect and regard of the Global community to 

India and as an acknowledgment of India’s increasing eminence. As part of India’s 

presidency to organize G-20 summit conferences, five different monument sites were 

chosen, of which the Khajuraho temple site is one. Under the banner of ‘culture track’, 

India wants to introduce, with great fanfare, her top monumental sites ranging from the 

Khajuraho temple site and Bhubaneswar35 to Hampi36 and Agra37. Because these sites 

with their monuments and heritage assets bear an enormous scope for the promotion of 

tourism in India, India wants to seize on this presidency as an opportunity to catapult 

India’s potentiality for global outreach and footprint in terms of the richness and 

complexity of her cultures, monuments, diversity, and glorious history. To succeed in this 

35 Bhubaneswar is the capital and largest city of the Indian state of Odisha.  
36 Hampi, also referred to as the Group of Monuments at Hampi, is a UNESCO World Heritage Site located 

in east-central Karnataka, India. 
37 Agra is a city on the banks of the Yamuna River in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, about 230 

kilometers south-east of the national capital New Delhi.  
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mission officially, a logo is created for a G-20 conference to be held at Khajuraho. On 

this summit conference logo, an image of the Khajuraho temples is painted. The logo, 

taken from Twitter is placed below:   

(Jeet Singh Arya) 

The point of surprise regarding this logo, including its official reception, does not pertain 

to a huge step taken by the official body of Indian government to promote Indian 

monuments and cultural heritage across the entire world. The moot point of surprise is 

how a sacred temple comes to inhabit the logo about G-20 grouping and culture track 

rhetoric of contemporary India. The purpose of this logo, its design, and the site it is 

being installed in—all tend to thrust a long-cherished dream of India about relaunching 

its untapped market of tourism around the world.  

Despite the fact that the structure of the temple painted on the logo remains the 

same, its function undoubtedly gets a boost. If understood as a strategic thinking, the 

rhetoric of designing a G-20 grouping logo with a Khajuraho temple in its centrality 
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betokens the extent to which a sacred site gets entangled with diplomatic protocols and 

political perorations. The picture included below exemplifies how Khajuraho temple was 

lit in tricolor, with no explicit display of its artwork set on its well-sculpted façade and 

exteriority. To celebrate the 75th Independence Day in India, on various digital sites and 

online news outlets of India, photos of monumental sites, including that of the Khajuraho 

temple, were found in abundance. On the day of national pride and patriotic assertion, 

some temples with iconic splendor undergo a new surge in their rhetorical 

transformation—the transformation suggestive of how India’s sacred monuments happen 

to be a site wherein old memories are erased, and a new jargon of jubilation is imprinted 

to during some moments of national exuberance and rejuvenation. The following image 

exemplifies this fervor:   

(Aporva) 
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The photo cited above is picked up from the article “Har Ghar Tiranga38 in Pics: India 

Gears up for 75th Independence Day with Joy, Fervor” by Apoorva Kaul, which speaks 

volumes about how a heritage site has been entangled with conceptual categories such as 

national independence, politics, and patriotism. Only the jaded form of the temple’s outer 

structure foiled by its overarching superstructural layout divided into sections, comes to 

the prominence of public perception while the real content and artistic contour of the 

temple are pushed to the background, with the temple’s worth, wonder and provocative 

delineation almost washed over by scintillating tricolor glow and illumination, giving rise 

to an example of a rhetorically charged style of publicity and consumption of sensation 

on the momentous day of India’s national independence. As to a typical instance of a 

Khajuraho temple’s rhetorical transformation as it started strolling on some online 

platforms, this photo appears to be a dramatic example.  

Thus, in the context of South Asian giant’s effort’s push herself onto the global 

arena as a rising regional power, her reliance on some strategies of amplifying soft power 

has become an inescapable reality. With her identity of being the biggest democracy in 

the world, its conscious diplomatic modus operandi of leveraging strategic moves to 

deploy soft power is an open secret. To this end, the exchange of temple artifacts has 

been a proven push for widening a diplomatic wiggle room that leads to an intersectional 

moment wherein art reinforces diplomacy and vice versa, in anticipation of bridging the 

divides and of paving the way for affective connection.   

38 ‘Har Ghar Tiranga’ is a slogan/a catch phrase/a buzzword which means let’s unfurl our national flag at 

each house in India during the national Independence Day.  
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Repatriation, Reparation, Restorative Justice, and Colonial Reckoning 

Strolling through news galleries, photos, and videos, including press releases, I 

ran into a photo of a Khajuraho artifact of a lady who is holding a parrot with one of her 

upraised hands. The photo of this parrot lady is placed slightly back in a space between 

India’s minister, Narendra Modi, and Canadian prime minister, Stephen Harper, with one 

of the hands of both the prime ministers touching both sides of this artifact’s top part. The 

figure III below tells everything about why these two prime ministers are coming close to 

each other and what sort of consequence it is going to spark.  

(900-Year-Old ‘Parrot Lady) 

On the right of the figurine III is placed figure IV39, which is a sketch made with a digital 

pencil. I included both the images as a single image to have them indicate one single idea. 

If the figure III is observed meticulously, the left hand of the parrot lady statue is broken. 

Though it cannot be ascertained why the left hand of the parrot lady statue was broken 

and who broke it, it is not difficult to surmise that a person who stole it from a temple of 

Khajuraho broke it to take it out of its space of installation on the exterior of the temple. 

Thus, the parrot lady statue lacks integrity, though it is still great at firing up impactful 

39 Fig IV: The same online platform furnishes these two images along with the news. 
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sensation and affect. To make no bones about the figure III, the digitally drawn sketch of 

the parrot lady is an intact and unblemished visual rendition of the parrot lady statue prior 

to its damage and distortion. Here, what is obvious is not so much one of a rhetorical re-

composition of the parrot lady idol, but of an act of clarifying what the statue used to look 

like in its undistorted form.  

This parrot lady statue was smuggled to Canada, and Canadian authority put it 

under investigation to figure out where this artwork was taken from. After a year-long 

investigation, it was finalized that this artwork came from Khajuraho. The government of 

Canada decided to send this artwork back to India. There could be half a dozen of reason 

to specify why the government of Canada transferred this artifact from Khajuraho to 

India: To soften the intense and strained diplomatic tie between these two countries; to 

renew the bilateral tie; to showcase a greater degree of care and respect for Indian 

Punjabi immigrants40 in Canada; to abide by the UNESCO charter and protocols of 

heritage management; and the list goes on. This Khajuraho piece of sculpture intersects 

with bilateralism and diplomacy, being an object of worth used with a strategic goal of 

breaking the deadlock in India-Canada relation for restoring their previous healthy 

bilateral tie.   

In the light of this diplomatic move, what matters the most, to be sure, is then-

burgeoning debate on repatriation of colonial artworks: a resurgence of interest in asking 

for the reparation with the former colonizer-country; a jolt of awakening regarding the 

preservation of antique heritage and monuments; accessing historical trauma of colonial 

 
40 Indian Punjabi immigrants: Punjab is a state in India, and inhabitants who live in Punjab, practicing 

Punjabi culture, are known as Punjabi. Hundreds of thousands of Punjabis immigrated to Canada in 

different period of time, forming a great Indian diaspora in Canada.  



124 

art having been plundered, vandalized, and ransacked; and plenty of other issues germane 

to a question of stolen artwork’s repatriation facilitated  by a UNESCO 

intergovernmental convention of returning illegally trafficked and uncertified cultural 

heritage object and artifact. Because many Khajuraho temples had housed hundreds of 

artworks—often falling victims to smugglers and art dealers with wrong motive—a topic 

of repatriation and an idea of doing justice to the heritage, art, and monument of an 

indigenous country, including an international protocol of patching up diplomatic lacuna 

by the agency of temple diplomacy, are complexly mediated by the question of Indian 

temple artworks’ exodus. 

People at large have been understanding repatriation as an act of sending 

someone, or sometimes money or artifacts back to the country that they, or those objects 

come from.  Repatriation, whatsoever the motive behind the urgency of its renewed 

discussion, believes in returning artifacts and assets held unjustly by someone or some 

countries back to their countries of origin. Though conversations pertaining to 

repatriation have gained an upper hand since the gradual end of European colonialism 

from the Global South, its origin, if rightly mined from the angle of rhetoric, dates back 

to the first century BC. As documented by Margaret M. Miles in her ground-breaking 

book Art as Plunder: The Ancient Origins of Debate about Cultural Property, Cicero’s 

venturesome effort to hold Verres accountable for his maladministration, the plundering 

of artifacts and cultural genocide in Sicily during his governorship in Sicily, marks the 

well-documented and officially admitted beginning of the practice of repatriation and 

restorative justice (qtd. in Kreder 266). Out of the abundance of his love for Sicilians and 

their cultural history, and also driven by his commitment to keeping untarnished the 
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image of Republican Rome in the territories under the control of the Roman senate, 

Cicero brought Verres to the bar of restorative justice, convincing the Roman 

administrators, senators, and citizens that what Verres did in Sicily is condemnable and 

punishable as well. 

This Ciceronian prosecutorial step toward defending the rights of alien people 

under imperial conquest found its dramatic expression in the impeachment of Warren 

Hastings by Edmund Burke in England. For his coercive, and callous activities in India, 

which was by that time a colony of the British empire, Edmund Burke—a celebrated 

defender of the conservative liberal order—proceeded a prosecutorial hearing on the 

House of Lords. Burke held Hastings answerable to the House for all types of plundering, 

extortions, and violence in Bengal41. According to Mithi Mukherjee, the impeachment of 

Warren Hastings was “the first major public discursive event of its kind in England, and 

arguably in Europe as a whole, in which the colonial ambitions and practices of European 

powers in the east stood exposed to a close and comprehensive critique” (589). Analyzing 

the repercussions of Hastings’ impeachment, Mukherjee concludes that Burke’s identity 

is predicated on the belief that colonial power and authority, which reached India through 

the East India Company, needs to be exercised in keeping with the rights of colonized 

subjects. Next to Cicero, Edmund Burke climbed the bandwagon of arguing for the rights 

of alien people under imperial administration. 

41 Bengal: Bengal was a province in the Indian subcontinent under the colonial rule of Britain. Later on, it 

was divided into East Bengal and West Bengal. After the partition of India around her independence, two 

different nation states, modern India, and modern Pakistan, were formed. After the partition, East Bengal 

belonged to Pakistan, and West Bengal belonged to India. The East Bengal, which was a part of Pakistan, 

revolted against Pakistan and became a separate nation state, which is modern Bangladesh.  
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Those budding ideas about the rights of alien people, their culture, their artifacts, 

and their monuments got documented in the 1954 Hague Convention. UNESCO’s 

leading role in creating a conducive atmosphere in order for the 1954 Hague Convention 

to come into active application marks the globally accepted beginning of a momentous 

shift in the existing outlook on the art, heritage, and cultural property of those who are 

vulnerable to invasion, military takeover, terrorism, and fundamentalism. The website of 

UNESCO ON writes, “the 1954 Hague Convention aims to protect cultural property, 

such as monuments of architecture, art or history, archaeological sites, works of art, 

manuscripts, books, and other objects of artistic, historical or archeological interest… 

scientific collections of any kind regardless of their origin or ownership” (UNESCO: The 

Hague Convention 1954). UNESCO set a theoretical stage for the practice of repatriation, 

though its full-fledged enactment in the real world is not fully visible. Some exemplary 

historical precedents and the global take on the incipient practices of repatriation have 

created a bigger picture in relation to which the current debates and discussions on the 

subject of repatriation, reparation and restorative justice, and colonial reckoning have 

been gathering steam. 

With the return of the parrot lady artifact—a three-foot-long sculpture that depicts 

a lady with a parrot near her right ear, proverbially conceived of as a symbol of love, 

oftentimes interpreted as a cupid-struck lady engaged in conversation with her parrot—

comes a flurry of news titles in numerous news outlets in India and beyond. I tried to 

catch a bird’s eye view of those news headlines and found some titles: “Activists Are 

Leading the Global Push to Repatriate Looted Artifacts” in ARTnews, “UK: Glasgow 

holds a ceremony to repatriate artifacts to India” in ALJAZEERA, “How India is pushing 
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for the return of Stolen artifacts” in Hindustan Times, “Museums and the difficult topic of 

repatriation” in Frontline, “10 Cultural Artifacts the British Stole from other Countries” 

in Insider, “Stolen Art: Why We Need Repatriation” in The New York Times, “With 

Australia Returning Stolen Artefacts to India, It Is Time for Britain to Repatriate India’s 

Looted Heritage” in Organizer, and the list goes on. A deluge of articles on both printed 

and online news and other news outlets, including streaming YouTube news channels, 

overwhelmed daily consumers of information and social media news feeds.  

The rapid circulation of this news revived an old Indian demand that Britain 

return the Kohinoor diamond42 to India. Since its independence in 1947, India has been 

asking for the repatriation of the Kohinoor diamond. Kohinoor was given to the British 

crown by Ranjit Singh43. Indian activists and scholars have been claiming that the 

Kohinoor was forcibly taken to Britain from Indian King Ranjit Singh (Tharoor). It was 

said that at one point Britain contemplated returning the Kohinoor but dithered about 

doing so because three other countries Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Iran also came to the 

diplomatic front, claiming that they are the true and legit owners of the Kohinoor. Being 

unsure of the diamond's real owner, Britain dropped the idea of repatriating the Kohinoor. 

Claims and counterclaims surrounding the repatriation of the Kohinoor continued to heat 

up. In the midst of the soaring intensity of the debate on the issue of repatriation, some 

news channels spread the news concerning the repatriation of the Harihara44 iconography 

42 Kohinoor: Kohinoor is one of the largest cut diamonds in the world, weighing 105.6 crats. It is part of the 

Crown Jewels of the United Kingdom. The diamond was set in the Crown of Queen Elizabeth the Queen 

Mother.  
43 Ranjit Singh: Ranjit Singh was the first Indian in a millennium to turn the tide of invasion back into the 

homelands of the traditional conquerors of India, the Pashtuns (Afghans), and he thus became known as the 

Lion of the Punjab 
44 Sandstone stele with a figure of Harihara from Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh, central India, 10th century 

AD. The composite form of Shiva and Vishnu. Icons such as this synthesized the two deities.  
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too, which appears to have vanished from the Khajuraho temple complex. There were 

many Harihara statues; one is in the archeological site museum at Khajuraho. Another 

priceless Harihara is in the oriental gallery of the British Museum.  

By far the most thrilling and thought-provoking moment is a moment at Oxford 

Union where Shashi Tharoor delivered a speech with the title “Britain Does Owe 

Reparation”. Tharoor, who authored more than two dozen of books and had worked as 

Deputy General Secretary of the United Nations, has been globally known for his 

eloquence and argumentative power. At some moment in the Summer of 2015, he was 

invited to speak on the issue of reparation at Oxford. His speech is still on YouTube. It is 

watched by more than 10 million viewers. Following this speech, Tharoor’s reputation 

knew no bounds. With his stunning rounds of arguments, he exposed colonial vicissitudes 

and cultural genocide perpetrated and perpetuated by British colonialism. Sabotaging the 

lingering feckless myths that the British empire introduced democracy, rational 

administration, railway, and political unity of the Indian subcontinent, Tharoor 

straightforwardly demanded that Britain in its current time owes colossal reparations to 

India. Since the total amount of reparation exceeds 45 trillion dollars in today’s 

calculation, even if Britain pays all of its annual GDP, it will take her 15 years to pay off 

the total reparations. Instead, Tharoor made a smart move in his speech, and claimed that 

it would be better—and probably acceptable to India—if Britain pays one dollar 

reparation for one year of its brutality and plundering in India, which amounts to just 200 

dollars total reparations for the 200 years of Britain’s colonial rule in India, which is a 

symbolic reparation. Even if Britain cannot turn to this kind of symbolic reparation, 

Tharoor argues, just a simple and apologetic statement—Britain is sorry for all kinds of 
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crimes, cultural genocide, exploitations, religious pogroms, and the conspiracy of divide 

and rule in, and, against India and Indians, under the banner of the enlightened despotism 

and civilizing mission (Tharoor, 00:02:13-00:12:12)—is enough for India and Indians.  

Seeing the instant success and virality of this speech, Tharoor wrote the book 

Inglorious Empire. All these threads of debates and discourse, news, and tweets, claims 

and counterclaims spin on the axis of developments and momentum generated by the 

parrot lady and, then, also by other Indian artifacts being returned to India by different 

western countries, for the sake of redressing colonial wrongs and harms, of enacting 

restorative justice, and of coming up with a seamless spectrum of rapprochement among 

countries whose bilateral, diplomatic and economic ties have often been clouded by the 

return of the colonial repressed. 

Quantum Rhetoric 

After tracking various threads of discussions around the parrot lady, I browsed 

Alamy, a noted digital image depository. Over the course of my tracking, as I scrolled 

down the site, an iconography of a dancing Nataraja Hindu God, Shiva45, appeared at the 

website of Alamy. This iconography is put below, which is not made up of a sandstone, 

unlike many statues, idols, and carvings on the exterior and the interior wall surfaces of 

Khajuraho temples.  Instead, it is made up of bronze. This iconography is presented 

below:  

45 Nataraja: Nataraja is the Hindu God Shiva, who dances. Shiva is one of the three gods in Hinduism: 

Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahma.  
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(Art Directors & TRIP 1) 

Though this iconography does not belong to the Khajuraho temples, Alamy has presented 

it as a temple art from Khajuraho. In an unregulated, uncensored, and volatile digital 

ocean, it would be ludicrous to stay glued to the authenticity of images. So, I allowed 

myself to be pushed forward by what appeared on the digital world, rather than what the 

actuality is. In South India during the rule of the Chola dynasty46, artists involved in 

constructing artworks for temples and sacred monuments preferred not sandstone but 

bronze. Statues made up of bronze were portable to carry from one sacred site to the 

other on specific holy occasions. Of course, Khajuraho temples might have had sandstone 

statue of God Shiva dancing in the ring with a great deal of grace and pose suggestive of 

profound implications, but the iconography of Nataraja constructed of bronze material 

belongs to the Chola empire 47. 

46 The Chola Dynasty: The Chola dynasty was one of the three powerful, ancient Tamil kingdoms in what 

are now southern India and Sri Lanka.  
47 The Chola Empire: The Chola Empire was based in the Kaveri River Valley, which runs southeast 

through Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, and the southern Deccan Plateau to the Bay of Bengal. At its height, the 
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The boundary-spanning circulation of this iconographic signifier has rendered it 

as a cognate component of the Khajuraho temple art. On top of this, what strikes me is its 

capacity to cut across divides and undergo successive rhetorical transformations. For 

example, its presence in the European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN48), a 

venue for experimental research and innovation, exhibits one of its strengths to inhabit a 

space beyond its sacred boundary. There has been a long tradition of a collaboration 

between Indian physicists and CERN since 1960s. And the Indo-Swiss pact of 

collaboration is still underway. As a matter of course, efforts have been made to take this 

collaboration to a new level of stability, trust, and gratitude. Out of the abundance of her 

gratitude and respect to CERN, and in return for, as well as in acknowledgement of, 

CERN’s contribution to India’s growth in nuclear research, India gifted CERN with a 

statue of Nataraja.  

Carl Sagan, one of the noted American astrophysicist and science communicator, 

upholds the Nataraja imagery conveyed “a premonition of modern astronomical ideas” 

(qtd. in Lawrence). Sagan postulated that the Nataraja dance iconography is an illustrious 

rendition of how energies percolate at a subatomic level. Sagan’s view—which was held 

in high estimation due to his revered intellectual position and because of his journey to 

Southern India to study the Hindu iconography from a fresh perspective propped by 

scientific reasoning—sparked waves of excitement among Indian and diasporic Hindus.  

Chola Empire controlled not only southern India and Sri Lanka, but also the Maldives. It took key maritime 

trading posts from the Srivijaya Empire in what is now Indonesia, enabling a rich cultural transfusion in 

both directions, and sent diplomatic and trading missions to China's Song Dynasty (960 - 1279 CE). 
48 CERN, the European Organization for Nuclear Research, is one of the world’s largest and most respected 

centers for scientific research.  
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This iconography enchanted Capra to the point of including a photo of Nataraja 

on the page 243 of 15th chapter with the title “The Cosmic Dance” in his book The Tao of 

Physics. In this chapter he records his impression that the core finding of quantum 

physics and pristine insight of ancient Sinic and Indian mystics have imbricated. Also, he 

found in this iconography a distillation of entire essence regarding the ontological nature 

of cosmos. With this in mind, he dwelt on this imbrication, arguing: 

The Metaphor of the Cosmic dance has found its most profound and 

beautiful expression in Hinduism in the image of the dancing god 

Shiva…According to Hindu belief, all life is part of a great rhythmic 

process of creation and destruction, of death and rebirth, and Shiva’s 

dance symbolizes the eternal life-death rhythm… in endless cycle. (242) 

Capra’s interpretation tends to underpin the possibility of validating the quintessence of 

the Nataraja. His interpretive attempt at decoding the inherent signified of this religious 

artwork brings discussions on particle physics and time-honored nuggets of oriental 

mysticism to the same footing. From the vantage point of rhetoric, what strikes anyone 

having a penchant for rhetoric is the coming together of the polar opposite disciplines 

such as particle physics and the art of mysticism, and of spurring multiple rounds of 

conversations as to the nature of existence, ontology, and the endless process of creation 

and destruction.   

Capra’s rapturous ardor for the dance iconography is not restricted to this 

impressionist record. His summative record goes much deeper, which is documented 

below: 

According to quantum field theory all interactions between the constituents of 

matter take place through the emission and absorption of virtual particles. More 

than that, the dance of creation and destruction is the basis of the very existence of 

matter since all material particles self-interact by emitting and reabsorbing virtual 

particles. Modern physics has thus revealed that every subatomic particle not only 

performs an energy dance, but also is an energy dance… (244) 
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God Shiva’s dance is the dance of subatomic matter. This dance iconography was the 

language of delivering the mystical insight into the nature of matter at subatomic level. 

The ancient mystics and monks reached this quantum wisdom through the methodology 

of meditation. Science reached this priceless insight through the language of experiment, 

but the ancient sages chose art as a reliable language of delivering this granule of 

quantum wisdom.  

With this imbrication of quantum physics’ proven accomplishments and some 

sublime insight of the ancient mystics comes scraps of discussions, critiques, reflections, 

and rejection on the part of social media users. These online conversations, tweets, 

memes, feeds and links, hyperlinks and hashtags give rise to arguments and 

counterarguments with regard to uncertainty, indeterminacy, and contingency of truth, 

knowledge, and human existence. To label such a budding online and, at times, textual 

game of argumentation, I have used a subtopic ‘quantum rhetoric’. Both serious and 

flippant, fecund, and facetious digital swap of ideas—from the sublime to the 

ridiculous—around the quasi-scientific ontological basis of Nataraja have been 

fermenting conversations around quantum rhetoric. Quantum rhetoric probes into “the 

entanglement of matter and meaning, language and materiality, being and 

doing…quantum rhetoric overturns the classical epistemology of language as 

controllable, deployed, and reflective of reality…it is diffractive, approaching language 

through difference and unpredictability” (Leack X-XI). At one go Leack managed to 

pack the essence of quantum rhetoric into a couple of sentences. If his condensed framing 

of quantum rhetoric is to be paraphrased, quantum rhetoric arises out of the 

intersectionality between modern physics and mysticism, though quantum insight has 
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been expressed by many poets and disciples of non-dualistic philosophy since prehistoric 

time on both sides of the Atlantic. On a radical construal, it veers off from the axis of 

classical rhetoric which is rooted to the idea of persuasion by hook or by crook, through 

the rigorous use of prescriptive and persuasive means of oratory. Since attention to 

difference, undecidability and unpredictability is the sine qua non for quantum rhetoric, 

the very use of the word ‘diffractive’ sounds germane in the context.  

Jumping from image repositories to newspapers, I gave a tweak to my tracking 

and searched for any newspaper coverage on this dance of bliss. Interestingly enough, I 

found an article with the title “A Dance Filled with Mystery” in The Wall Street Journal. 

Citing Vidya Dehejia’s lecture with the title “The Thief Who Stole My Heart: The 

Material Life of Sacred Bronzes in Chola India, c. 850-1280” at Freer Gallery of Art, the 

article writer Lee Lawrence introduces some threads of interpretations of this dance icon, 

which reflect the extent to which such a seamlessly splendid iconography entangles not 

only with a rituality of the public panoply but also a political obsession and the imperial 

anxiety. According to Lawrence, “South Indian temples had long had the practice in 

which priests ritually transfer a deity’s presence from a stone icon to a portable sculpture. 

Deities and saints could then be carried in lavish processions where everyone could see –

and be seen by –these holy beings” (2). Rituality of this kind of display had had its own 

sociality, which oftentimes exceeded its bound and took on political implication. In this 

hermeneutical exercise, Lawrence brings to the fore an unusual claim that during the 

Chola empire in India, the dance of God Shiva was considered as a victory dance—a 

symbolic reminder that a victory in its imperial mission is an inevitable fate of Chola 

emperor, who took resort to this iconography psychologically when afflicted with anxiety 
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and delusion (2). The end point of Lawrence’s argumentation uncovers a fact that this 

dance icon broke itself from being confined to a victory dance to taking on an aura and 

ambience of the cosmic dance, following the collapse of the Chola empire. Joining the 

dots starting from particle physics to politics of Chola empire, I am now turning to the 

rhetoric and fetishism of tattoos of the cosmic dance iconography.   

Surfing through several tattoo galleries, I was awake to a terrific fact that even a 

mystical and mystically persuasive cosmic dance icon has become a piston around which 

the machine of tattoo culture gyrates. In a tattoo website, my eyes fell on the title “Share 

73+ about dancing Nataraja tattoo super-hot”. The very title has an arousal leaning. 

Everyone wonders at seeing a sacred icon being changed into a superhot tattoo. Feeling 

drawn to it, I gazed through the tattoo gallery; upon gazing at it, I saw meticulously all 

the tattoos of Nataraja and, without a moment’s hesitation, reached a conclusion that the 

Nataraja artifact’s appropriation in tattoo culture has not only facilitated a dramatic 

change in its design, texture, and structure, but also set the stage for the emergence of this 

practice of appropriation as a rhetorical event. The dance image undergoing rhetorical 

transformation, which Gries calls “the process in which things become rhetorical in 

divergent, unpredictable ways as they circulate, transform and catalyze change” (27), is 

in keeping with virtual-actual continuum. While actual pertains to “an image’s concrete, 

physical manifestation, virtual refers to an image’s undeterminable unique potential that 

is immaterial yet not inconsequential” (Gries 37). An image’s inherent potency to take on 

an extent of intensity and affective contagion is understood as a rhetorical transformation 

of an object in virtual mode.  
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The fact that an image has been actualized in manifold forms showcases that its 

virtuality is intense, that it is productive or generative, that it is like what Steven Shaviro 

calls “a field of unexpended energies, or a reservoir of untapped potentialities” (qtd. in 

Gries 37), and that it makes “the actual capable of coming into existence” (Gries 37). The 

evidence that something has undergone change pertaining to its design, texture, structure, 

genre, and spatio-temporality brings to light, according to Shaviro, “the capacity of that 

thing to manifest as something new, something that has never existed in the universe in 

quite that way before” (qtd. in Gries 37). With this theoretical thrust I plunged onto the 

interior of that website and saw scores of tattoos of the Nataraja.  

 In some images of tattoos, God Shiva is replaced by a woman, but the 

iconographic structure is retained. In some other tattoos, the demon—which is trampled 

by God Shiva’s left hand—is supplanted by a lotus flower. I notice a few tattoos where 

the flame of the aureole around the dancing Shiva is made much more intense and 

illuminating. While scores of other tattoos contained the left leg of God Shiva trampling a 

prostrated demon with a smile on its face, dozens of other tattoos depicted the demon 

with its gaze directed up at the God’s face. More than that, in a limited number of tattoos, 

the demon was removed, and three hands of the God held emblems, with just one hand 

rhythmically lowered to give blessing. Funnily enough, in one tattoo, the demon trampled 

by the left foot of God Shiva has caught hold of a gun-like object set to target up at the 

God’s head. Last but not the least, there is a tattoo without the aureole, but it is topped by 

a triangle and then flanked on the right by an image resembling a whale. If minute and 

meticulous changes are attended, many funny and farcical, horny, and hilarious tattoos 

made out of the dance icon can be noticed.  
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Of all these variegated shapes and designs of these tattoos, the strangest thing my 

gaze fell upon is the parts of human body where those tattoos have been inscribed. More 

than two third of the total number of tattoos I saw were inscribed on the part of the body 

directly below the neck. This part has larger space than any other parts. For the dance 

iconography with its aureole and shining flame of light need a bigger space, it cannot be 

aesthetically inscribed on any other part of body part with a short space. Of course, some 

tattoos are inscribed in arms, but more than two third of the tattoos are planted in the 

body surface directly below the neck. It goes without saying that those who indulged in 

tattoo-fetishism of cosmic dance iconography did not choose their bodily sites for tattoo-

inscription. Quite the contrary, the dance iconography chose which bodily site seems 

appropriate for being inscribed in tattoo-form. To put the matter starkly, the Nataraja 

dance icon chose to dwell in the body-surface directly below the neck—implication being 

that the tattoo consumers are not the chooser but the chosen.  

Here, a question arises—is tattoo-user’s preference solely accountable for 

determining which parts of the body the tattoo of their choice would go into or is there 

any other factor behind this choice? After mining some search engines and social media 

repositories, I came to know that the technology of augmented reality tattoo has offered 

some affordances to tattoo lovers. Prior to inscribing the tattoo of their preference, tattoo 

lovers are shown various augmented versions of the tattoo they want to have on any part 

of their body, and then they are asked to choose one they truly prefer. The cutting-edge 

technology of augmented reality tattoo and the availability of truckloads of tattoo designs 

have furnished this affordance (Tracy). That is why tattoos modeled on an original image 

and icon have been found residing on various parts of tattoo-user’s body.  
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This clearly exhibits how technology—the technology of augmented reality 

tattoo—has steadily gripped the tattoo-industry and catered to the arousal impulses of 

tattoo-lovers. All this comes down to a logical conclusion that technology as an actant 

has played its intra-actional role in a generative assemblage that forms a part of 

commodity fetishism of the sacred iconography.  

Megethos, Metaculture and Universal Value 

On the website of UNESCO, under the title “Outstanding Universal Value”, the 

Khajuraho group of monuments is described in carefully crafted language. In a very 

impactful language, important features of the entire monuments complex are brought to a 

highlight. Without elaborating much on what that outstanding universal value is, the 

website page documents, “Khajuraho Group of Monuments includes all the elements 

necessary to express its Outstanding Universal Values, including twenty-three temples 

that together demonstrate the originality and high quality attainted in northern Indian 

Nagara-style temple architecture” (UNESCO World Heritage Convention). With the 

highlight of universal value epitomized by the Khajuraho monuments, now is the time to 

specify these values.  

A heritage site with multireligious temples representative of a symbiotic sense of 

ecology, Khajurhao groups of monuments acknowledge different sects and sectarianisms. 

They demonstrate robust regard for human labor and creativity, and artistic beauty. They 

urge us to inculcate the universal sense of acceptance and the notion of coexistence. Their 

love for heterogeneity and diversity is reflected in their exteriors and interiors being 
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adorned with the across-the-board ensembles of carvings 49. Most of the deities in their 

sculpted idols installed on the temples’ exterior are found in their meditative and yogic 

postures, which make the whole temple area as suitable for being inspired to practice 

yoga. On Yoga Day, on dozens of social media sites, photos of yoga practitioners 

rehearsing different yoga moves and poses in the vicinity of the site of the Khajuraho 

temple are shared. The photo presented below serves as a scrap of evidence of the 

growing fondness of yoga lovers for the site of the temple to celebrate the much-vaunted 

yoga day: 

(Dreamstime) 

If the search giant is carefully mined, it won’t be hard to find plenty of evidence linking 

yoga to boosting the UNESCO-hyped universal value. There is one Upanishadic50 nugget 

of philosophical wisdom: Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam51—the world is one family. Since 

time prehistoric the Indian subcontinent has been pinning her mild sense of pride on this 

49 Across-the-board ensemble of carvings: These carvings consist of the carvings of deities, mythic 

accounts, puranic49 narratives, then-courtly life, and gallery of socio-politico-cultural glimpses of medieval 

lives of central Indians.  
50 Upanishad is a series of Hindu sacred treatises written in Sanskrit c. 800 BC-200 BC, expounding the 

Vedas in predominantly mystical and monistic terms.   
51 Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam is a Sanskrit phrase found in Hindu text such as the Maha Upanishad, which 

means “The World is One Family”. Vedic tradition mentions “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam meaning all living 

beings on the earth are a family.  
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philosophical maxim. This is an example of universal value that is manifested in the idea 

of religious tolerance and universal acceptance as typified by the Khajuraho temples. 

The phrase ‘Vashudhaiva Kutumbakam’ “asks us to go beyond our homes, 

beyond our communities, beyond our countries, beyond our planet, and consider the 

whole universe as one family. When we meet this threshold, we will be in complete 

harmony with each other and everything around us” (Prakash). This is the universal value 

whose relevance was, has been, and will be intact in the world, however utopian it might 

sound. For the promotion of the notion of the world as my family, on December 11, 2014, 

the UN proclaimed June 21st as the International Day of Yoga (The Guardian). A small 

extract from a news article makes a mention of the universal ethos of the wisdom 

discussed above. At the plenary session of the World Economic Forum in Davos on 

January 23, 2018, Prof Klaus Schwab, welcoming Prime minister Narendra Modi, put 

forward, “India’s philosophy of the world being one family—Vasudhaiva 

Kutumbakam—is closely aligned with the mission of this annual meeting” (Financial 

Express). Furthermore, the acceptance of the resolution for international yoga day by the 

UN General Assembly with the support of a vast majority of 177 countries is a testament 

to the fact that this philosophical adage has universal veracity. 

This universal idea has its own greatness, is capable of generating its own 

relevance and rationale, and has survived the tough test of time, proving its universal 

worth in a decent and legitimate way. With its attendant magnificence comes rhetoric of 

its own, that is, the rhetoric of megethos. As conceptualized by Longinus, megethos 

raises the singular idea; magnificence, amplitude, and splendor can evolve solely from 

great conceptions. The power of forming great conceptions and vehement and strong 
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passions have been deemed by Longinus as a source of the sublime. The ability of the 

rhetorical text to produce megethos, therefore, lies “in its ability to generate disturbance, 

to communicate the wonder and to transport the audience away from the familiar. 

Conversely, a text that cannot produce effect cannot produce megethos” (Balzotti and 

Crosby 338). The norm that the world is my family and the notion that all living and 

nonliving beings are tied to the axis of oneness, though apparently ungraspable in the 

world torn to differences and divides unbridgeable—spark its megethos, its own affective 

mode of identification on a global scale. Thus, it won’t be an exaggeration to say that it is 

the universal value infused with the potential to paint its magnetic magnificence and 

megethos. This universal value has a metacultural element too. For example, Africa’s 

philosophy of Ubuntu52 asserts a similar sounding maxim: I am because we are. Since 

longing for peace, search for inner happiness, and passion for being recognized, 

respected, and accepted reside at the center of every human self, it is bound to be 

universal and metacultural simultaneously. Such longing, such search, and such passion 

can doubtless be a master builder of megethos. As a testament to this logical inference, 

the Khajuraho temples are the evidence, par excellence. 

Attunement, Acceptance and Strategic Assimilation 

The Harihara53 statue, which was previously installed on the exterior of some 

Khajuraho temples, is found now in the archeological museum at Khajuraho. To be fair, 

this is a rare piece of artwork that was disjointed from its original place, got lost, and was 

 
52 Ubuntu is a Nguni Bantu term meaning ‘humanity’. It is sometimes translated as “I am because we are”, 

or “humanity towards others”. In Xhosa, the latter term is used, but is often meant in a more philosophical 

sense to mean “the belief in a universal bond of sharing that connects all humanity”.  
53 Sandstone stele with a figure of Harihara from Khajuraho, Madhya Pradesh, central India, 10 th century 

AD. The composite form of Shiva and Vishnu.  
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finally brought back to be kept in the museum. Another version of the Harihara statue is 

kept in the British Museum. Owing to its priceless artistic worth, and to ensure that it 

wouldn’t be stolen a second time too, it was not installed back to its original spot. Rather 

it was kept in the archeological museum which is within the vicinity of the Khajuraho 

temple complex; the museum was established to store the lost, broken, and stolen but 

found and then returned artworks and statues with beautiful carvings. Thus, I followed 

currents of transformation of the Harihara as it too drifted on unbounded digital space. 

While surfing Flickr, I came upon an image of Harihara statue and then downloaded it. 

The following image of Harihara is placed below:  

(Richardr 1) 
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Predominantly, producing attunement is the central thrust of ambient rhetoric. If such is 

the case with ambient rhetoric, this image is a good fit to produce an ambient effect. The 

main figure in the image cited above is a composite image made by blending two 

different Gods: Shiva and Vishnu. In this image of the Harihara deity, the deity is divided 

vertically through the center. Anyone seeing the Harihara statue from near can say the 

right side of the statue is that of Shiva and the left side is that of Vishnu. From the top 

down to the bottom, the right half stands for all that deity Shiva encapsulates, and the left 

represents what God Vishnu embodies. As the superlative product of the practice of 

syncretism in sculpturing across the Indian subcontinent, this statue still counts as a 

seamlessly reflective case of Hindu theistic weltanschauung.  

Without going into what this theistic worldview is, let me dwell on how 

attunement happens to be produced. If observed like a tourist or a casual onlooker, it 

remains hard to catch the elusive and subtle impact of this statue. At first, anyone looking 

at the statue looks at the main Harihar idol, then the eyes go to take notice of so many 

other minor idols within the frame; after that, the various bodily postures, angles, moods, 

and gazes of all these minor and major deities start coming pleasantly hard on onlookers 

and tourists. Even by the side of the feet of minor deities, their respective mounts are 

carved, which grabs the attention of those observing the Harihara idol. In addition, 

sobriety and serenity evoked on the facial complexion of the minor deities are other 

elements to pay attention to. On top of that, each deity sculpted holding weapons 

associated with them, plus the ornaments with which sculpted deities are adorned, 

constitute an entire spectrum of affects and inducements which cannot be accessed with 

the power of attention.  
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While focusing on one element of the icon above, the observer’s attention begins 

to glide and diffuse toward other elements. Observer's attention gets diffused, enabling 

them to be passively or actively aware of all other surrounding elements that subtly jostle 

to contribute to the ultimate effect. Because no single focus of attention survives the 

duration of observation, rather than being attentive to the idol, observer tends to get 

attuned to the idol. And they could not but surmise a grand relationality54.  

The sculpture technique in Medieval India of representing two different Hindu 

Gods in a single form of a composite deity has intersected with various debates about 

pluralism, religious toleration and universal acceptance which dominated the conference 

presentation at Chicago in 1893 of Swami Vivekananda, who mesmerized the conference 

attendees and participants with his speech and was finally declared the best speaker at the 

conference organized by the parliament of religions. The following extract from the 

Chicago address of Swami Vivekananda brings to light how the idea of toleration and the 

practice of accepting diverse creeds and doctrines are central to Hinduism:  

I am proud to belong to a religion which has taught the world both 

toleration and universal acceptance. We believe not only in universal 

toleration, but we accept all religions as true. I am proud to belong to a 

nation which has sheltered the persecuted and the refugees of all religions 

and all nations of the earth. I am proud to tell you that we have gathered in 

our bosom the purest remnant of the Israelites, who came to Southern 

India and took refuge with us in the very year in which their holy temple 

was shattered to pieces by Roman tyranny. I am proud to belong to the 

religion which has sheltered and is still fostering the remnant of the grand 

Zoroastrian nation. (Cited from Chicago Address by Swami Vivekananda) 

 

 
54 A grand relationality: This relationality exists among all these minor deities, their mounts, their 

ornaments, their moods and gazes, their seamless bodily build, their weapons, and, ultimately, the reason 

and rationale for blending partial Shiva and partial Vishnu in the name of sculpting an idol of Harihara.  
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The plurality of beliefs, religious tolerance and universal acceptance were considered 

hallmarks of Hinduism. Hindu claim to plurality, toleration and universal acceptance 

appears to be arguably justifiable, since the Indian subcontinent is the cradle of 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. Moreover, available historical events, 

epigraphic and inscriptive evidence, lenient and synthesizing Hindu ethos and 

entelechy—all are sufficiently reliable grounds to buttress the claim that Hinduism is a 

commonwealth of religions, and monuments of all stripes are means to foster the norm of 

synthesizing divergent doctrines, faiths, initiations, ecclesiastical sects, and sectarianisms, 

including magico-religious rituals of various tribal groups.  

If judged from such a broader point of view, the icon of Harihara appears to be 

none other than a rhetorically motivated attempt to create a visual impression of religious 

plurality and oneness—nondualism as a metonymy of Hindu style of thought—of all the 

doctrines. If people are told to evaluate which mode of representation—visual or 

discursive? —is impactful and penetrating to subconsciousness, the answer is 

undoubtedly visual. Icons and idols, statues and shrines made out of sandstone55 seem to 

be a nice medium of conveying the message of the oneness of spiritual goals, the plurality 

of creeds, toleration, and universal acceptance.  

By the time Chandel kings were ruling the Central Indian region in the early 

medieval time, Vaishnavites56 and Shaivites57 were on a collision course, though cases of 

the collision were not openly detrimental to the very integrity and stability of the 

kingdom. Out of a tactical purpose of effecting a rapprochement between those two 

55 Sandstone: This sandstone is endowed with immense power to resist bad weather, harsh climate, 

scorching heat, and other damage-causing phenomena— 
56 Vaishnavites are followers of God Vishnu. 
57 Shaivites are the worshippers of God Shiva 
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burgeoning religious sects, under the patronage of the Chandel King, Harihara statues 

were sculpted and then installed on the wall surfaces of the Khajuraho temples. Over the 

long haul, other kings in their respective kingdoms also followed suit, thereby filling 

sacred Hindu monuments with Harihara types of iconographies. In this connection, the 

construction of sacred monuments does not appear to have been motivated solely by 

religious purposes—meditation, prayer, worshipping, enactment of rituals and other 

sacral practices—but also by political, strategic, and administrative plans and programs. 

During my persistent hunt for online texts about the transformations and tactical 

appropriation of the Harihara icon in online accessible stage, I chanced upon a blog with 

the title “Hindu God Shiva as Harihara”. The following extract I lifted from the blog 

seems coterminous with the import of this line of exploration:  

When one worships Shiva, one also worships Vishnu, and all the other 

important deities collectively in the spirit of divine oneness. All followers 

of Hinduism are all looking for one thing, the divine. When one comes to 

fully realize this concept, they understand that we are all worshipping the 

same inherent thing, dharma, just from different approaches. Both 

Vaishnavites and Shaivites worship Harihara as a form of the one supreme 

god. (Tortora 2).  

This fusillade of debate and arguments arising from countless cycles of the circulation of 

the Harihara image in electronic gateway is nothing short of rhetorically engaging and 

uplifting. The fact that different Shiva temples in different provinces of India have 

slightly different iconography of Harihara is itself a vindication of a long-cherished 

imagination and reality of diversity and plurality.  

If those idols and statues had had their own range of mobility and distribution in 

changing guises, it would be much easier to anticipate what sort of chart relentless digital 
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distribution of this image will create, along with some added series of rhetorical 

transformation of that image.  

Rhetoric of Worldmaking, Stereoscopic Rhetoric and Virtual Sublime of the 

Khajuraho Temples 

In view of the pervasive digital flow of the Khajuraho temples and their artifacts, 

it won’t be an exaggeration to posit that they are not alien entities in the digital universe. 

More than this, they have stopped at nothing to leave their footprint in a videogame, with 

the implication being that they proved themselves to be susceptible to being manipulated 

by what Ian Bogost calls ‘procedural rhetoric of videogame’. Khajuraho iconography and 

sculpture, are inherently fraught with immense immersive potency to appeal, educate and 

entertain audiences from both sides of the globe: the Global North and the Global South. 

Not only video games but even Hollywood movies have subconsciously tapped into the 

vibrant and immersive potentiality of well-wrought Hindu pieces of sculpture: Goddess 

Kali58,  God Vishnu riding on his mount Garuda59, monkey god Hanuman60, the blue 

color of Hindu deity’s corporeal shape, God Vishnu’s avatar, and so forth. In an 

endorsement of this claim, nothing could be more authentically corroborating than what 

the Hollywood director James Cameroon told an audience of filmmakers and actors at a 

conference in New Delhi. In Cameroon’s own words, “I just have loved everything, the 

mythology, the entire Hindu pantheon seems so rich and vivid…I did not want to 

reference the Hindu religion so closely, but the subconscious association was interesting, 

58 Kali, referred to as Mahakali, Bhadrakali, and Kalika, is a Hindu goddess who is considered to be the 

goddess of ultimate power.  
59 Garuda: Garuda, in Hindu mythology, is the bird (a kite or an eagle) and the vahana (mount) of the god 

Vishnu. 
60 Hanumana is a Hindu god and a divine Vanara companion of the god Rama. He is one of the central 

characters of the Hindu epic Ramayana. He is an ardent devotee of Rama. 
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and I hope I have not offended anyone in doing so…” (Reuters). Hindu Gods such as 

Vishnu, Krishna61, and Mahadeva, have blue bodies; their corporeal shapes are the shape 

of teenage youths in the prime of their youth; and Navi in Cameroon’s Avatar is painted 

blue. All this comes down to bringing to hypervisibility the immersive potency which has 

been relentlessly motivating for wordmakers.  

To build the world not only in the universe of video games but also in the 

Hollywood films, Hindu iconography, sculpture, the myth of redemption and the theory 

of avatars have furnished immersive resources. As to the immersive subtlety of some 

nuggets of pristine Hindu myth and iconography, I ramped up tracking some news 

articles on the search giant and landed an article published in The Guardian: “How 

Movies Embraced Hinduism (without you even noticing)?”. The article’s subtitle speaks 

volumes about the connection, however tacit and unacknowledged, between Hollywood 

worldmaking and videogame design, and the immersivity inherent in Hindu Upanishadic 

wisdom, Indian iconography, Hindu myths, and the concept of avatar. In this article, the 

subtitle sounds eye-catching: “From Interstellar to Batman and Star Wars the venerable 

religion has been the driving philosophy”. In further elaboration, the article introduces, 

“The idea that propels the plot—there is a universal super-consciousness that transcends 

time and space, and in which all human life is connected—has been around for about 

3000 years. It is Vedic” (Reed). Unknowingly or knowingly, there is no denying that 

immersivity inherent in the pristine doctrine of Upanishadic, and iconographic accounts 

has been crystalizing the burgeoning worldmaking practice, unveiling the extent to which 

61 Krishna, one of the most widely revered and most popular of all Indian divinities, is worshipped as the 

eighth incarnation of the Hindu god Vishnu.  
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the rhetoricity of Hindu iconography cuts across the civilizational, continental, and 

cultural divides. 

In the interest of specificity, I shifted my attention from such a broader picture 

and decided to focus on a few specific instances of how Khajuraho iconography tempted 

the expanding home-grown videogame industry in India. Leaning on Bogost’s 

formulation of worldmaking principle and practice— “video games make an argument 

with processes. Procedural rhetoric is the practice of effective persuasion and expression 

using processes. Since assembling rules together to describe the function of systems 

produces procedural representation, assembling particular rules that suggest a particular 

function…characterizes procedural rhetoric” (125), I turned to track how the temples 

have been subjected to worldmaking, video gaming, and 3D simulations. My observation 

ended up with how the cooptation of sacred iconography in the worldmaking sparked 

controversy. 

With leading-edge 3D technology bent on enhancing and diversifying overall 

sectors of human affairs and activities, it would not be anomalous to see 3D images, 3D 

simulations and 3D clones of various objects, including human beings as well, inundating 

multitudes of online platforms. In this regard, the Khajuraho temples do not seem to be 

an exception to this rule. Prior to starting some discussions on how the Khajuraho 

temples have been placed under the penumbra of 3D modelling, I think it would be 

relevant to dwell on how 3D printing is manufactured and what rhetorical affordances 

arise from it and desk manufacturing. To simulate an already existing object, the object is 

first off scanned, and its two-dimensional design, vertices, edges, structure, layout, and 

texture surface are copied. The copied data sets are manipulated, rearranged, reshuffled 
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with the use of 3D modelling technology. Following this process, a three-dimensional 

digital image/model is created on computer screen. The digital 3D image thus formed is 

also called a 3D cloning of an already existing object. 

 Often, the very expression ‘3D cloning’ tempts followers of 3D aesthetics to 

think about the cloning of human beings. Of course, human beings are also cloned three-

dimensionally to come up with their 3D images, but following the same process of 3D 

cloning, 3D images of any object can be manufactured. 3D scanning, 3D simulation, and 

3D cloning fall under the same rubric of creating 3D images, 3D photos, 3D vectors and 

other visually hyperactive digital entities. There could be a number of purposes behind 

replicating objects in their respective 3D models, but the single most persuasive purpose 

is to unveil affective puissance and power that remain constrained in two-dimensional 

space. It is said that two-dimensional space hobbles the full play of affective, auratic and 

osmotic power, which exists prior to some tapping tools of discursive representation. 

Exceeding the bound of two-dimensionality of space has been theorized as a generative 

practice, since it contributes to heightening the intensity of visuality. To that end, it has 

been argued that the practice of replicating objects in 3D model leads to adding weight, 

material density and the center of gravity to the object being modelled, scanned, and 

cloned three-dimensionally. 

In subjecting an oject into the process of 3D cloning, some aspects of dimension 

that remained blocked from visibility comes up with greater force and vitality, furnishing 

additional insight into the erstwhile design of the object. With one accord, computer 

nerds, geeks, shutterbugs, and dorks come to a conclusive agreement that three-

dimensional digital vista and visuality achieved by manipulating polygons, edges and 
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vertices in simulated 3D space spark phenomenal photorealistic effects, which are key to 

flushing out ideas;  inducing depth and solidity of image; catapulting hyper-haptic 

visuality; injecting stimulus to the culture of sharing in 3D printing; and finally staying 

connected to an immersively intersecting networks of aesthetics, education, infotainment, 

and blissful momentary escape. All these effectivities fall under the banner of what David 

Michael Sheridan calls “three-dimensional objects as rhetorical compositions”. In his 

article “Fabricating Consent: Three-Dimensional Objects as Rhetorical Compositions”, 

Sheridan argues: 

Three-dimensional rhetoric is increasingly available as an option to 

ordinary citizens, offers distinctive opportunities, is valued by the broader 

culture outside the academy, and can be usefully understood through 

analytical frameworks regularly used by the field of composition and 

rhetoric. Three-dimensional rhetoric is potentially transformative and 

offers important cultural and political opportunities. By appropriating the 

rhetoric of fabricated objects, we can more effectively achieve the goals of 

equality and social justice. (249).  

Basing his arguments on the affordances provided by desktop manufacturing, Sheridan 

not only explore 3D modelling as a vibrant alternative and opportunity but also identifies 

politico-cultural ramifications that may not always be expected.  

As is previously mentioned, the Khajuraho temples are also amenable to being 

modelled three-dimensionally. On the website of ‘Sketchfab’—a repository of digital 3D 

images, I found some 3D models of a few Khajuraho temples. Under a title ‘Khajuraho 

temples’, the following 3D image was seen:  
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(arthurlondais 1) 

Though this image’s haptic affect and depthless visuality are not brought to a sharp focus 

in my screenshot image, its power to unleash affective feel and force is phenomenal. If 

this link (https://images.app.goo.gl/TngerKuQYcaB9nv17) is hit, one can easily go to the 

site and go over each aspect of the image from every inch of its sides, top, bottom, 

vertices, diagonals and image space. Though it seems hard to say to what extent anyone 

consuming the object with their eyes- feels impacted, there is every reason to assert that 

the vibrant visuality of this 3D image of a Khajuraho temple would by any means be 

tantalizing for consumers of 3D aesthetics.  

Browsing the website of Sketchfab filled with hundreds of 3D simulations of 

various temples, including Khajuraho temples, of India and beyond, and juxtaposing my 

experience of getting immersed in the digital spectrum of 3D sublime of the Khajuraho 

temple with my direct onsite experience of seeing the Khajuraho temple, I could not help 

but arrive at a conclusion that the much hyped effect of 3D image is evanescent; it hardly 

survives repetition; its impactful photorealistic makeup deeply touches viewers, without 

https://images.app.goo.gl/TngerKuQYcaB9nv17
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revealing glimpses of ground-reality. To ground this claim in the context, it is good to 

glance at the following 3D image of the Lakshmana temple: 

(Sheriffi 1) 

The ‘Sketchfab’ site boasts that the 3D image above is a 3D simulation of the Lakshmana 

temple. The correlation between a 3D model and its true version may not be always correct 

because online platforms and portals have been rife with deluges of misinformation and 

disinformation. Now, with regard to this 3D image, the proposed fact is beyond doubt. On 

computer screen, if this image is closely viewed from all angles and all vantage points on 

computer screen, all the aesthetically enticing carvings, religiously moving icons, 

erotically arousing statues, bas-relief carvings of mundane social activities are erased. 

Except for a few bigger idols and statues placed on some panels and plates of the temple, 

nothing is found; summarily erased are every micro marker of aesthetics; every minuscule 

vector of affect, and every exhilarating excess of carvings on the wall surface of the temple 

are summarily erased. The 3D razzle-dazzle comes with a cost—the erasure of the true 

source of affectivity of the temple complex. Momentarily, the 3D image seems to be 
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extreme in terms of exerting immersive impact, but, realistically, it seldom connects online 

viewers and visitors to digital heritage site with the truly life-affirming rhetorical push and 

pursuit. 

Over the course of my almost a weeklong stay at Khajuraho, I also took notice of 

some artifacts, statues, and shrines which were partly damaged and distorted, at time fully 

broken apart. In addition, some statues on the juncture and basement moldings were found 

getting lusterless because of having been dashed with grimes, algae, creeping vines and 

natural process of wear and tear. The very distorted façades of some temples, along with 

many broken idols62, give evidence of how the entire monument site is desperately in need 

of both extensive and intensive protection from every level of official and nonofficial, 

formal, and informal, individual, and communal authority.  

Every visitor and tourist surely would be at pains to see such instances of damage. 

But surfers riding high on digital superhighway would not have access to the unexamined 

life of the Khajuraho temple complex. No matter which 3D modelling of the Khajuraho 

temples is selected for observation, all the damages that have been caused to these valuable 

artworks are erased. To access ground reality in connection to various aspects of these 

monuments, it calls for an onsite visit to the monument complex. Just a relish in the verve 

and dash of 3D model seldom brings to the surface the unpalatable reality about the 

monuments.  

On the surface wall of the Kandariay Mahadeva Temple, a highly intimate carving 

inside a temple niche is on display which is illustrative of many things: an instance of 

communal sex, a moment of enacting calisthenics of sexuality, an exploration of the 

62 Broken idols: Some temple artworks are broken by statue-smugglers and ruptured by a handful of 

ascetics who decry over the erotic panoply on the exterior of the sacred temples. 
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unknowable of human sexuality in the pursuit of perfection. The following screenshot of a 

slice of erotic iconography, found on the exterior of the Kandariya Mahadeva Temple, has 

been interpreted by many renowned western researchers of South Asian temple art, 

architecture, and iconography, including Stella Kramrisch and Michael Meister: 

(Zinnia Ray Chaudhuri 3-4) 

On some online blogs, I found some attempts at decoding this iconography as a living 

example of awakening latent spiritual energy via exploring the intensity of sexuality to the 

point of making it look gymnastically communal. Some other blog writers tended to decode 

it as nothing short of a covert courtly exercise of the royal quest for the extremity and 

intensity of sexual pleasure because polygamy was a commonly accepted practice at that 

time.  

This iconography has inhabited a wide digital space on a large number of online 

image depositories. Its esoteric appeal, its inscrutable interpretive possibility, its quality of 
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being an all-time affective iconographic transcript—all make it a rarefied piece. According 

to many online narrative accounts and responses on virtual space of those who enthused 

over its unparalleled beauty, and penetrating impact, it would not be imprudent to conclude 

that not just a visual contour, but every micro and macro facet of this iconography 

contributes to a depth of its affectivity and the height of its iconographic excellence. With 

this eulogizing note as part of the further inquiry into its 3D reconstruction, I have put 

below a 3D cloning of the same excellent erotic iconography to bring into visibility what 

gets compromised and what new element is added up to, when the erotic iconography 

discussed above is cloned in three-dimensional model.   

(Yeggi) 

Iconography of the Kandariya Mahadeva temple, cited from Sketchfab 

The cropped screenshot image of a 3D cloning of the erotic iconography briefly 

discussed above has no difficulty evincing how original aura, ambience, affectivity, and 

aesthetics evaporated, retaining just a skeletal outline only. In this 3D reconstruction, the 

body of the iconography is maintained, but its living soul vanished. To be honest, many 

Khajuraho artifacts and iconography are transmogrified in the course of its entanglement 

with the technology of 3D cloning and reconstruction in a loose and luxuriating online 

universe.   
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Like 3D modelling and metaverse, videogame too has become a new platform 

with which the Khajuraho temples have been associated. At Khajuraho, there are a few 

temples dedicated to Hindu goddesses: Jagadamba63, Parvati, and Yogini. Though 64 

Yogini shrines in the vicinity of the Khajuraho temple complex have fallen into ruination, 

Jagadamba temple is still intact except for some traces of disfiguration. An idol of the 

female deity known as devi Jagamba is placed in the womb chapter of the temple. In the 

history of sacred sculptural practice of India, female deity was found sculpted in a bodily 

shape with multiple limbs, each limb holding different emblems starting from an object 

of the auspiciousness to sword and javelin. In other temples of Hindu female deities, 

outside of the state Khajuraho is part of, a statue of the fierce goddess of martial spirit 

blended with a grace of divine benediction is often seen. One of such deities is called the 

Goddess Kali 64 who, according to the legend, killed a demon, thus came a new name 

‘Mahishasura Mardani65, for her because she pulled off a heroic feat of liberating folks 

from the clutch of the demon.  

On some panels of Khajuraho temples, Kali is observed to be in the form of 

Mahishasura Mardani—a divine name for a goddess immortalized for her fierce look, and 

mordant martial spirit. In connection to the fierce goddesses Kali, I enlarged my 

photographic tracking process and came upon a slice of news about how a few thriving 

videogame-making companies in India have stepped up making a video game about 

goddess Kali. In an online business news outlet, Rediff News, I read a news article with a 

63 Devi Jagadamba temple in Khajuraho is situated to the north of the Kandariya Mahadeva Temple. Her 

worship is offered to a manifestation of the mother Goddess. 
64 Kali: Alongside being the Goddess of darkness, destruction, and death, Kali is also a symbol of Mother 

Nature because she is believed to be timeless and formless, representing the creation of life and the 

universe as well. 
65 Mahishasura Mardini means one who killed the Asura Mahishasura and refers to Goddess Durga. She 

was created by Gods to eradicate evil and many Asura and Dhanavas were killed by her. 
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report that “with multiple limbs and each hand wielding a different weapon, the fearsome 

Indian warrior-goddess Kali is a natural video-game character. And next year, Kali will 

be coming to game consoles, PCs, and mobile phones around the globe” (Jana 2). 

Goddess Kali appears to have possessed a strong appeal for being chosen as a video-

game character. The inherent power of a goddess Kali as visually conceptualized by 

medieval craftsmen is supposed to get unleashed to the hilt, as it is tapped productively 

by algorithm-driven tool of videogame making. With the addition of a bit comprehensive 

note, the article adds, “some mythical creatures are also thrown in—in addition to Kali, 

there are gargoyle-like interpretations of the voluptuous female statues that adorn sacred 

buildings in India, who come alive and fight…” (Jana 2). The syntactic shred ‘the 

voluptuous female statues that adorn sacred buildings’ is an explicit reference to a vast 

untapped potentiality inherent in some statues in the Khajuraho temples.  

Over time, video game was developed and then sent to circulation on the video 

game market. The very portrayal of goddess Kali made Hindus outraged because, 

according to their estimation, the goddess Kali is depicted as a porn star which added fuel 

to the fire of disgruntled and agitated Hindus. On The National URK news outlet, 

breaking news popped up with the title “Hindus Outraged: Images of Hindu Goddess 

Kali as Porn-Star in Video Game SMITE”. A photo of goddess Kali in her video game 

avatar is included below:   
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(An Image of Hindu Goddess Kali as a porn star in the video game Smite) 

This photo is downloaded from the website of The National URK news outlet. 

With the Khajuraho statue-figures falling into the domain of videogame industry, 

it remains to be seen how the temples, and their various dimensions will be reconstructed 

and what will be their rhetorical repercussions. Virality is bound to be an intended 

consequence, but the worldmaking may not stand the chance of thriving its business 

success, since the videogame had already fomented disgruntled response which might 

morph into a virulent catalyst for public protest and agitation.  

Recently, that viral momentum has infected people from both the global south and 

the global north alike. For not openly condemning Russia because of its invasion of 

Ukraine, Ukrainians are angry with India. Their anger took such a turn that even the 

foreign ministry of Ukraine posted a photo of a Hindu Goddess Kali, on their official site, 

being superimposed on the blast cloud, which resembles the signature pose of Marilyn 

Monroe. Yahoo! news posted an article and the following images with the title “Image of 

https://i0.wp.com/www.nationalturk.com/en/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/kali-2487.jpg
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Indian goddess Kali posing like Marilyn Monroe leads to MFA apology to India” (2 May 

2023): 

 

(Yahoo! News 2-3) 

The article and these two images mentioned above are an example of blatant orientalism 

that has infected the world of digital circulation. In point of fact, this lacerating case is an 

orientalism on steroids—a harsh and harrowing practice of what Vit Sisler calls digital 

orientalism (203-220): a digital practice of wrongfully and inhumanly portraying 

artifacts, belief systems, and cultural traditions of those countries that are part of the 

Orient. This viral image that instantiates digital orientalism was condemned, and those 

who opposed it asked for digital dignity. This case of viral circulation and all that went 

with it brings to light the extreme extent to which Khajuraho artifacts and iconography 

can entangle with things—the diplomacy of dubiety, politics of invasion, digital dignity, 

digital colonialism, and a host of moves and maneuverings the whole worldmaking 

entrepreneurship deploy. 

Thus, whether practice of worldmaking and rhetoric of videogame, will have a 

bright prospect or gloomy prospect is not going to be my analytical point. My simple and 
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precise point is that the ebb and flow of the circulation of Khajuraho temples and temple 

artifacts on the internet and countless numbers of digital platforms continue disclosing 

how their immersive and affective power come into play. To get unleashed from their 

sacred domicile is to achieve a new momentum for undergoing successive rhetorical 

transformations in their designs and structures. Being part of this relentless process of 

circulatory dynamism on digital universe sparks debates and conversations retentive of 

fecund possibility of our mindsets undergoing change. 
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CHAPTER V 

AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC ACCOUNT OF MY VISIT TO THE KHAJURAHO 

TEMPLES SITE  

Overview

This autoethnography explores how sightseers respond to the monument complex at 

Khajuraho and how the local surroundings and the community at Khajuraho have been 

relating themselves to the monuments. Also, part of the purpose rests on examining a 

complex cultural tradition and the Khajuraho's checkered history, out of which 

Khajuraho monuments came to stand in a sprawling land that has stretched beyond more 

than a dozen of miles. I employ ambient rhetoric (AR) to analyze my reflections about 

lived realities experienced as a sightseer with an exploratory mindset. Findings are 

predicated on the role that enlivening process (affective contagion, susceptibility to being 

haunted, immobility, slowness, and staying in place) played in unveiling the ambient 

rhetoric of Khajuraho monuments. Implications for the study highlight the elusive 

hallmark of ambient rhetoric—it wobbles back and forth between disclosure and 

withdrawal at each hermeneutical stroke of visual interaction on the sightseer's part.
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What is visually, sculpturally, and architecturally demonstrated on the wall 

surfaces of the Khajuraho monuments is embedded in tradition, disclosing their ambient 

dwelling not only in the society, culture, and time but also in practice, myth, and 

messianic imaginary of the Indian subcontinent. This mode of ambient dwelling disrupts 

dualities and dichotomies. It incorporates alterity–sexuality and other instinctual urges—

the assemblage characterized by a diversity of religions, a plurality of cults and 

conventions, and inclusivity of heterogeneous sects and sectarianism, unraveling a non-

dualistic conception and style of thought that works as a petri dish for what Diane Davis, 

in Inessential Solidarity, calls ‘originary rhetoric—the rhetoric of “an affectability or 

persuadability” (2), what Debra Hawhee calls rhetoric’s sensorium (2-17). The temple 

site, with dozens of sacred monuments, constitutes a field of forces and energies, which 

fits in well with what George Kennedy says about rhetoric in his article “A Hoot in The 

Dark”—rhetoric as energy (1-21). Kennedy’s groundbreaking reconceptualization of 

rhetoric is a pivot to ambience. 

To have a feel of this originary rhetoric, I visited the Khajuraho monuments and 

their surroundings in December 2022. To best articulate how I was washed over by the 

energies, vibes, and vibrations of the monuments and the surroundings, the following 

chapter comprises short vignettes that attempt to capture the feel of these sites and their 

impacts on me, nearby residents, and other visitors. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this autoethnographic study is to explore what has been done for 

the disclosure of the Khajuraho monument complex’s affectability. This purpose has its 

own supplemental part: To identify how the monument exerts its sway over visitors and 
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how inhabitants at Khajuraho and outsiders, including sightseers and tourists, try to relate 

themselves to the worldliness of the Khajuraho site, with a special focus on the 

allegorical cast of the monument complex, the catharsis-prompting stylistic excess on the 

exterior, the affectivity of shame morphing into glory in a manner most unimaginable. I 

employ four foundational conceptual pillars of ambient rhetoric—affect, materiality, 

embodiment, and the world—to analyze my reflection on lived realities experienced as a 

dissertating doctoral student at University of Louisville. Findings center on figuring out 

the ambience of a set of processes whose impassioned application occasions revelation of 

the monument complex’s ambient assertiveness that is nonverbal and pre-intelligible. 

Three central research questions guided this study:   

1. What strategies and processes are applied to unveil the ambient affectability of the

Khajuraho monument complex? 

2. Even during the medieval time, when the means of transportation, flow, and circulation

were not as sophisticated as now, the cult and conviction of building monuments with 

Khajuraho characteristics contagiously traveled across the Indian subcontinent and 

beyond. Currently, what makes this monument site contagiously affective? Where lies its 

contagion? How does the sightseer respond to the vector of the affective contagion?   

3. Despite having been a place with the much-vaunted Khajuraho monument complex

with a status UNESCO-certified monument site and being the most visited site in India 

next to the Taj Mahal, why is the region of Khajuraho so slow, immobile, and prone to 

stay in the stupor of being a cultural backwater? 
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Review of Literature 

Khajuraho groups of monuments, since the time of their construction, have been 

drawing the attention of a number of scholars, researchers, and writers. They inspired 

many poets to compose poetry about their behemoth magnitude, and mesmerizing 

monumentality. They have been grabbing the gaze of many art historians, archeologists, 

and fine art critics. Their strength to trigger controversies has been immortal; since the 

time of their erection, they have been enmeshed in a host of controversial cases. This 

monumental site is famously infamous and infamously famous. In terms of donning the 

vestiture of visibility, Khajuraho groups of temples stand next to the Taj Mahal.  

The temple complexes have swayed public imaginary following their 

reclamation—from the tragic fate of having had to be consigned to the atlas of anonymity 

and amnesia—in 1832 by a British explorer Thomas Burt (qtd. in Desai 4). The temple 

complexes impressed Alberuni–a popular medieval Muslim writer and researcher who 

wrote about the Khajuraho temples in his timeless memoir, when he engaged himself in 

creative works under the patronage of Muhammad of Ghazni (qtd. in Desai 3). By the 

same token, a Morrocan traveler Ibn Battuta’s imagination too was enticed and 

stimulated by the Khajuraho temples, for a certain part of his travel writing makes room 

for the Khajuraho site and what the site meant for then-people of central India which had 

been reeling under the onslaught of Islamic iconoclasm (qtd. in Desai 3). A systemic 

survey widely called an archeological survey of India drew the attention of the British 

colonial government in India in the third quarter of the nineteenth century. 

In the present study, I rely on my input furnished by my observation of Khajuraho 

monuments to come up with a personal narrative and assert the claim that being in a 
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series of ambient moments enables not only me but all sightseers to craft a poignant 

exploratory narrative, and conversely, immersing in narrative reflection also leads up to 

the divulgence of ambiance in any way, shape, or form. 

Methodology 

This study draws on the theoretical perspective of Ambient Rhetoric (AR) and the 

methodology of autoethnography. Given the importance of any persuasive assemblage’s 

involvement in a web of material, affective, worldly, and embodied enmeshment (Rickert 

21), I draw upon AR as a useful analytic tool for the present study. AR is analytics for 

describing how our effort at creating a convincing atmosphere for validation of any claim 

or proposition gets its bearing not only from discursive and symbolical conduit but also 

from forces and factors that vie to come to presence and then retreat into invisibility ( 

Rickert 220-245), depending on how rhetorical game pans out, subject to the swing of 

forces subtle and  choric ( Rickert 41-73), the preoriginary (Davis 2), and the sensorium 

(Hawhee 2-17). 

Five core tenets of AR shape the basic assumptions, perspectives, and research 

methods of AR (Rickert 1-285; Stephen Yarborough 1-180): 

1. The centrality of oneness and relationality: With a solid persuasive call to traverse

dualities and dichotomies about producing compelling knowledge, AR enlightens us 

about the imperative of always keeping ourselves open to every tantalizing possibility. 

2. The affective contagion: The version of affect theory proposes that affect is

contagious, sticks with us and that those who experience affect gravitate toward investing 

lavishly in affect’s contagious register. 
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3. The haunted nature of all persuasive assemblages: With the sovereignty of human

rhetor slashed substantially, AR’s single most pivotal goal is to set up an assertion that 

our all-persuasive efforts and activities are a discourse of emergence out of rhizomatic 

tangles of forces rooted in tradition, discursive convention, and the language of sensation, 

vibration, sonic and subtle traces of meaning-making gestures. In this sense, all writings, 

all rhetorical exercises, and all rhetorical assemblages are haunted; they are ghost-written. 

4. Immobility and Slowness: Since the acknowledgment of symbiosis between human

rhetor and environment sets the stage for the dwelling that adds to attunement, any loaded 

logic of harnessing nature’s potential for humankind might seem antipodal to the atlas of 

ambience. It is not aggressive hankering, ruthless rush, and attention to resourcefulness 

that would get a gesture of welcome and hospitality from the sphere of ambient rhetoric. 

Frenetic mobility and hyperactive involvement fall outside of AR. 

5. Technology as a mode of a revelation: AR does not treat technology as a tool to get

something done with an application of minimal effort by humans, nor is its equipment to 

create a visual sparkle and spectacle to aid us in thriving in our learning curve. Contrary 

to our expectations, technology does have a noble goal of revealing the world as such/as a 

whole. Simply put, technology is not a means; it does not have an end.  

These core tenets of AR help form a framework that can be applied to show how 

ambient rhetoric was/is/and has been practiced in and around the Khajuraho monument 

complex. In this study, AR provides a lens for examining how contemporary people at 

Khajuraho and all those who visit the site from India and beyond undergo some moments 

and exemplary instances of amplifying the ambience of the monument complex. An 

autoethnographic methodology was employed to understand how the ambient energies 
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have been tapped into and then heightened so that the monuments' inherent persuasive 

power comes to presence. 

Autoethnography is a form of self-narrative. It places the self within a social 

context. It is also considered an autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural (Ellis 

and Bochner 739). Despite being a discourse aligned with narrative mode, it is smooth 

and meandering in its emphatic subjective tone. It is governed by genre; drafting an 

autoethnographic account is rule-governed; a set of generic norms drives it. Any 

deviation from its dynamically stable generic convention might lead to a crisis in the 

credibility of autoethnography as a virile discourse and research writing. It goes by a host 

of prescriptive formulary (Ellis 669-683). The rigid formulae come not only from style, 

form, and structure but also from a substantial crux and an intense exchange between 

what an autoethnographic rhetor hopes to accomplish and how the object under their 

narrative scrutiny resists being appropriated.  

Whether a narrative construction is oriented toward being objective in terms of its 

intended thematic thrust or being subjective owing to the presence of the narrative 

persona, showing things as they are and procedurally telling events and happenings is the 

sine qua none of autoethnography. Autoethnography as a method borders on being a 

product by a balanced use of what Ellis et al. call showing and telling (276-277). Since 

telling is not all in an autoethnographic account, the platitude that an autoethnographic 

version must be written from a first-person point of view does not always hold good. In 

further validation of this claim, Thomas Glaves, Stephen McCauley, and Ronald J. Pelias 

introduce that sometimes eyewitness, second person point of view, and third person point 
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of view can also be applicable for generating a persuasive narrative account rooted to an 

exploratory self (qtd. in Ellis et al. 277). Along the way, it becomes crucial to get both an 

emic and etic perspectives by resorting to what Clifford Geertz says, ‘thick description’ 

(qtd in Ellis et al., 277), which is a process of facilitating the process of understanding a 

culture for both insider and outsider by incorporating each iota of details. 

Finally, the notion of movement brings AR and autoethnography together. 

Parameters that induce the synchronicity between AR and monument-focused 

autoethnographic accounts have already made their way in Rickert’s predication that 

“movement, activity, and building are what disclose and create a place…that bring it into 

such disclosure and creation” (273). Analogously, related strongly to the consequentiality 

of movement is an assertion of Anne Harris and Stacy Holman Jones that monuments are 

embodiments and enactments of lifeworld, values, and ways of life, that they are not 

fixed symbols that stand in isolation from cultures that bring them into the material being, 

that bodies perform and give substance to monuments, that monuments are relational, and 

finally that monuments create an audience (113-129). With this proximity between AR 

and autoethnography comes a vibrant possibility of developing a credible and convincing 

autoethnographic construction.   

Procedure 

Autobiographer 

In December 2022, I visited the Khajuraho Monument complex in the central 

province of India. With an anticipation that my weeklong stay at Khajuraho ultimately 

empower me to, what R. Behar calls, “map an intermediate space…a borderland between 

passion and intellect, analysis and subjectivity, ethnography and autoethnography, art and 
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life” (qtd. in Smith 71), I homed in on my determination purpose and opened myself to 

every facet of deep bonding between the living monuments at Khajuraho and the local 

community that has been tethered to the thrall of Khajuraho monument since the dawn of 

advent of Chandel dynasty to date.  

I lived in Khajuraho for a week and spent time sightseeing most of the extant two 

dozen monuments divided into three different sections: the western group of monuments, 

the eastern group of monuments, and the southern group of monuments. Most 

monuments’ wall surfaces are adorned with statues of Hindu deities set up on panels. 

Eastern monuments are dedicated to Jain gods, and the exterior of these monuments 

represent Jain gods, Tirthankara, and various socio-cultural activities that sat well with 

the expectations of followers of Jainism in medieval central India. While the southern 

monuments are not as famed for their monumentality as the western group of 

monuments, their curvilinear vertical projection is foiled by secluded surroundings and 

the mountainous outcropping. The archaeological site museum of Khajuraho, which is 

not far from the vicinity of the Khajuraho monument complex, houses the artifacts and 

statues collected from those monuments that collapsed in the past. In addition to these 

three groups of monuments, I visited the Chausath Yogini temple, which is in a state of 

ruin. 

Except for these groups of monuments and sites of debris and ruins, I caught sight 

of some lakes such as Shiva Sagar Lake and a few water tanks built in the medieval time 

but dried and shrunk, over time, due to neglect, dryness, and the spill-over of human 

encroachment. Moreover, I attended the Khajuraho Sound and Light Show event. This 

show is a popular evening event organized by the management team for tourists. What 
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enlivened my foray into the rhetoric of Khajuraho monuments started from some rounds 

of conversations with a few tourist guides, informal talk with a few local inhabitants, and 

curiosity-driven observation of each and everything I found meaningful for me around 

Khajuraho. 

Data Collection 

Data collection proceeded following autoethnographic methods. The observation 

was a means of amassing the data I required. In addition, specifically, back and forth 

autoethnographer’s gaze (Drake 252-270) was my most used tool to collect the necessary 

data. First, I opted for an ethnographic wide-angle lens, then turned toward focusing on 

social and cultural aspects of their/my personal experience. After that, I looked inward, 

which brought forth some relevant information. All of this comes under what reflexivity 

(Atkinson 402). I was concerned with generating thick descriptions of both individual 

and interpersonal experiences.  

The first phase included data collected through observation of the monuments, the 

panels, juncture, bas-relief carvings, niches, recess, plaques inscribed with the medieval 

script, columns girdled by statues, and every space on the tower of the monument 

adorned with carvings aplenty. The observation included not just the exterior of the 

monument complex but the interior as well. I tried to discern any recurring pattern in the 

monument complex's outer structure. On top of that, I tried to detect any pattern, clue, or 

inkling that could help me in my endeavor to figure out rhetoricity. Taking notice of other 

sightseers’ responses to what they saw on the monument complex's interior and exterior 

semblances was part of the data collection process. The local community's investment in 

the design of Khajuraho artworks also furnished valuable data. 
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In the second phase, I engaged in a process referred to as introspection and 

emotional recall (Ellis 671). This comprises collecting field notes. Field notes “will 

differ, depending upon the choices, positioning, personal sensitivities, and interactional 

concerns of observers” (Emerson et al. 9). On multisensory fronts, I was sensitive to how 

my body and mind reacted to what came under the radar of my observation.  

I bought souvenirs, figurines, brochures, and templates to complement my data 

assortment. I amassed a few copied versions of many artifacts in Khajuraho monuments, 

a deck of cards with varied Khajuraho artworks imprinted on them, and some old postal 

stamps. Using my smartphone, I took photos of hundreds of murals and graffiti pasted on 

the walls of a big park in Khajuraho. Tempted by sacred and erotic copycat artworks of 

Khajuraho monuments on the outskirts of resorts and hotels, I photographed all those 

artworks crafted in the facsimile of Khajuraho artworks. 

The third phase involved visiting some cottage industries at Khajuraho, where 

artifacts and statues have been crafted manually in the same design and form as 

Khajuraho artworks, using the same sandstone and premodern tools. In this phase, my 

visit took me to art studios where paintings were made, copying the same design, texture, 

and height of Khajuraho artifacts and statues. Casual conversations with a few local folks 

at a tea stall on an open venue right before the entry gate of the monument complex 

inspired me to get to the heart of the local flavor and fantasy sparked by the glory and 

disgrace of the Khajuraho monument complex. 

Data Analysis 

Data from my observation, interaction, field notes, and participation in the event 

were organized using inductive approaches characteristic of qualitative inquiry. As such, 
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the analysis of data was completed in three stages. First, data were reduced substantially, 

meaning visualizing data was done to become familiar with it. The first phase comprises 

developing a code that is “most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a 

summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of 

language-based or visual data” (Saladana 3). Coding often involves rereading and re-

visualizing the data—assigning characteristic attributes from the list or with new ones 

that emerged during data coding. 

Second, data were put in a chart to foreground their visibility and accessibility 

(Saladana 208-225). Third, data underwent verification that pushed for alternative or 

competing themes. In this phase, other supplemental activities include the review of 

outliers, triangulation, and cross-examination (Chang 125-138). Fourth, the ambient 

visuality of monuments was examined, from a dataset of the photos I had taken, per the 

methods outlined above. The last data analysis phase is part of identifying context, 

movement of the monuments throughout their history, and ongoing attempt to use the 

monument site as constitutive rhetoric to buttress national glory, cultural past, and 

regional uniqueness. 

Regarding autoethnographic research, an outcome from this analytical process 

gave rise to a narrative, joining my autoethnography with ambient context and affective 

ecology to afford a decent descriptive story, limiting narrative construction within the AR 

framework. Prior to providing an overview of the techniques that were applied to ensure 

the quality of the study, the following section gives a glimpse of how the data will be 

presented. 
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Presentation of Data: Autoethnographic Vignettes 

For this study, I employed autoethnographic vignettes to present findings. As 

theorized by M. Humphreys, autoethnographic vignettes are fragmented prose or texts 

that blend analytical and representational strategies to increase self-reflexivity (qtd. in 

Johnson 109). Despite being loose and episodic, vignettes, in the main, contributes to 

coalescing legions of threads of reality around the single most crucial brand of grounded 

reality potent enough to affect readers inside out. 

This choice of the tradition of vignettes is pragmatic in that short vignettes have 

been construed as effective in eliciting what Humphreys calls “emotional identification 

and understanding from the reader concerning culture, context, the surroundings, and a 

deep sense of bonding between the culture-specific superstructure and individuals 

dwelling in a community” (qtd in Johnson 109). This is to say that autoethnographic 

vignettes were a proven strategy for sharing my living moments and my participation in 

events. In effect, the vignette provides a window through which the reader can 

understand, engage and/or experience what it was to be a witness to being beleaguered by 

the sudden disclosure of an ambient alignment with Khajuraho monuments. The 

following section outlines the steps to ensure the data quality is intact. 

Quality of Data 

The existing literature on autoethnography has some limitations as to what 

techniques are to be deployed to maintain rigor and quality in research reliant on the 

methodology of autoethnography. Nowhere is this truth more patently emphatic than in 

the fluid signified of some terms—reliability, validity, and generalizability (Johnson 109-

110)—in autoethnographic research. To account for narrative truth, maximum efforts 
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were made to ensure how a story of experience is used, what it does, how it is 

understood, and how it is responded to for and by us and others, including writers, 

participants, audience, and humans. Given that memory is fallible, and language alone 

does not guarantee the absolute certainty of reality concerning things, objects, and places 

under narrative hermeneutics, steps were taken to jog the memory to ensure the 

reliability/validity of findings. Toward that end, I adhered to a thick description of the 

complex monument site, a narrative protocol pioneered and popularized by Clifford 

Geertz (1-17). The most crucial step I had to traverse was triangulation—a strategic move 

to verify across multiple data types. Cautious of some local inhabitants’ eulogy-inflected 

casual remarks about any critical aspect of the monuments, I tried to casually have 

informal and momentary impressions of visitors outside the subcontinent. Their accounts 

were less filled with excess eulogium, which helped me get tied to the natural fiber of my 

data set. 

To ensure the quality of my data, I went to the extent of having informal 

conversations during my teatime at a public tea stall and while sightseeing the 

monuments with more than one tourist. Some oral presentations were delivered by a 

couple of tourist guides on the outskirt of the monuments, which I heard loud and clear. 

Later I was allowed to join the session at my request, which helped me add much 

bandwidth to legions of informal, casual, cursory data I garnered throughout my stay at 

Khajuraho. Intending to make all my data strengthen the conclusion to be deduced, I left 

no stone unturned in blending data types, which led to the enhancement of findings 

reported in the next section. 
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In this endeavor, a final note about the quality of the study. Because interviewing 

research subjects does not come under my research methodology, I leveraged every 

available means of getting differing perspectives of both the local people of that region 

and tourists outside of India who came to sightsee this behemoth monument.  

Findings 

Vignettes: Enlivening the Surrounding at Khajuraho 

In this first series of vignettes, I document how the surroundings and the local 

community at Khajuraho were enlivened so that visitors to the monument site could feel 

tempted to develop a taste for dwelling and attunement. To move sightseers and pilgrims, 

maximum efforts have been made to enliven the surroundings, social life, and sprawling 

gentrified land at Khajuraho. In chapter eight, “Attuning to Sufficiency,” Thomas Rickert 

teases out the pros and cons of Toronto Islanders’ attempt at keeping at bay all types of 

the spill-over of encroachment and disruption stemming from thriving tourism on the 

island. Arguing that countering the influx of everything tourists bring with them is not 

conducive to promoting attunement, Rickert insists on enlivening everything around the 

island. In his opinion, moving from countering to enlivening— “making…unique way of 

life real, palpable, and valuable to others and to themselves” (259)—does add up to the 

bandwidth of ambient awakening. With the idea of enlivening as a fulcrum to amplifying 

dwelling and attunement on the sightseer’s part, I have presented my first vignettes 

below: 

On the first day of my expedition, I decided to loiter around a gentrified area that 

stretched from the entry gate of the western cluster of the Khajuraho temples to 

about 3 kilometers in each direction. The road along the entrance to Shiva Sagar 

Lake was always crowded on the water's surface, of which shadows of most of the 

monuments from the western cluster of monuments fall. That road was 

northbound and ended at Khajuraho airport, so those who come to the Khajuraho 
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site as sightseers and tourists used this road. Thus, it was mostly crowded and 

busy. On both sides of the road, numerous hotels were built for tourists and site 

visitors. Out of curiosity, I walked along the road on both sides, where various 

confectionary items, junk food, street snacks, and figurines of the erotic carvings 

of the temples were put for sale. 

Additionally, I saw some salesmen who jostled through the crowd and faced 

incoming tourists, supplicating, and soliciting travelers to buy travel leaflets, 

itineraries for tourists, decks of cards printed with various erotic poses carved on 

the wall surface of the temples, portable treatises, in miniature, about Chandelle 

history, and erotic figurines. Untamed bulls and cows crossing the road at an 

agreeable pace was another enticing thing to watch. A loose and lax set of travel 

and transportation regulations at Khajuraho loomed emphatically. Since the slow 

and steady pace of daily activities around this gentrified area seemed enticing, I 

strolled forward along the pavement, glancing at many hotels and resorts on both 

sides of the road. 

To my utter dismay, at those hotels' entrance gates, I noticed statues of men and 

women involved in different enlivening postures: the dance of Ganesha, a lady 

with her left foot aloft to remove a thorn, and a mother holding her baby around 

her waist. In addition, there were other artifacts expressive of human emotions 

and also of a bit of urges. All those artifacts were manufactured by copying the 

design and texture of artworks set up on various panels and columns of 

Khajuraho monuments. Seeing those statues, I instantly got perplexed and asked 

myself how they occupied the forefront of the hotels. Khajuraho temples’ exterior 

and interior wall surfaces, the archeological site museum, and Jain Museum are 

the habitats for those erotic carvings, idols, and iconography. How did they come 

to dwell at the forefront of so many resorts and hotels at Khajuraho? These 

questions occupied my mind as I continued walking along the sidewalk. The 

following collage I made by bringing together three different photos I had taken 

during my strolling around the community at Khajuraho works as evidence of 

what I wrote above: 

(Photos Snapped with my Smartphone) 
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The Collage above is a dramatic example of enlivening not only the vicinity of the 

Khajuraho site but also the entire gentrified area stretching from the Khajuraho 

monument complex to the nearest airport and the archeological museum, 

including the sprawling suburban area, plus a pure pastoral plot of land starting 

from the eastern border of the monument complex to the nearest mountainous 

outcropping.   

While walking along the sidewalk, I noticed, when I reached a crossroad, a lovely 

park sprawled enormously in every direction, occupying a massive plot of land. 

The garden was enclosed from every side by a wall with a door for exit and entry 

at the front. Piqued by the curiosity that welled up in me having seen that park, I 

could not help but look rapturously at the murals on the outer walls without 

bothering to figure out who was going inside the park and what the park visitors 

were doing there. Most of the space on the park walls was adorned with murals 

produced in the facsimile of erotic carvings on the walls of Khajuraho temples. 

The following images serve as evidence of what I saw: 

(My Screenshot of Some Murals on the Wall of a Public Park) 

The image above is an example of murals and graffiti painted on the wall surface 

of a public garden in Khajuraho. There are different types of mural paintings on 

the public park walls, which may arrest the attention of anyone coming to the 

Khajuraho site to sightsee the monument complex. 

Upon seeing these mural paintings, I instantly thought that the walls with these 

murals were set up to advertise the emerging identity of the Khajuraho heritage 

site as an iconic tourist destination. Seeing the walls painted with murals in 

abundance, I surmised that a distinct purpose of inscribing salacious and sacred 
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murals on the wall surfaces of the park is to captivate the attention of tourists and 

visitors who come to see the Khajuraho holy site. 

Having seen a deluge of mural images inscribed on walls and statues at the hotel 

entrance, I sought a reliable reason for aestheticizing the whole surroundings. I 

talked to local folks, tourist guides, and some students in connection with these 

murals on the park walls and the installation of statues at the entrance of the 

hotels and resorts. They responded to my curiosity, saying they wanted to mete 

justice to the design of Khajuraho artworks. 

Immediately after my casual talk with a few local boys who often moved from the 

gate of the monument to the airport, as their job of being intermediaries requires 

to do, I got the news that an event is always organized every week at the outskirt 

of a western group of monuments. This event is known as the Sound and Light 

Show at Khajuraho. This show is conducted every evening in two languages: 

Hindi and English. With these specifics of the Show, I joined the Show on the 

evening of my first stay at Khajuraho. The monuments were illuminated with 

colorful lights highlighting their intricate carvings and architectural features 

during this show. The flashing forth of the hypnotic aura of the Khajuraho 

monument at the projection of light over it, which was subsequently swelled by the 

inclusion of voice-over, makes the event a matchless source of enlivening vibes 

and vigor. When the voice of the Bollywood superstar rung loud, and a narration 

of the history, legacy, and heritage of Khajuraho unfolded in his mesmerizing 

voice, almost all the audience members were wholly besotted by the sheer 

sensorium and sensations they felt upon seeing and hearing what took place at the 

Show. Engulfed by a deluge of delight, fun, and amusement, I, too, felt intensely 

glued to the amplification of the monument’s beauty, which was made possible by 

spreading different types of colorful light around every segment of the 

monument’s structure and architecture. On the surface, though this Show 

appeared to be a gimmick to attract tourists' attention and keep them excited 

during their stay at Khajuraho, I started looking at this event from a different 

angle. To my mind’s eye, this event is an excellent example of enlivening that 

swells the surroundings and environment. As to how ambiently enlivening this 

sound and light show is, the following image is more than sufficient to hint at the 

intensity of the event of enlivenment: 

(Travellingcamera: Khajuraho Light and Sound Event) 



180 

Fig: XVI 

Since a photo taken by my smartphone was not able to capture the intensity of ambient 

enlivenment, I tallied my shot with a picture found in an online image depository and 

incorporated it here in its cropped size) 

As far as my experience goes, the Khajuraho Sound and Light Show was a 

popular way to project the overall impact of the monuments on sightseers and 

tourists as the sun sets. It offered a unique perspective on the rich cultural 

heritage of Khajuraho. Despite the strategy of enlivenment, the fact that it is part 

of a business gimmick is undeniable because visitors were recommended to book 

tickets in advance, given that the Show is quite popular and may sell out quickly. 

During my dinner time in a local hotel that was boastful of its capacity to furnish 

dozens of regional cuisines for which tourists outside of India may not have 

developed a taste, I got a chance to have a short talk about Khajuraho Dance 

Festival (KDF) with some local inhabitants. According to their report, KDF is 

annually organized in February. I was at paints to this festival because I won’t be 

here to see it when it starts. My schedule was fixed, and I was scheduled to tie up 

some loose ends and leave Khajuraho for Louisville in the last week of December 

2022. Though I had no direct experience of witnessing KDF, I felt incredibly 

moved to read about this festival on the internet on the night of that day. From my 

extensive surfing on the internet for facts and fantasies about the Khajuraho 

dance festival, it came to my attention that KDF funneled energies and excitement 

to the ongoing process of Khajuraho’s enlivenment. 

Throughout this vignette, I deployed words and phrases that specify how various 

strategies of enlivenment disclose ambient potential. I also relied on using terms such as 

dwelling and attunement. A conclusive finding came to my attention that to make visitors 

and locals deeply invested in the scenes and the surroundings swelling with intensity, the 

process of enlivenment needs to be kept going. And from various angles, the act of 

enlivenment ought to be pursued. Things I observed and visual snaps I took with my 

smartphone jointly furnished meaningful stuff for this vignette. Constrained by my 

circumstance, I had to pick secondary visual data by tallying closely the rudimentary one 

I had. Seeing the abundance of murals and graffiti on the walls of public parks and small 

advertisement boards, both digital and letter board, it was easier for me to acknowledge 
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that the neighborhood of the monument site was frantically enlivened to bring to a 

presence the evanescent ambience of the monument complex and that the community 

cared so much for catapulting everything the site epitomized to the exploratory world of 

visitors. I felt touched to the core by the revelation of ambience induced by the 

enthralling act of enlivenment. Taken together, my observation of some modes of 

enlivenment aided in a perception of ambient rhetoric rooted in the dynamism that grew 

in the ambient tension between the monumental past and mundane present. 

Vignettes: Cathexis/ Affective Contagion 

Cathexis, an investment of affect, is a term pioneered and popularized by 

Lawrence Grossberg. By this term, Grossberg means a situation in which those in 

affective stupor keep pouring their psychic, creative, tenuously compulsive energies on 

an object they are prone to overrate, strategize and treat as holy (311). With an analogy of 

cathexis comes the notion of affective contagion that Sara Ahmed has popularized. 

Ahmed puts a spin on thinking through affect as sticky; another way of restating is that 

affect is sticky; it sticks with us. According to her, “Affect is what sticks, or what sustains 

or preserves the connection between ideas, values, and objects” (“Happy Objects” 29). In 

addition to the contagious nature of affect, Ahmed has also propounded the notion of 

shame as a register of affect. Shame as an emotion “requires a witness: even if a subject 

feels shame when it is alone, it is the imagined view of the other that is taken on by a 

subject to itself” (Ahmed 105). In the affected register, the same emotion, sensorium, 

sensation, and vibrations morph into shame and glory simultaneously, depending on the 

psychic and situated condition of the subject of affect. 
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In the same vein, Deleuze’s conceptualization of affect as an upshot of “a violent 

collision of mind and body” (qtd. in Probyn 80) adds another bandwidth to the range of 

this vignette. Coterminous with all these crystalized conceptions of affect is Kosofsky 

Sedgwick’s proposition that “Affects have far greater freedom than drives 

concerning…time and aim…affects have greater freedom concerning an object. The 

object of affects such as anger, enjoyment, excitement, or shame is not proper to the 

affects in the same way that air is the object proper to respiration” (19). From a lens 

constituted by all these different ideas concerning various optics of affect, I describe what 

I saw in the cottage industry at Khajuraho and a few sites of monument debris in the 

following vignettes. 

I expressed my curiosity to some native inhabitants on how much care their 

community lavished upon Khajuraho monuments; in response, they told me that I 

could surmise the extent of care by visiting some thriving handicraft industry. At 

their advice, I decided to explore the site where artistic mimicry was in full swing. 

There were a sizable number of art galleries, painting houses, handicraft 

industry, and craft businesses at Khajuraho, where various artifacts were crafted 

in the same design of Khajuraho artworks by local craftsmen manually, using 

sandstone from the Panna sandstone quarry. No modern tools but just a set of 

traditional devices were used to reproduce artifacts in the spirit of the same 

design of Khajuraho artworks. In a short conversation with the owners who ran 

this handicraft industry, I knew they expected me to visit the handicraft industrial 

corridor at Khajuraho. They were keen on informing visitors outside India about 

what they had been doing there. To that end, I saw some of these craft stores 

noticing the process in which sacred and nonsacred artifacts were carved in 

sandstone to mimic everything Khajuraho artworks have represented. 

 Throughout visiting handicraft stores, around 2 pm, I reached ‘Ganapati 

Siddharth Handicrafts’ where I saw trained artists equipped with enviable 

craftsmanship, chiseling sandstone to construct an artistic model of both sacred 

and profane iconography resembling the same erotica on the wall surface of the 

Khajuraho temples. Seeing my curiosity-filled questions, the craft store owner 

openly shared his opinions about manufacturing statues and iconography by 

mimicking the form, structure, shape, and texture of the temples’ icons and 

statues. According to him, the artifacts his artists-employees manufacture are sold 

to customers from foreign countries. 
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My visit to the handicraft production hub brought me to ‘SONI ART GALLERY,’ 

where the same business was thriving promisingly. As I entered the craft-

manufacturing enclosure at their permission, I saw local artists and craftsmen 

working on reproducing erotic, aesthetic, and sacred artifacts per the exact 

design of the Khajuraho artifacts, using the same sandstone material that the 

medieval builders and masons used. In an informal chat with the owners, I 

learned that their business is thriving, local artists are making money, and their 

artistic replicas have been in great demand. At that moment, I realized how 

invested folks at Khajuraho are in everything affective, and accumulating the 

monument field has been radiating. They were all partaking in enlivening the 

Khajuraho region with an affective imprint of Khajuraho. Funnily enough, they 

were engaged in amplifying the flavor of affect; more than that, they were seen 

lavishly invested in affect production. Suppose local folks’ narratives are to be 

believed. In that case, just as medieval builders and craftsmen manufactured 

manual artworks out of sandstone, contemporary craftsmen at Khajuraho have 

been manually manufacturing statues with similar designs and shapes. I asked 

them: why are they copying the medieval layout of sculpted art installed on 

Khajuraho temple walls to make their craft business thrive? Their straightforward 

answer was the affordance-based design of Khajuraho art. 

 

With my firsthand observation of the affective investment pervading the 

surroundings at Khajuraho, I had no trouble concluding that the affectability of 

Khajuraho monuments is contagious. The affective contagion of every aspect of 

the monuments diffused across the entire region. In some way, the fact that 

Khajuraho monuments’ contagious affect is pervasive is validated by murals and 

graffiti on the walls of the local park, the replicas of Khajuraho artworks on the 

entrance of hotels and resorts at Khajuraho, advertisement billboards, and 

paintings and manually manufactured sandstone artifacts. What I observed there 

serves as living evidence of an exercise in cathexis. On this point, I think the 

affects, emotions, and energies the Khajuraho temple site generated have spilled 

over across far-flung regions, gentrified areas, suburban parts, and the very 

vicinity of the temple complex. The contagious flow of the affective energy works 

two ways: it is both the cause and effect of the enlivening process. The more they 

enlivened the surroundings, the more contagious it became, and vice versa. 

 

As soon as I ended my exploration of the local crafts industry at Khajuraho, I 

stood by a tea stall in front of a giant emporium far across the entry port of the 

western part of the temple complex and ordered a cup of tea. I passively allowed 

my ears to hear the commotion and noisy laughter of those who came to sip tea at 

the same stall. Those conversing carefreely lamented that the pre-pandemic flow 

of tourists from Western countries to Khajuraho has not bounced back, despite 

near-total containment of Covid-19. As my ears passively picked their voices and 

grudges—in reality, on account of a bizarre budding impression of being untied 

and untethered to my selfhood shaped by the clime, chime, and dime of Louisville, 

Kentucky, I had had no desire to hear their gossip actively. Therefore, I turned my 

attention to a new thing. 
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To have a glimpse of distortion and damage done to some artworks, I paid a visit 

to the archeological museum established to preserve artifacts that lay scattered in 

dozens of mounds of the collapsed monuments. The museum is said to have 

housed those artifacts at Khajuraho, partly broken because of the attack by 

smugglers and fundamentalists. In the museum, several broken, distorted, and 

disfigured relics were kept for visitors to look at them. There, I saw a slew of 

disjointed slabs of sandstone carved with humans and deities in different moods, 

moves, and poses. I took dozens of snaps of a museum space that accommodated 

several broken artifacts and disjointed pieces of sculptures. The following photo 

is just an example of how the museum has housed hundreds of damaged and 

disjointed artworks that had come under weathering, the violence of smugglers, 

and the extremism of Hindu Puritans and fundamentalists. 

(A Photo of Khajuraho Museum’s Archive Taken with my Smartphone) 

This is a photo of the disjointed artworks from their museal setups on the exterior 

and the interior of the Khajuraho monuments. While in the museum, I took this 

photo. 

When I saw various distorted and disjointed artifacts, many queries sprung up in 

my mind: who damaged these artworks, how did they get the damage, did the 

injury happen due to a natural weathering process, if the damage was caused on 

purpose, why was it pushed? With my mind crammed with these complex 

questions, I desired to see a few additional pieces of damaged iconography still at 

the site of installation in the monuments. 

To observe the damage received by some sets of iconographies still in their joint 

position on the wall surface, pillars, and columns, I brought myself around the 

platform of some monuments. And to my complete shock, I was face to face with 



 

 185 

innumerable cases of damage and destruction of many monument artworks, of 

which the following is a case in point: 

 

 
 

(A Photo of God Vishnu’s Statue Taken by Myself During my Visit to the Site) 

 

The best part of this statue is that it survived damage, whether caused purposively 

or by weathering. Whosoever be the inflictor of this damage, and whatsoever be 

the purpose behind inflicting that damage on this iconography, it is in the interest 

of monument justice to diagnose what vector of affect went into causing so much 

damage the extant iconography. Seeing the multi-armed iconography of a Hindu 

God flanked by minor deities and mythical creatures from the top, bottom, left 

and right—which is intensely expressive of different meditative moods—I could 

not but bring myself to a state of anguish and agony. At that moment, I thought 

anyone could be awake to the excruciatingly agonizing affect caused by the 

hypervisibility of vandalism. 
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Throughout my observation focused on the issue of damage, I saw countless 

pieces of sculpture with dents and traces of wear and disfigurement; worst of all, 

some statues were headless while many were disjointed, with their legs and hands 

broken and fragmented. Anyone loitering from one monument premise to another 

could be petrified, having seen so much dent and damage to those idols. During 

my attentive ambulation around a plinth of one of the monuments, I endeavored to 

make sense of this damage to those monuments concerning shame. 

The more I contemplated the intricacies and repercussions of the vector of shame, 

the more associative my thought process turned out to be, requiring me to bring 

to my memory a conviction that “shame enlarges the man by opening up 

possibilities of how we conceive of the relationship between ideas and affects, or 

between thinking and feeling. It also argues against considering expressions of 

shame as merely a personal affliction” (Probyn 81). The affective register of 

shame abetted them toward vandalization when socio-political transformation 

shook the established codes and conventions. Shame appears to have worked as a 

catalyst for all those off-beat and irregular acts. 

Seeing me around the monument complex daily for the last few days, a guide, 

other than the one I had hired, recognized me, and greeted me with a greeting 

‘hi’. I responded to that guide's gesture of familiarity, though no acquaintance 

had evolved between us. I stood beside his group of visitors, who were busy 

relishing an informal talk by him. With the guide’s welcome gesture, I had no 

qualms about attending a brief informal discussion focusing on decades-long 

experience guiding different sightseers and tourists from other countries and 

continents. The guide was retelling a myth about why the monuments come about 

having an erotic edge and thereby tried to quench the burning curiosity of a few 

youths—intent on knowing why passionate and prurient elements came to dwell 

on the surface walls of the temples. 

I had already read some blogs on the myth and rationale behind the construction 

of the temples. The guide’s retelling of that myth confirmed my knowledge about 

the imaginary part of the temples’ genesis. The legend told by the guide goes 

fantastically. According to a myth, a Brahmin girl was bathing on a river's bank. 

In a carefree and breezy way, she was enjoying a bath by the side of a river. 

Seeing a beautiful girl bathing on a riverbank, the moon, God got tempted. With 

His fiery passion for the lady throbbing in his heart, he disguised himself into a 

handsome young man and deflowered her. After being deserted by the moon God, 

the lady got impregnated and left in the lurch. However, the moon God blessed 

her that the child she would bear would be fearless enough to set up his kingdom 

over time. Despite being subjected to many thickets of stigma, ostracism, and ex-

communication, she went to the end of the world to bring her child from her 

womb on earth in time. For her success, the benediction of her disserted divine 

lover was the last resort she clung to when her days were very tough. As predicted 

by the moon God, the Brahmin lady gave birth to a son, named him Chandra 

Varman—Chandra meaning moon in the Sanskrit language—reared him, who 
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flourished into a brave warrior with a reputation for establishing a kingdom of 

his own, thereby elevating himself and his mother from a shameful episode of 

stigma and condescension to the charisma of royalty. 

Many years after the death of Chandra Varman’s mother, she appeared in a 

dream of her son, urging him to erect some temples—in commemoration of 

passion gone ashtray and in an exuberant mode of counseling people at large to 

live life with a complete sense of acceptance. This myth, with which I was already 

acquainted, sounded much more convincing and lifelike from the mouth of the 

guide. Once the guide’s narrative harangue ended, I lavishly appreciated the 

guide’s eloquence and storytelling power, introduced myself to other audience 

members, who heard the guide’s oral account of the myth, and went to the 

following temple premise. 

Standing in front of the following temple premise, I found some college teachers 

with their students looking meticulously into every temple façade from the eastern 

group of temples. Thinking that those teachers’ interpretations of Khajuraho 

temples for their students could be vital to me, I went close to their group. I 

introduced myself and the reason for my vacation at Khajuraho. Noticing their 

open and kind behavior, I expressed my desire to listen to their interpretations of 

the temples, which they were orally making, to boost the heritage literacy of their 

students. They gratefully allowed me to hear their understanding and 

interpretations as soon as they were informed of my motive and mission. Based on 

what I heard from those teachers’ generous descriptive and analytical accounts, 

which were orally delivered, I felt it logical to reinforce my point that shame-

morphed-into glory does have its affective register. 

Hermeneutics of mythicizing the temple complex in defense of the rationale of 

sacred space’s eroticization appears to have been punctuated by the affective 

register of shame. Though it is not ascertained when this myth was fabricated, it 

is not hard to form a tentative assumption that the legend began to be circulated 

right from the time of the construction of Khajuraho temples. Since then, various 

justificatory assays at rationalizing Khajuraho temples have been underway. In 

parallel to emerging perspectives on the temples, shame, over time, appears to 

have morphed into glory. The evidence of this shift in the register of affect is one 

associated with the vindication that the exact positioning of the temples in the 

public sphere is bound up with a then-official program of the Chandel dynasty to 

make subjects and citizens under Chandel rule well-informed about sexuality and 

passions. Because Chandel kings were the patron who underwrote the temple 

building program, the apparent import of Khajuraho temples represents an 

official view of the time. In addition, the current government of India has left no 

stone unturned to catapult Khajuraho monuments as the lynchpin of heritage 

tourism. This step—whose repercussions have intersected many fronts, such as 

diplomacy, colonial reckoning, and rejuvenation of the glorious medieval history 

of India—is convincing evidence that the object of affect does not remain the 

same: glory being the changeover of shame. 
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The comments reflected in these vignettes refer to affective investment, affective 

contagion, and shame transpiring into glory. During my observation, I had to diverge 

from the flow of my comment to make sense of what unexpected things I was seeing. At 

their permission, joining the guide’s and the teacher’s oral delivery on the monuments 

aided my exploration. Hearing, from the mouth of the guide, the myth of a pure Brahmin 

girl deflowered by the moon god and then subsequently blessed with a courageous child 

who kickstarted the process of monument-building (“Khajuraho-Romance in The Jungle, 

MP, India”) tickled my imagination. More than what I grabbed throughout my 

observation, what I heard and how I felt seeing all those things mattered a lot to me. 

Vignettes: Invocation of a Communal Life 

The assumption of communal life as a source of ambient rhetoric and the 

assertion that the more immobile and slow the pace of life, the more vibrant the 

possibility of ambient awakening are two critical ideas around which ambience reveals its 

depth. In the concluding chapter “Movement, Heidegger’s Silence, Disclosure” of the 

book Ambient Rhetoric, Rickert says, “In elevating terroir as an example of sustainable 

practices closely knit to the land, I might seem to be advocating if not rustic at least the 

rooted kinds of communal life” (272). The gist of his claim is that ambient rhetoric 

invokes communal life. In the same chapter, he says, “I again seem to side with 

immobility, with slowness, with saying in place” (272). His perception is clear: at the 

slow pace of life, the ground for the ambient wakefulness is bound to be abidingly 

intense. Treating the world as a participant potent enough to modulate the march of 

generative assemblage, Rickert frames rhetoric as a mode of invoking a way of life with 

its styles of being (285). Armed with these ideas and insight regarding ambient rhetoric, I 
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narrate how the slow pace of communal life at Khajuraho offers a convincing ground to 

make some statements about the dispersal of ambience. 

Taking a cab from Khajuraho airport, as I headed out to the Khajuraho 

monument complex site, I glanced at most things that usually draw an outsider's 

attention on an expedition to a new place. From both window screens of the cab, I 

was busy trying to let the impact of each thing under my gaze enter my sensory 

receptacle. In a way, I turned up my mind and let things coming before my eyes 

affect me in their tracks. Without allowing my mind to go in the way, I was doing 

my best to be fully receptive to the whole play of my senses. In the middle, the cab 

driver just asked a question I answered promptly, and without keeping the 

conversation with him forward, I let my receptive orientation thicken. Soon the 

cab brought me right before a hotel I had booked; after receiving his fare, he 

returned to the airport. From the airport to a hotel I had booked, the impression I 

formed cursorily based on my fifteen minutes of observation was proved by a wide 

range of my words and reflections concerning the monument complex and the 

local communal life. The conclusion, which was to be validated by my subsequent 

observation and understanding, is that Khajuraho is a cultural backwater; it 

offers a unique communal way of being, invokes a style of being rooted in 

everything native to Khajuraho, reflects a pastoral tenacity that seems 

unmotivated to roll out the red carpet to modernity and era-specific esprit de 

corps. 

Next day, as I wandered across the Khajuraho community, what I saw and 

experienced matched with this conclusive impression I formed. The surrounding 

is serene and peaceful. From 10 am to 4 pm, the forefront of an area leading to 

the western group of monuments seemed hectic. It was crowded with faces from 

different nations and different continents. From 10 am to 4 pm, the suburban area 

stretching, in parallel, from the eastern group of monuments to the airport was a 

metonymy of cosmopolitanism. At the start of dusk, the part of the area that was a 

stir would be entirely shrouded by silence. The sort of silence that cannot be 

labeled characteristically. Seeing this area receding to the womb of silence, I 

could help but have an intuitive sinew to take this silence gracefully. In the middle 

of the day, the area had visitors waiting in queue for tickets; guides rushing to 

ensure no tourist-client slips out of their hands; folks supplicating tourists in 

abject humility to buy every souvenir they had in their hands; the sweet smell of 

local cousins wafting from the nearby hotels and restaurants; cows lurching 

ahead in the middle of busy road defecating dung whose foul odor made western 

tourists hid their noses with their right palms; youths joining a protest rally that 

was orchestrated to push back on the provincial government’s decision to set up a 

power plant in the region that might pose a risk to the beauty of Khajuraho 

monuments; jobless middle-aged locals affirming their unwavering faith in 

incarnation during a tea talk right beside some tea stalls; and a few ladies 

toasting fresh corn knob on the fire of cow’s dry dung. These were just 
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representative activities at Khajuraho, but the enthusiasm for these activities 

dwindled to an intense and penetrating silence. 

On that day, I saw a pamphlet pasted on a pillar of a public building at 

Khajuraho. The flyer was about an agitation to boycott Netflix. Upon a closer 

examination and after a casual talk with some disgruntled youths, it came to my 

attention that Netflix was roundly criticized and rejected throughout India in an 

activist style for including a kissing scene in Mira Nair’s snooze-fest, A Suitable 

Boy. Hearing this, I wondered about the rationale behind opposing the streaming 

giant’s choice of the Khajuraho monument complex as a backdrop for shooting a 

kissing scene. After all, the site has been known for its blatant display of torrid 

sexual exhibitionism. 

Driven by this exploratory momentum, I probed a few exciting things that have 

tied the Khajuraho region to the comfort zone of immobility and luddite attitude. 

The concern that the vibrations of the plane’s landing and take-off have impacted 

the texture and artistic integrity of Khajuraho monuments was in the air. But the 

airport is the only means to increase the flow of tourists at Khajuraho. In 

addition, those who made money from tourism ignored this concern. Similarly, the 

emergence of the Khajuraho Monument complex as an iconic tourist destination 

has also kept this concern at bay. 

On the one hand, many people at Khajuraho want to keep the integrity of the 

monuments uncompromised. Since everything Khajuraho monuments represent is 

encoded in the DNA of people from Khajuraho, it appears to be their sacred duty 

to keep this region moving at its own pace, regardless of the vast prospect of 

advantages and affordances looming on the horizon of modernity’s sky. The 

strictly observed regulation, which my guide informed me, requires that, except 

certified tourist guide, no person from the central province of India can describe 

and narrativize Khajuraho monuments, art, culture orally, and the history of this 

region while walking tourists around the complex. It seems evident that the 

Khajuraho monument complex is designed to capture tourists' curious 

imaginations in a controlled channel. 

Before I headed out to Khajuraho, I had watched a YouTube video where a 

French couple on the premise of one of Khajuraho's monuments was sounded out 

on their opinion, and he and his wife said they had seen Khajuraho on the 

internet. Fascinated by the stunning beauty of the monuments, they came to 

Khajuraho. Following their splendid eulogium, they folded their hands and 

implored, “Please save the Khajuraho monument complex for futurity”. Hearing 

their lavish eulogy of the monuments, anyone can feel overwhelmed. Though 

efforts are underway to protect them, all these monuments’ full-fledged exposure 

to the tyranny of nature gives an inkling of the monument complex’s longing to 

remain in its precarious and pastoral situatedness, the reason being its liveliness 

and uniqueness resting on its current state of exposure. Khajuraho is truly slow 
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and immobile; it jostles to stay in its place; it invokes a communal life that is 

unique in its way. In its communal dwelling lies its ambience. 

In the narrative account above, I used the terms ‘immobility,’ ‘invocation of a communal 

life,’ ‘slow,’ ‘staying in place,’ ‘pastoral,’ and others. While using these terms, I was 

aware that they carry somewhat negative connotations. Especially in the context of 

ambient rhetoric and a site famed for its unique situatedness and people’s responsibility 

to protect it, any modern trend that tries to make an inroad into the region of Khajuraho is 

instantly met up with interrogation and, at times, with harsh criticism. Moreover, 

Khajuraho monuments stand for some norms and values; therefore, when an effort is 

made to introduce any new idea, change, or lifestyle to this Khajuraho, the local 

inhabitants view it with skepticism, which makes the entire region somewhat slow to 

mimic the structured, and well-organized system. Even the history of this region tells us 

that it came under a series of wars from invaders from central Asia (Hoernle 655-661), 

and the lingering vestiges of historical trauma goad Khajuraho inhabitants to be 

hyperconscious about anything that boasts of catapulting the monument from its 

communal embeddedness to the limelight of assertive projection on the global front. This 

dilemma comes from the monument’s unique position and checkered history, 

contributing to its ambience. So, there is nothing harmful and orientalist bias in this 

narrative construction.   

Vignettes: The Khajuraho Temples as a Visual Allegory 

Ambient Rhetoric as a disclosive practice (1-37), about which Rickert theorized 

extensively and intensively in his book Ambient Rhetoric, offers a sort of wiggle room for 

practitioners of ambient rhetoric to resort to any innovative strategy to render suasive any 
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vital assemblage they bring to the forefront of public reception. With this reframing 

comes a widely accepted conviction that rhetoric is strategic thinking. The following 

vignette is written from the lens of ambient rhetoric as strategic thinking: 

Walking around observantly from one row of panels and niches to another all 

around every façade of most monuments, the pattern of erotic arousal being 

counterpointed by a spiritual posture of deities in sculpted form occurred 

frequently. It is this strategy of letting erotic arousal happens on a sightseer’s 

part shortly and then deflecting this momentary arousal toward a solemn 

awakening of divine blissfulness that has been harnessed to the point of extremity. 

I do not call it a trick entailed by the structural requirement of the temple tower, 

nor do I construe it as a simple method often necessitated by architectural 

morphology. 

Interestingly, in between desacralized panels and panels and niches of gods and 

goddesses came a recess filled with a sardula motif evocative of an affective 

message of moderation of galloping passions on the part of both man and woman. 

If the front façade were filled abundantly with erotic carvings devoid of the 

presence of any religious carvings and images, it would have produced 

pornographic arousal. A momentary arousal caused by a sightseer’s short-term 

encounter with erotic carvings does not last long because religious icons and 

idols mitigate it. This arousal-awakening-moderation order of arranging 

iconography of variegated kinds on the temple’s exterior was designed 

specifically. 

My narrative stance on rhetoric as strategic thinking continues to get vigorous 

with the assumption that the single most crucial purpose is to project the whole 

temple complex as a visual allegory. Each strategy I discussed affirms that 

visiting the temple at Khajuraho is like undertaking an inner journey. The 

temple's front, back, northeast, and southwest façade are adorned with erotic 

carvings interspersed with other aesthetic and auspicious images. As I entered 

any of the monuments through the entrance gateway crossing Ardhamandapa 

(Half Hall), Mandapa (Hall), Mahamandapa (Great Hall), Vestibule, and 

Sanctum Sanctorum (Womb Chamber), there was a drastic cut on the number of 

icons and carvings, even though other images of deities and animal mounts 

continue to persist on the wall surface of the monument’s interior halls. As I 

reached the sanctum, I was jolted awake, noticing just a single idol of a deity. 

Speculating about an allegorical cast of the monumental complex, I looked to a 

rectangular platform/plinth elevated from the ground surface, in which the temple 

is installed. This space on the platform of each temple allows pilgrims, visitors, 

tourists, and sightseers to move around the outer walls of the temples. With each 

kinetic ambulatory walk of sightseers around the temple’s exteriority came a 

purged and purified mindset with which sightseers could enter the temple. In the 
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passage to the temple’s interior, I noticed different compartmentalized (not 

divided with infrastructural markers but marked with space’s distinct contour) 

sections of sacred space appear, which serve as metaphorical equivalents to 

various stages on the way to undertaking an inner journey. 

In this process of bringing under my observational radar the affective strength of 

the monument’s allegorical situatedness, I, too, went through a similar kind of 

psychic purgation and cathartic joy of my literal consciousness. The moment I 

entered the temple’s inner halls, I found a gradual decrease in aesthetic carvings; 

erotic carvings were increasingly absent. Once I arrived at the center of the 

womb chamber, just a pure idol or abstract aniconic object was noticed. The 

inner journey’s ultimate target is to get in sync with a purely liberated point of 

awakening, immune to the temptation of the mundane world. 

Since the time of the temple complex’s construction, various interpretations have 

been forwarded in defense of or against the temple complex. But I am disinclined 

to unpack all those interpretations and arguments now. The crux of my 

observation on how the temple complex tends to convince us is the very 

allegorical positioning of the temple complex. 

The monument complex laying claim on me as a visual allegory is not a new 

conclusion. This impression of mine about the allegorical profile of the monument 

complex is a restatement of the uniformity of the inner experience of ecstasy and 

purgation that most visitors to this site had already talked about in their narrative 

accounts. To sum up, this monument complex persuades visitors in the language of 

allegory, in the syntax of strategy. 

Vignette: Fractal Design 

This vignette is written from a perspective shaped by Vitruvius’s 

conceptualization of rhetoric as an architectonic design-based activity (qtd. in Frith 5), by 

a standpoint of David Kaufer and Brian Butler on rhetoric as belonging to “the family of 

arts we associate with design, of which they list engineering, architecture, graphics, and 

musical composition” (qtd in G and LJ 5), and also by a proverbial definition of rhetoric 

as related to techne. Design as a living practice that arises out of a complex nexus of 
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mediating multiple vectors of material-discursive forces comes to be incorporated into 

the following vignette: 

While watching the two most prominent monuments, Khandariya Mahadeva 

Temple (KMT) and Lakshmana Temple (LT), I noticed a self-repeating pattern 

around every segment of the monuments. This self-repeating design is called 

fractal design. Both temples are paradigmatic examples of exceptional sacred 

monuments with vigorous fractal properties. I had observed other monuments 

from southern and eastern groups of monuments, setting my eye on the 

application of the fractal. Still, nowhere were fractals used so compellingly than 

in KMT and LT. As a self-repeating pattern, a fractal design exists in plenty of 

natural phenomena and objects: Romanesco broccoli, pinecones, succulents, ice 

and snow, tree branches, copper crystal, rivers (its meandering S shape), leaf 

veins, foam, and so forth. From the ground plan of KMT and LT, including their 

overarching towers above the sanctuaries, to carvings on the bas-relief and the 

floral and figurative ceiling panels in the interior halls, the fractal design 

produced a compelling impact on me. I felt no difference between me, the 

observer, and the monument, the observed. Seeing the shrinking gap between me 

as a subject and the monument as an object, I felt spontaneously elated and 

immersed in every affordance proffered by a fractal dimension of the monument. 

The more affordances my eyes relished, the more curious I grew. I started paying 

attention to every fractal form around each space on the physical edifices of KMT 

and LT monuments. In this curiosity-mongering, my eyes rushed to discern the 

form of a rosebud unfurling four of its different petals. The rosebud is replicated 

on many ceiling panels in the interior of KMT and LT. Likewise, I saw the shape 

of a pinecone being copied in a fractal mode and then replicated in designing the 

upward projection of each monument’s central spire. Even the jaded and 

asymmetrical structure of any of the Khajuraho monuments emerged as a copy of 

an unshapely and rugged phenomenon of nature. Incrementally, a few abstract 

geometrical shapes came under my exploratory eyes during the curious search, of 

which it is hard to make out any meaningful essence. Seeing this surplus of 

fractality, I impulsively rushed to conclude that they have been exploited to the 

extent of extremity. To what end? This question gripped me, and soon I curbed my 

exuberant urge to generalize and focused on being realistic. The following image 

shines a light on how the fractal design works with full force and impact: 
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(My Visual Snap of a Khajuraho Temple’s Fractal Superstructure) 

 

The photo above is about a superstructural semblance of one of LT. With their behemoth 

architectural morphology, most monuments are characterized by a surplus of fractality in 

their design and structure. KMT and LT are paradigmatic examples of rhetorical 

exercises in fractal excellence. 

 

 In effect, following my hourlong observation and keen reflection on what I saw, I 

felt nudged to conclude that the fractal design is not exempt from the intended 

purpose of the builders, patrons, sculptors, and artisans, nor does it work in 

complete disregard of sightseers’ expectations and assumptions. To be sure, 

designers of the fractal framework related to these temples had perhaps borne the 

idea of putting sightseers and visitors in a balanced state of mind while 

interacting visually with the temple complex’s fabric and shell. 

 

On the strength of the content of the vignette above, it is not hard to argue that 

there are some fractal forms and designs with which humans feel immensely comfortable. 

Fractals abet immersivity by narrowing down the gap between the observer and the 

observed—this is the claim I am making with my direct experience of undergoing 

immersive awakening throughout my expedition to the monument complex. Fractal’s 

pervasive application for adorning the architectural panels, columns, and junctures saves 

observers from exhaustion and tending toward hyperexcitement. 

Discussion 

First, findings from this study suggest the significance of affect, fractality, and the 

surroundings in shaping rhetorical practices leading up to the divulgence of ambience, 



196 

embeddedness, dwelling, and attunement. The surroundings, the local community’s total 

involvement with the design and form of Khajuraho art, and the Khajuraho site’s unique 

position in the history, geography, and culture of the central province of India have given 

rise to a specific worldliness from which no one visiting the monument site can keep 

being exempt from having to act, choose, think, and decide under the worldly affect 

stemming from the Khajuraho site. 

Second, the haunted history of the central province, of which the Khajuraho 

monument complex is a living witness, has continued to animate everything visitor brings 

in over their visual immersion in all the awe, affordance, and ecstasy radiated by 

Khajuraho monuments. In addition, half a dozen of universally cherished values 

(Universal acceptance, religious toleration, synchronicity) are represented by Khajuraho 

monuments and the monument complex’s shifting identity—from being a sacred site of 

worship and pilgrimage to a rendezvous of Sufi fakirs and Hindu mystics to a certified 

UNESCO heritage site to Iconic tourist/honeymoon destination—have placed the whole 

site and the local community in such a unique position that any decision taken in favor of 

the monument complex’s integrity appears to be less human-centric and more constrained 

by the local surroundings and strange situatedness of the monuments. Monuments’ 

exceptional standing at the heart of Khajuraho untethers anyone tied to their rhetorical 

comfort zone, thereby realigning them to a new server of ambience, attunement, and 

dwelling.  

Third, the Khajuraho monument complex’s exceptional mode of operation as a 

visual allegory does offer a chance to foray into some strategies with which the builders 
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had designed the monuments to convey the intended message compellingly and 

convincingly. 

Implication 

The first implication of this study is that what Khajuraho monuments represent 

means a lot for all of us who are afflicted with all disruptions and hassles stemming from 

divisions and polarization. While rhetoric has been descending to various divisions and 

subdivisions that rush to disintegrate more into additional micro-divisions, any attempt to 

integrate fragments to shore up an ensemble of oneness and relationality could start from 

a simple act of visiting Khajuraho monuments. 

It is an axiomatic truth that Khajuraho monuments speak volumes about 

voluminous values and veracities of human life, creativity, and ontology, without using 

language. With just scores of iconographies, architectural panels, and sculpted artworks, 

all the precious nuggets of wisdom are conveyed in a language of stone, which 

compellingly calls us not to overrate language’s communicative purpose to the point of 

sinning linguistic monism. It drives us to jibe at linguistic monism. It eviscerates human 

exceptionalism and the sovereignty of human rhetor, unveiling how ‘who we are at 

existential level’ is rooted in a web of human intelligence, tools humans wield, resources 

they harness, the soil they tread on, and the surroundings and ecology they are part of.    

Conclusion 

When something tends to persuade us, the most trustworthy and realizable means 

to access those forces is by feeling them, by opening ourselves to the rush and dash of 

these forces, by not focusing too much on how these forces impact us, but by keeping 

ourselves focused on small things that come with the source of those forces. Another 
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autoethnographically proven strategy is to look into a slew of phenomena that come vis-

à-vis things and objects infused with vitality affect. These conclusive pointers perfectly 

fit in with my weeklong exploration of Khajuraho monuments regarding their 

relationship with the local surroundings, local people’s involvement in it, and visitors’ 

swift and spontaneous immersion in, and attunement to, everything that starts with and 

ends in Khajuraho.
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CHAPTER VI 

CONSTRUCTION OF ATTUNEMENT RHETORIC THROUGH 

NARRATIVIZATION: A TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF SOME FICTITIOUS 

ACCOUNTS OF THE VISITORS TO KHAJURAHO MONUMENTS 

Attunement is a big concept. With Khajuraho temples, this concept carries 

currency. Vis-a vis Khajuraho monuments, attunement refers to how the architecture and 

design of Khajuraho monuments are attuned to the natural environment in which they are 

situated. The use of local materials, such as sandstone, and the incorporation of natural 

forms and motifs into the design account for the situatedness of the monuments in the 

local surroundings. Furthermore, attunement is closely associated with the principles of 

Hindu philosophy—foundational to Hinduism is the notion that all things in the universe 

are interconnected. Attunement rhetoric is used in Khajuraho monuments to intensify this 

philosophy that all things in the universe are interconnected. Architecture, design, and the 

strategic placement of some distinctive iconography on the wall surfaces of the 

monuments are mediums to crystalize and convey the idea of oneness. What triggers 

attunement on the visitor’s end comprises their perception of harmony and balance 

through architecture and design.  

 Attunement in the context of the Khajuraho monument parallels how the 

sculptures and carvings in the monuments boast of creating a typical mood or atmosphere 

for sightseers and pilgrims. A considerable number of the monuments, with their unique 
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carvings and sculptures, emplace visitors in a profound and profoundly immersive world 

of spirituality foiling and being foiled by a profuse presence of the profane and the 

prurient. With their rich and multifaceted experience, Khajuraho monuments furnish 

much information about the multiple levels on which the augury of attunement starts. 

Although the attunement rhetoric is not above criticism, it has been generally regarded as 

a highly effective and aesthetically pleasing rhetorical strategy. 

In explanation of how attunement is experienced by different visitors who pay a 

visit to the site of Khajuraho monuments, I would analyze some travelogues, a memoir, a 

documentary, some blogs, and a few images from digitized archives, including a photo 

that I had taken from my visit to the site. The sole objective of this analytical part is to 

ascertain that attunement happens on multiple levels, that experiencing ambiance is 

tantamount to letting an event befall the experiencer, that those confronting attunement 

might not be able to foster the same level of intense attunement, and finally that though 

experiencer’s interiority catalyzes a divulgence of attunement, external forces, and factors 

to account for a short exposition of attunement and ambiance.  

Thus, in a large and liberal sense, it might sound murky and mystical to 

characterize attunement as an event or phenomenon with its tenuous nexus with the 

subtle and the epiphanic. While murky, it is in cases like this that rhetorical analysis can 

reveal that attunement rhetoric is a unique and powerful form of communication that 

allows individuals to tap into the fundamental essence of the universe and harness its 
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energies through spoken words. Those who practice attunement possess a deep 

understanding of the interconnectedness of all things. Moreover, they believe that 

everything in the universe is composed of a symphony of vibrations, and by attuning 

themselves to these vibrations, they could influence the world around them. Through 

their mastery of attunement rhetoric, they could channel and manipulate these vibrations 

to bring about the sort of change they intend to affect.  

The Loss of Ontological Weddedness:  Analysis of Namit Arora’s Indians: A Brief 

History of a Civilization 

Namit Arora’s travelogue Indians: A Brief History of a Civilization documents his 

observations about some of the lost centers of civilizations that flourished at different 

points in the history of the Indian subcontinent and disintegrated after reaching a 

crescendo of their evolutions. Some reminders of the civilizational peaks of 

developments66, as highlighted in the travelogue by the narrator, continue to influence 

even some of the practices of the contemporary inhabitants in India. As the story goes, 

the narrator visited all these sites; observed the remnants of monuments, artifacts, and 

objects which were housed in the site museums; reflected on the ifs and buts of what 

these sites mean for everyone living in the Indian subcontinent; and highlighted some 

frameworks for teasing out the legacy of the lost civilizations in the current geo-political 

and diplomatic trajectory of India’s emergence as the biggest democracy bent on 

climbing the ladder of global eminence via soft power. The seventh chapter of this 

travelogue “The Enigma of Khajuraho” is crucial for me in that some of the questions the 

narrator raises in this chapter asks a question: if Medieval Islamic iconoclasm and the 

66 These civilizational peaks of developments are Dholavira, Nagarjunakonda, Nalanda, Khajuraho, 

Vijayanagar, Varanasi, and others. 
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onslaught of British colonialism put an end to the artistic movement of building 

monuments with Khajuraho characteristics in the subcontinent, why are not monuments 

with Khajuraho profile and property built, from the end of the British Raj to date, in India 

and Indian diaspora? His answer is quite simple: the loss of ontological weddedness. 

In the first few pages of “The Enigma of Khajuraho,” the author asks several 

questions; of all these questions, the question – “what sort of cultural milieu could have 

produced such explicit depictions that most people today would consider hardcore porn?” 

(Arora 140) —propel anyone to explore the ambient rhetoric of Khajuraho monuments. 

The narrator does not ask who the builders, masons, sculptors, and royal patrons engaged 

in the building of Khajuraho monuments were, nor does he ask who allowed for adorning 

more than four scores of the sacred monuments with representations of secular and 

sacred, aesthetic, and erotic, fantastic, and quotidian moments of medieval central Indian 

society that thrived progressively. In the heightened moment of his visual communion 

with the cultural persona embodied in the totality of monuments, the narrator rushes to 

attribute the credit for building the Khajuraho monuments to the cultural milieu. To be 

more precise, the cultural milieu participated in putting up the matchless monuments at 

Khajuraho. 

To explore how and why then-cultural milieu, societal and material coordinates 

engendered momentum for building sacred monuments at Khajuraho, the narrator tries to 

take stock of some concrete events that steer the constructive course of monument-

building. The narrator comes to realize that it important for him to analyze how the 

background, time, history, and culture of monument-building paved the way for erecting 

monumental creations at Khajuraho. Doubtless, the narrator’s reflection is not one of 
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cultural and historical inquiry into the emergence of controversial monumentality in the 

history of the construction of sacred monuments but of a scholar eager to delve deep into 

how context laid the groundwork for the emergence of gloriously ignominious and 

ignominiously glorious Khajuraho monuments. 

According to the narrator, the majority of statues, and chimerical iconography are 

not the original creation of the builders and craftsmen. Quite the contrary, they are 

derivative. For instance, the phallus of the God Shiva is a typical sample. The idea of 

worshipping an aniconic phallus of God Shiva in the sanctum sanctorum of Kandariya 

Mahadeva temple did not come from the pure imagination of monument-builders. 

Surprisingly enough, it is part of a tradition that dates back to the Harappan civilization67, 

leaving no trace of a credible reason for its unprecedented decline (Chapter I, Arora 10-

39). The narrator buttresses this fact in another chapter, “The Mysterious Dholavira,” in 

the same travelogue under discussion, where he writes, “…excavators have identified 

stone object in the shape of a phallus has; two terracotta male figurines have erections; a 

small terracotta object…resembles the familiar Shiva lingam” (Chapter I, Arora 29). 

Some statues installed on the exterior panels of Khajuraho monuments invoke the darker 

affectivity of some remnants of a civilization that ended abruptly in the subcontinent. 

According to Arora, these aniconic and iconic idols are a means through which 

civilization expresses (Chapter I, 29). Likewise, builders and sculptors derived content 

for their artworks from the pristine lore and literature of the subcontinent68. On top of 

 
67 Harrapan civilization reached its zenith around 2500 BC and disintegrated around 1800 BC. It comprised 

many territorial regions of modern India and Modern Pakistan.  
68 The pristine lore and literature refer to Puranic narratives, Upanishadic treatises, Hindu myths and 

legends, folk tales, and local stories, including the two oldest epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharat. 
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that, frieze carvings and purely prurient panels on the wall surfaces of the temples seem 

to be a visual transcript of what happened in the court of the royal patrons, as well as of 

memorial sexual moves and poses discussed in Kamasutra69. Contents of all the carvings 

are embedded in tradition—the tradition shaped by the primordial, the Puranic, and the 

political. What adds up to this line of iconography’s embeddedness in tradition is bas-

relief carvings that depict a set of inspiring events from the then-popular courtly drama 

courtly members got it performed in the royal theatre of medieval time. Thus, the 

majority of things visitors see in every part of the monuments’ edifices dramatizes not 

only an ancient myth of creation and annihilation but also sacred narratives, oral folk 

stories, courtly plays, and societal, commercial, and aesthetical preoccupations in 

medieval central India. 

Since all these carvings are derivatively rich in nuance, what visitors see on the 

monuments' exterior, and interior have immersive background chorography. Put another 

way; the narrator assumes that each icon is encoded with mythic, primeval, puranic, 

epical, tribal, local, folkish, and political footprints (155-160). This embeddedness of the 

monuments' sculpture in the tradition surcharged with the primordial myths, the medieval 

Chandel history of conquest, and its imperial culmination led to the monuments being a 

kaleidoscopic assemblage of ambience. 

If we believe in the narrator’s impression recorded in this chapter, the creative 

custom of ushering in sensuous and sexual images on the bottom, middle, and upper parts 

of sacred monuments dates back to the pre-Christian era. The earliest known fusion of 

sexual and religious imagery in stone in the subcontinent is “on Buddha monument at 

69 Kamasutra is a widely discussed manual on human sexuality in the subcontinent. It is supposed to have 

been written in the second half of the first millennium BC in India.  
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Sanchi 70and Bharhut 71…the inspiration arose from the syncretic milieu of the builders 

and their simultaneous embrace of folk cults” (Arora 149). This observation makes a case 

for where lies the hypnotic hue of Khajuraho monuments. In further validation of this 

observation, the narrator articulates, “In ensuing centuries, partly influenced by Graeco-

Gandharan art72, a greater sense of realism and sensualism became more common in 

monumental stone art…bacchanalian scenes with drinking, dance, and music began 

appearing on panels next to evidently religious images…” (Arora 149). All these legacies 

of variegated traditions did not constitute a background where the monuments stand; it is 

the other way around. The evolving complex web of multiple factors participated in 

erecting the monuments under discussion. Builders and patrons are just vessels through 

which monuments came into being. By implication, the narrator intends to intimate that 

culture machine, socio-economic dynamics, an abundance of surroundings, and a tangle 

of material-discursive vectors went into constructing the monuments, thereby making a 

cut on the sovereignty of builders as a sole rhetorical agency and confining them to being 

one of the actants in the meta-assemblage of Khajuraho monuments. 

Therefore, according to the narrator, it was not controversial in medieval Central 

India to eroticize the sacred space. At this moment, the narrator inquiries into identifying 

how Khajuraho monuments-friendly atmosphere arose and what factors and coordinates 

played out in accentuating the momentum for building sacred monuments with 

Khajuraho characteristics. First, the sacred monuments-builders already had immersive 

 
70 The Great Stupa at Sanchi, Madhya Pradesh, is the oldest structure and was originally commissioned by 

the emperor Ashoka the Great of the Maurya Empire in the 3rd century BC.  
71 Bharhut is a village located in the Satna district of Madhya Pradesh, central India. It is known for its 

famous relics from a Buddhist Stupa.  
72 The Graeco-Gandharan art of the north Indian subcontinent is the artistic manifestation of Greco-

Buddhism, a cultural syncretism between Ancient Greek art and Buddhism.  
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textual symbology73. These immersive contents are the stuff from which carvings in the 

Khajuraho monuments came. Along the line, there was, argues the narrator, courtesans-

friendly culture of prostitution. Under the banner of divine courtesans, known as 

devadasi74 in then-vernacular language, the elite populace—drawn by the force of habit 

toward a questionable prerogative of polygamy—resorted to keeping some courtesans 

from whom they bought the sort of sexual favors they hankered after (Arora 152). Even 

the kings, who clandestinely coveted somebody’s wife or any woman they were 

infatuated with, used to follow the practice of having divine courtesans. In a way, as a 

social institution, the practice of having divine courtesans had gained social recognition, 

according to Arora. On the one hand, the sensuality-affirming legacy of the tradition of 

monument-construction had been pushing the guild of temple builders to amplify the 

range of erotic carvings on the walls of monuments. On the other, the expanding 

institution of sacred prostitution had contributed to creating positive sex culture toward 

which elite hedonists and connoisseurs gravitated. 

Second, various faiths and sectarian cults emerged, challenging the integrity of 

Vedic tradition75—a tradition that highlights Brahminism76, whose hold in the 

subcontinent was pervasive. Stifled by the rigor of Brahminism, the newly emerging 

73 By immersive textual symbology, I mean Hindu pantheon, Puranic accounts, ancient myth, primordial 

legend, courtly plays, sex manuals, and tradition-bound amorous architectonics. 
74 Devadasi refers to the religiously sanctioned system in India. It exemplifies intersectional oppression of 

gender, caste, and sexuality. Historically, Devadasi, or servants of God, were women wedded to God who 

performed temples duties and were considered sacral women with ritual powers.  
75 The phrase ‘Vedic tradition’ refers to the teachings and experiences of various lineages of sages who 

lived on the Indian subcontinent in ancient times. During the Vedic era, there was no organized religion so 

no one’s way of thinking was controlled or guided by a set system of beliefs.  
76 Brahmanism refers to the complex sacrificial religion that emerged in post-Vedic India (c. 900) under the 

influence of the dominant priesthood (Brahmans), an early stage in the development of Hinduism.  
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religious sects and beliefs, such as Shaiva77, Vaishnava78, and Shakta-Tantra79, gained 

purchase on the medieval religious imaginary in Central India. With their reaction to the 

institutionalized rigor of Vedic and Brahminic ritual routines, these new variants of faith 

ushered in a sacred practice of worshipping the personal God of their choice. Much as 

these new faiths had a common denominator of departing from the hegemony of 

Brahminism, there was rivalry among them—the rivalry that, if not tamed and 

transformed into creative energy, could virtually tear down the tapestry of social cohesion 

and systemic integrity. This budding rivalry among newly emerging religious fault lines 

was set to exert vital exigency over any step the ruling authority took to address the 

widening social chasm. In the following extract, the narrator has demonstrated a great 

deal of acuity in shining a light on an exigency exerted by this rivalry among budding 

religious sects: 

Across India, the later centuries of the first millennium CE were an age of 

new popular-mystical faiths and sects distinct from Brahminism. Their 

roots often lay in the folk beliefs, animistic cults, and rituals of peoples 

either outside or at the margins of the Vedic fold…Mostly disinterested in 

the Vedic corpus and its sacrificial rituals, these sects emphasized 

devotion to a personal god, worshipped idols and a vast range of non-

Vedic deities and drew upon stories from texts known as Puranas and 

Agamas. (146) 

Once all these emerging variegated beliefs, cults, and sects crystallized their presence in 

social space hitherto dominated by the millennium-long doctrine of Vedic Brahminism, 

three central doctrines of dissidence appeared on the horizon of public reception: Shaiva, 

77 The Sanskrit word Shaiva means relating to the god Shiva, while the related beliefs, practices, history, 

literature, and sub-traditions constitute Shaivism.  
78 Vaishnavas are Hindus who follow Vishnu and want to show Vishnu that he is the most special deity. 

They focus their worship on the ten incarnations of Vishnu, which include Rama and Krishna. This kind of 

Hinduism is called Vaishnavism.  
79 Shaktism/Shakta-Tantra is an amalgam of Shaivism and mother goddess traditions. The Shaiva notion 

that Shiva’s shakti, not Shiva himself, is active is taken to the extreme—without Shakti, Shiva is a corpse, 

and Shakti is the creator as well as creation.  
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Vaishnava, Shakta-Tantra. These three broad sects allowed their followers to worship 

their gods and goddesses. Those professing Shaivism worshipped the phallus of God 

Shiva; those who followed Vaishnava worshipped Vishnu; and those believing in the 

esoteric art of transforming lifeforce to the higher purpose of liberating their souls from 

the cycle of life, death, and rebirth were engaged with various arcane practices. 

To stabilize the society reeling under the rivalries, intolerance, and divides 

spawned by the widening chasm among both the dominant and the emerging religious 

doctrines, all80 involved in the project of monument-building realized that it was the high 

time to address the spiraling social lacuna by crafting and then installing the iconography 

that epitomizes the virtue of religious tolerance, universal acceptance, coexistence, 

diversity. Harihara, Ardhanareshwara, Varaha, and Nataraja are the idols that convey 

the message of oneness and nondualism, with their fulsome appeal to cut across divides 

and dualism of all types. Far from English words ‘oneness’ and ‘nondualism,’ the 

Sanskrit word ‘Advaita81’ can be apt to characterize the true spirit of oneness, 

relationality, and symbiotic sense of embeddedness and attunement. These developments 

and their repercussions, as well as then-ruling authority’s prompt response to that 

virulence of religious fault lines, collectively constituted an exigency that exerted its grip 

over what sorts of iconography had to go on the wall surfaces of the monuments. 

Thereupon hundreds of statues and idols appeared to have been purposefully installed on 

the temples’ walls surfaces in order for people to glean any appealing message of 

 
80 Here the term all refers to kings, patrons, patricians, noblemen, architects, sculptors, masons, and others.  
81 The term Advita refers to the idea that Brahman alone is ultimately real, while the transient phenomenal 

world is an illusory appearance (Maya) of Brahman.  
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universality among divides and dualities. It is in this complex dynamic relationality that 

Khajuraho monuments were embedded. 

In parallel to these developments, a mystical practice called Tantrism82 came into 

being, accelerating a number of both quotidian and coruscating carvings on various parts 

of the Khajuraho monuments’ edifices. This mystical practice considers nondualism as its 

sacrosanct, tends to prove its worth by dismantling dualism, and prepares its practitioners 

to come around to the perspective of embracing a holistic and integrated outlook on 

lifeworld. It does not believe in body-mind dualism. It considers the mind and body as 

one organic entity. Through its proven strategies, its practitioners claimed to prepare a 

fertile ground for the spiritual liberation of the soul by channeling up baser passions and 

unpurged desires that comprise sexuality and intense hankering for worldly pleasures and 

pursuits leading up to the mount of Moksha83. A real mystical conundrum for many, 

practitioners of this tantric cult appear to have developed a wealth of practical techniques 

for heightening sexual pleasure. They claimed to have some formulary on the art and 

antics of maximizing sexual pleasure. With their formulary of harnessing and heightening 

sexual pleasures, teachers of this tantric cult got royal recognition and elite acceptance 

because royal pleasure connoisseurs and hedonists having many wives and concubines 

were drawn toward being trained by tantric gurus in the art of amplifying sexual ecstasy. 

According to the narrator, this is one reason why blatant sexual exhibitionism on the 

82 Tantrism is a tradition that emphasizes the feminine aspect of a bipolar reality and advocates a practice to 

unite these polarities and so attain freedom.  
83 Moksha is a term in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism for various forms of emancipation, 

enlightenment, liberation, and release. In its soteriological and eschatological senses, it refers to freedom 

from Samsara, the cycle of death and rebirth.  
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walls of the temples was permitted by the royal patrons, noblemen, and hedonists who 

belonged to the upper echelon of then-society. 

Last but not least, this tantric sect dismissed the caste system, welcoming 

followers from any class, color, creed, or convention. Another equally important charm 

of this esoteric cult is its receptive gesture to women. Women following tantrism were 

exempt from having to burn alive on the funeral pyre of their deceased husbands. Those 

women who wanted to circumvent the tragedy of ending their lives on the burning funeral 

pyre of their dead husbands found this mysterious cult a haven. All these advantages and 

affordances accruing to those who clung to tantrism generated momentum for building 

temples with Khajuraho features. 

By far, the most crucial exigency has emerged from the competition among the 

guilds of monument builders as to which guild will receive more funds to build the 

temples. With one accord, kings, queens, noblemen, elites, and merchants used to 

underwrite the temple-building project. For any guild to get a lucrative amount of funds 

from royal and upper-class patrons, they had to prove that the monuments they built had 

the strength to attract an audience. They had to show that people would flock to the 

temples they would construct. The growing popularity of the monuments among the 

populace from diverse communities, cultures, and religious traditions was a safe measure 

to get royal patronage and financial backing from merchants. To that end, it was 

necessary to portray religion as entertainment—a conceptual practice whose stark 

manifestation is noticeable on every inch of Khajuraho temples’ edifices. To succeed in 

this fiduciary plan, they increased the number of blatant erotic carvings, curvaceous 

bodily postures, and graceful gazes of beautiful ladies in a series of sculpted artwork on 
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the Khajuraho monuments’ exterior part that aligns with the eye level of sightseers and 

visitors. 

All the coordinates of exigency discussed above, though seemingly nonrhetorical 

in their formative potency, are surpassed by what the narrator calls “the region... with 

high-quality sandstone, which allowed the carvings of fine sculptural details like 

ornamental jewelry, delicate nails and strands of hair, sheer robes clinging to the skin and 

a wide palette of moods: delight, serenity, playfulness” (139). The medieval master 

builders in India, whose glorious brainchild is the Khajuraho temple complex, had 

perhaps visited other provinces and built temples with Khajuraho attributes. However, 

those temples did not produce the same intense affective contagion and notoriety84. 

Khajuraho monuments outweighed other monuments built elsewhere in other provinces 

of India because other provinces did not have the same sandstone that the Khajuraho 

region furnished. Even if other states had sandstone, it did not have the same rugged 

power to resist the impact of weathering and the same potential for coming to terms with 

artistic requirements. 

With the highlight of how the whole region of Khajuraho participated—via 

furnishing ruggedly malleable sandstone which is immune to weathering and is 

susceptible to sunlight and surroundings—in the grand artistic project of building 

Khajuraho monuments, the narrator tells his readers what type of material practice, 

workshop, and apprenticeship were mobilized to kickstart and complete the monument-

building mission. In the excerpt cited below, the narrator recounts: 

In large workshops, amid the sounds of hammers and chisels, master 

artisans conceived and carved their artwork and taught apprentices. A 

 
84 Notoriety: Some Hindu Puritans, including Mahatma Gandhi, conceived of the Khajuraho temples as a 

stark reminder of cultural decadence in medieval India. 
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panel in the Khajuraho museum depicts many laborers carrying stones 

with the help of long wooden poles. Copperplate inscriptions have 

revealed that artisans got new titles as they acquired more excellent skills. 

A skilled artisan was called a Silpin, and many an image is inscribed with 

the name of Silpins. (140). 

Suppose the above extract is to be unpacked. In that case, it must be stated that a highly 

structured and well-planned exercise in materiality was in full swing around the region 

where Khajuraho monuments stand now. Obliviously enough, those directing the 

monument-building project turned their attention and energy to cultivating craft agency, 

prioritizing a crucial need to excel in craftmanship needed to complete the project. 

Here it stands to rely on an additional source to solidly endorse the narrator’s 

reflection on the material practice and craft agency that had evolved at Khajuraho. To 

know how many agents85 were needed to erect stunning temple complexes such as 

Khajuraho groups of temples, Alex Evans—who runs the television show Lost 

Worlds (History Channel) at Khajuraho— “recreated a stone sculpture under four feet 

that took about 60 days to carve in an attempt to develop rough ideas of how much work 

must have been involved” (Wikipedia). His experiment yielded hundreds of highly 

trained artisans and masons needed to erect such monumental temples completely. Evans’ 

conclusion is ascertained with a finding of an experiment conducted by Roger Hopkins 

and Mark Lehner. They “conducted experiments to quarry limestone which took 12 

quarrymen 22 days to quarry 400 tons of stone” (Wikipedia). The finding of their 

experiment also confirmed Evans’ estimation that these temples would have required 

‘hundreds of highly trained sculptors.’ Evans’ experiment ascertains that the narrator’s 

reflection on medieval material practice and craft agency rests on the realistic ground.  

85 Agents refers to artisans, artists, masons, sculptors, architects, engravers, and inscribers who were 

involved in the construction of Khajuraho monuments.  



213 

Exclusive of his reflection on material footprint and the culmination of craft 

agency at the medieval Khajuraho site, the narrator happens to get in sync with the 

ambient aura while exploring the eastern group of temples and their embeddedness in the 

gneissic surroundings. Documenting his ambient and gneissic impressions, he recounts, 

“…I ambled through town to the eastern group of temples, from where I can see the low, 

white-edged Dantla Hills, so named for resembling the worn-out teeth (danth) the oldest 

rock bed in India…At night the moon is not orange-yellow but white, and the sky has 

more stars than I ever see…” (142). Just this chunk of his narrative account is enough to 

hint at how everything in the monuments gathers vibrational aliveness from ecological 

elements. Last but not least, the sentence “To understand what all this explicit…meant to 

their creators, we must try and enter their world and imagine it from within” (150) speaks 

volumes about where lies the key to cracking the code of ambient affectability of the 

entire monumental complex. 

Near the end of the chapter, the narrator puts a subtopic, “Why Did the Erotica 

Disappear from Temple Walls?” (162) and then invokes several post-Chandel upheavals 

as a catalyst for the permanent end of the ambient worldmaking process epitomized by 

Khajuraho temple complex. The narrator of the view that the post-Chandel period 

witnessed a gradual disappearance of some foundational bulwarks for putting up 

monuments with ambient power and proportion: Worldmaking dynamics, auspicious 

kairotic clime, nurturing patronage, positive sex culture, systematic workshop, and 

apprenticeship to hone the talents of artisans, ontological outlook on individual-

surroundings symbiosis, and finally life-affirming mindset. During the post-Chandel era, 

the material and ontological basis to start an exercise in ambient rhetoric through 
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monuments was upended by the imposition of Islamic monotheism, which, over time, 

gave way to British colonialism that ushered in Victorian morality in the subcontinent. 

Worsening the ambient momentum, the simultaneous rise of Hindu puritanism 

and prudery, the subsequent Bhakti movement86, and finally, the deterritorialization of 

the socio-cultural landscape of the subcontinent jointly paved the way for the virtual 

termination of the centuries-long program of practicing ambient rhetoric by means of the 

sacred monuments. In the post-Chandel world, every monument-constructing 

assemblage—with its rootedness in surroundings, with its embeddedness in the 

ontological sense of matter-meaning equation, with its holistic sense of dwelling in the 

oneness and relationality, and with its choric sense of background pre-intelligibility and 

preoriginary matrix of subtle persuasive forces—shattered to pieces, ending permanently 

even an iota of the possibility of constructing temples with Khajuraho characteristic. That 

is why, from the rise of Islamic takeover to the era of British colonialism and from the 

Independence of India to the contemporary time, no temple with Khajuraho 

characteristics is constructed in any part of the world inhabited by Hindus, the reason 

simply being that we do not have the same ambience, the same ontology, the same 

matter-meaning nexus, the same sex-positive attitude, and the same rhetorical ethos and 

entelechy. 

With climacteric of violent historical swings and political upheavals, the 

ontological weddedness—a deep connection between the physical world and the 

metaphysical or spiritual realm—ceased to exist, and the underlying force that integrates 

the divine and the earthly in the trajectory of artistic rendition no longer furnished 

86 Bhakti movement in Hinduism refers to ideas and engagement that emerged in the medieval era on love 

and devotion to religious concepts built around one or more gods and goddesses.  
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required level of momentum for the continual construction of monuments designed to 

touch all bases of human action and contemplation. In similar veins, worldliness, and 

materiality, which are meant to designate the expressive power of the physical materials 

used in constructing the Khajuraho temples and the significance attributed to them, too 

ceased to set the groundwork for the enactment of monumental rhetoric. Essentially, the 

Khajuraho temples' materiality extends beyond the stone to encompass elements such as 

metalwork, woodwork, and paint. These diverse materials were used to enhance the 

architectural and aesthetic appeal of the temples, adding color, texture, and decorative 

elements to the overall design. The vibrant rhetorical milieu that had been doing justice to 

this design, which arose out of the ontological cauldron of materiality, came to a 

permanent end, leaving the Khajuraho city of gods and goddesses as a haunted, 

traumatized, and deserted site, consequent upon the complete takeover of the 

subcontinent by Islamic invaders. 

Analysis of Andrew D’Ambrosi’s The Siddhini of Khajuraho 

Andrew D'Ambrosi is an explorer of infinity to the point of perfection. He 

traveled far and wide in pursuit of his passion for the mystical. Born in Germany, he 

traveled to Italy, India, and the US to diversify his spiritual search and crystallize his 

consciousness. Based on his fantasy of visiting sites famed for their heritage worth and 

spiritual importance, he has written copiously on the art and science of mysticism, 

including ancient wisdom. His intense and intensive search for mystical wisdom brought 

him to Khajuraho. Against the backdrop of what he acquired from his visit to the 

Khajuraho site and his interaction with people in this region, he fabricated a purely 

fictitious work of fiction that is not tied and tethered to any historical-pragmatic events 
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and eventualities. Keeping at bay the layers of mystical and nonrhetorical components in 

this memoir, I probe into only those elements worthy of being discussed from an angle of 

the rhetoric of attunement. 

As the narrative goes, a few years ago, Shanti Sharma from Khajuraho visited, 

with her university classmates, the Khajuraho monument complex to prove the 

hypothesis that “the statues and architectural structure of Khajuraho represented some 

secret, esoteric codes left to us by a group of highly developed adepts: a code not yet 

discovered …by previous generations of practitioners of the esoteric and meditative arts 

of India” (D'Ambrosi 115). Led by Shanti, that group of university students made 

extensive and intensive observations of the monument complex and strove to develop a 

trustworthy breakthrough pattern that would ultimately help them validate the hypothesis. 

They did their best to figure out a pattern they desperately wanted. After concerted 

efforts, they got the key—a pattern that guided them to discover some sacred manuscripts 

intact and unharmed. Even scientific verification of the manuscripts showed that they are 

older than one thousand years. 

Shanti and her friends meticulously studied hand gestures of more than three 

thousand sculptures of the Khajuraho compound. According to the conclusion of their 

observations, all these mudras87 point to a particular location in Parvati temple which is 

just a tiny temple compared to other temples at Khajuraho. Following the specific 

indication evinced by the gestures of thousands of sculpted artworks, the university 

students reached the center of the Parvati temple’s interior. Right before the sanctum was 

a statue of the goddess Parvati88; one of Her hands gestured downward. Albeit perplexed, 

87 A mudra is a sacred and symbolic gesture found in Yoga, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism. 
88 Parvati, also called Uma, wife of the Hindu god Shiva, is a benevolent goddess.  
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the leader of the group Shanti, out of a quirk of serendipity, allowed herself to be guided 

by the downward-pointing hand of the goddess and noticed on the floor a Shri Yantra 

Mandala89. Effortlessly, as Shanti touched the square shape sandstone slab, it sank onto 

her knees. There she saw a staircase. From the bottom of the staircase, miraculously, 

“twenty-eight airtight, sealed-clay amphorae filled with two hundred and sixteen palm 

leaf manuscripts came up, levitating to the utter surprise of the students” (D'Ambrosi 

117). These manuscripts were prepared in well-crafted calligraphy. They were kept inside 

amphorae constructed of clay. This sacred manuscript was inside the clay amphorae for 

more than one thousand years, but there was no damage caused by insects or a natural 

process of wear and tear. Some doubted the authenticity of the time the manuscripts were 

written. All the amphorae were sealed. Seeing the integrity of the manuscripts, some 

doubted that perhaps some chemicals were used to protect them. To dispel the doubt, 

“two amphorae were sent to NASA. As can be easily understood, this agency is 

particularly interested in innovative sealing mechanisms. They could not find any 

scientific explanation for this property of amphorae” (118). Apart from the miraculous 

part, another part of the manuscript discovery catches us off guard. The discovered 

manuscripts were written in Chinese script (D'Ambrosi 123); they have a calligraphic 

style. How did sacred manuscripts script in Chinese calligraphy come hidden beneath the 

Hindu temple floor at Khajuraho, a part of central India? This is a nerve-wracking 

question. 

Without shoring up the component of the miracle and levitation associated with 

the discovery of the sacred manuscripts from beneath the floor of the Parvati temple, it is 

 
89 A Shri Yantra Mandala is a square like geometrical sandstone. 
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worth discussing three things: material practice, commentarial literacy culture, and 

intercultural literacy. Medieval people at Khajuraho knew how to archive sacred 

manuscripts in amphorae made of clay which could remain intact and unharmed even 

with the passage of a millennium. What kind of clay is it? How did they find out this sort 

of clay? Did they have any formulaic approach to isolate archive-protecting clay from 

clay as such? Was the clay that went into making such amphorae processed and purified 

through any mechanism? These and many other queries are likely to arise when simple 

clay-made amphorae appear to be a protector of sacred manuscripts. A simple material 

component, clay, becomes a window into the medieval practice of archiving documents 

for posterity. With clay being part of medieval archival practice, a lost history of literacy 

and commentarial culture can be imagined. 

The serendipitous discovery of the manuscripts in one of the temples at Khajuraho 

brings some glimpses of commentarial culture to light. Alluding to this aspect and 

conforming to the obviousness of the prevalence of commentarial literacy, D'Ambrosi 

writes, “Two hundred and eight of the manuscript are highly original commentaries on a 

variety of classical Indian texts. For example, the Upanishads, all the major 

prajnaparamita sutras, Trika Shaivism, Madyamaka, and tantric shastras were critiqued” 

(119). The fact that Ramayana and Mahabharata were written centuries before Homer 

wrote Iliad and Odyssey is a vindication that writing literacy was in full swing in the 

subcontinent. In addition, the composition of the Upanishadic treatises and Puranic 

accounts, including explications of esoteric sacred codes in writings, is a testament to a 

growing commentarial literacy in the ancient Indian subcontinent. 
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Nevertheless, what is far more interesting is the evidence that sacred monuments 

were the site where innovative—if judged by the standard of that time—archival practice 

and critical interpretation were introduced in the monument's site. As part of this 

commentarial literacy comes the notion of authorship about which D'Ambrosi writes, 

“Each one of the manuscripts starts with the following: Sitting around the center of the 

source, The Siddhini, Vasubandhu, Nagarjuna, Bhairavi, Ashtravakra, Shakti, and Budai 

thus discussed” (119). These names are used as the authors of those sacred manuscripts. 

Still, a surprising facet of the authorship is that even those used as authors are noted 

spiritual figures born and brought up in different historical periods. It appears that a 

group of scholars drafted those sacred manuscripts employing noted historical figures as 

the creators of the texts. From this tangled practice of authorship, it becomes clear that 

perhaps there was a trend of creating manuscripts and offering them to the reverend 

masters, which appears to have portrayed knowledge as communal property. 

Shanti’s reflections and remarks explain her experience of attunement in a 

somewhat mystical vein. She claims that her inner guide pushed her toward the hidden 

spot of the manuscripts. At one point during her narrative account, she says, “And 

Socrates is said to have been standing stock-still for hours during many occasions 

whenever his Daemon visited him, his inner guide” (138). To the manuscript-discoverer, 

the Siddhini is to Shanti what Daemon was to Socrates. Her inner guide, as she asserts, 

“did not live in the historical Khajuraho, but emanates from a dimension and 

manifestation of Khajuraho vibrationally resonant with that historical place. The 

manuscripts arise from this dimension” (132). No matter how dark and mystical the vein 

of narrativization, the most important point she made in her narrative rendition is a belief 
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that the monument complex is a field of awareness and vibration that laid the groundwork 

for the sudden and serendipitous discovery of the sacred monuments. In her reflective 

process, what is ambiently exemplary is her claim that she accessed inner wisdom and 

guidance through osmosis and attunement (D'Ambrosi 136). To prop her claim, she goes 

on to add, “When I write, I am attuned. When I am attuned, I am what I am attuned to. 

When I am what I am attuned to, I am that reality. What is that reality? That is the same 

question as where is Sidddhini?” (136). Based on Shanti's osmotic and subtle inner 

journey, it is relevant to conclude that she was not choosing something; on the contrary, 

she was being chosen; the surroundings she was working in and interacting with, 

overwhelmed her, cutting the sovereignty of her agency. The sound of her inner guide's 

name, if her account is to be trusted, “evoked a powerful vision in me. A vision not only 

of form, color, and image. It was also sound, overwhelming feeling, and a sense of 

vibrancy so strong that my body's regular functions yielded to the higher vibrations of 

Siddhi” (D'Ambrosi 134). Here too, in the name of dramatizing how she gave in to the 

invincible rush of inner guidance, Shanti chanced to characterize the Khajuraho site as a 

field of vibrational energies, wherein visitor and sightseer have a possibility not of being 

a chooser but of being chosen—a situation in which worldly affect and the riches of 

environs overwhelm and overdetermine some of the visual and devotional choices of the 

sightseer. 

 Touched by the sway of the surroundings at Khajuraho, the manuscript 

discoverer proposes the idea of indwelling—a specific situation wherein the self is 

embedded in surroundings in such a way that it would be hard to figure out which one is 

grappling to retain its grip tenaciously in a complex web of oneness and relationality. In 
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the following extract, imbibing in a somewhat poetic language, Shanti dwells on how she 

was tossed in ambient rhetoric: 

Indwelling me resides an ocean of love, aliveness, and direct knowing…I 

am this ocean. This ocean contains me. All three statements are factual. I 

am neither Shanti, nor am I not Shanti Sharma. That lovely I-ness arises 

within the ocean of awareness, beautifully dolphin-like, sculpted a joy by 

the same substance from which all arise. (142) 

Getting drowned in the monument’s immersive background, Shanti felt her agency 

immensely cut by subtle forces. She turns to cull figural style to externalize her depthless 

inner experience awakened her receptivity to the involvement of the surroundings at 

Khajuraho. This experience on Shanti's end indicates how a 'non-eristic and non-agonistic 

I-situation' rather than an aggressive and exclusionary 'rhetorical I’ had emerged at every

stroke of the rhetorical encounter with the site. 

Suppose there is any telling evidence about the ambience unveiled in the 

narrative. In that case, the narrator stipulates that the Khajuraho monuments complex is a 

matrix of consciousness. The narrator alludes to a bold claim that is hard to validate 

objectively. However, from an angle of her inner experience, Shanti has managed to 

persuade her readers. She says, “The actual stone sculptures are only the outer and most 

visible manifestations of conscious states. They greatly facilitate spiritual 

exploration…Nevertheless, they are not necessary. Once we felt the invisible vibrational 

field-states underlying each statue, we could sense all the sculptures …lost” (160). Thus, 

it is clear that stone artworks of sculpture at Khajuraho exist to radiate a certain tremor of 

vibration affected by which anyone closer to it feels impelled to mimic the posture. 

Shanti's indication that the sacred complex at Khajuraho is a field of vibrations is 

sufficient to validate the monuments and their artistic carvings as loci of preoriginary 
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persuasion. Last but not least, the assertion that the Khajuraho temples are an exercise in 

ambient rhetoric is nowhere confirmed cogently than in Shanti's final rejoinder: “The 

temples and statues are gone, but not the consciousness from which they arose as specific 

manifestations and tools of awakening. That matrix of consciousness is still present in 

Khajuraho” (160). This matrix can affect sightseers and visitors in manifold ways, 

depending on with which mindset they are to approach everything they find at Khajuraho. 

Hence, D'Ambrosi's memoir, despite its quasi-mystical content, furnishes plenty 

of ideas and observations on the narrator's part, which would prepare an evidential path to 

unveiling how the monuments—even one thousand years after their construction—could 

ambiently affect sightseers in a manner most subtle and osmotic. For visitors and 

pilgrims, the entire temple complex has attunement to foster, affectability to unravel, 

nondualism to showcase, relationality to reveal, a holistic sense of symbiosis to set forth, 

and multisensory rhetoric to catalyze. 

The temples have not only served as a source of inspiration for various artistic 

creations, but they have also sparked the author’s curiosity in exploring the concept of 

attunement through their work of fiction. Within this literary piece, the author skillfully 

weaves a narrative that delves into how the narrative persona employs attunement as a 

means to immerse themselves in the captivating world of the temple’s ambient rhetoric. 

Throughout the story, the author consistently employs the terms ‘attunement’ and 

‘attuned’, with the characters strategically embracing attunement to deeply connect with 

the emotional essence of the monument complex. 

So, the temples also have inspired at least one work of fiction, and in that work, 

the author considers attunement an idea worth exploring through art. From a rhetorical 
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perspective, what really matters is the author’s narrativization of now the narrative 

persona took resort to attunement as a gateway to enter the world of the monuments’ 

ambient rhetoric. Throughout the narrative, the author has used the terms ‘attunement’ 

and ‘attuned’ frequently, with characters The characters, including the narrative persona, 

adopting attunement strategically to have a greater feel of the monument complex’s 

affectability.  

Analysis of The Whispering Walls of Khajuraho 

Central to an award-winning documentary, The Whispering Walls of 

Khajuraho, is the idea that the walls of Khajuraho temples whisper. The very title of the 

documentary indicates that the walls are vibrational. This documentary spans seventeen 

minutes and fifty-one seconds. As the documentary starts to play out, a narrator starts 

sharing his observations and reflections on the Khajuraho monuments, with various 

facades and artworks of the temples coming up one after the other in the background. 

From the start to the seven minutes and twelve seconds of the documentary's play, a male 

narrator delivers his reflective thoughts and assessment in a formal tone. In parallel to the 

narrator's natural and self-paced oral delivery, the play of the documentary displays in the 

background the monuments, their facades, their architecture, the artworks on their walls, 

their platforms, premises, and surroundings. Seven minutes into the documentary's play, a 

female voice enters the documentary. Just a female voice is heard loud and clear; no 

persona is seen, but the visual content continues to unfold. In the background, the 

documentary keeps rolling out the minute and significant parts of the monuments. A 

female voice introduces herself as the epitome of everything the Khajuraho monument 

complex represents. She tells the audience that she is the protagonist of Khajuraho, a 
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living persona of Khajuraho's ecology. The female voice speaks assertively for two 

minutes. Then, the narrator continues his reflective commentary, which is again 

punctuated by a return of the female voice near the documentary's end. Finally, by 

counterpointing the monuments with a current scenario of Indian women's access to 

sexual freedom, the documentary comes to an end. 

Diverting my attention from the excess of the eulogium and the art criticism of 

Khajuraho monuments, I concentrate the spotlight of my analysis on how the male 

narrator and the female voice were struck by the ambient forces inherent not only in the 

monuments but in their embeddedness in the Khajuraho ecosystem formed by everything 

from the dead and the animate to the subtle and the rugged residing far and wide in the 

vicinity of Khajuraho heritage site. I delve into the ambient components without 

bothering about the authenticity of the narrative commentary and hagiographic eulogium. 

As the documentary starts, the narrator utters, “This garden universe vibrates 

completely. Some we receive a sound so sweet. Vibrations reach on up to become light, 

and then… is out of sight between the ear and the eyes. There lies the sound of the color 

and the light of the shine and to hear the sun what a thing to believe…” (0:1:15 -0:1.41). 

According to the narrator, the monuments radiate vibrations, arising not just from a single 

segment of the monuments' edifices. He specifies that vibrational forces get released not 

just from the aesthetical beauty of the artworks and the overarching superstructural 

elevation but from the majority of artifacts representing different states of human 

consciousness in their journey toward inner transformation. In a formal tone, the narrator 

reiterates that each work of art installed on any part of the monument's edifice stands for 

an elevated state of awakening. That is why the narrator says each piece of the spiritual 
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artwork carries a code with itself, which radiates vitalism of its own if a visitor catching 

sight of it succeeds in cracking the code. Without sticking to the mystical mien, the 

narrator keeps replicating the same eulogizing pattern, with a sole emphasis on the 

capacity of the monument complex to ventilate vibrations aplenty. Vibrations, which are 

non-symbolical, nondiscursive, and extra-discursive signifiers, add up to some 

preoriginary parameters of rhetoricity that infect visitors. The abiding presence of 

vibrational affectivity around the monument complex, which the narrator vocalizes in the 

initial part of the documentary, serves as an exemplum of the monument complex's 

rhetoricity that escapes any discursive mode of rhetorical appropriation. In a controlled 

pace of narration, the narrator goes on to add, “This sound echoing in the temples was 

made lively by …” (0:4:8-0:5:1). The vibrations he was alluding to earlier appear to 

contain subtle sound with which monuments are abuzz. 

 The narrative tempo progresses forward, bringing in the narrator's acute 

perception of the monuments reflecting an integrated viewpoint on life. Affirming that 

the carvings on these walls are immortal, the narrator tries to bring to presence an 

interpretation that the sacred complex aims at setting up an equation between polar 

opposite dimensions of human experience, which is explicitly clear in his narrative 

account, “Each account of human life is witnessed here…The sum of Yoga and 

indulgence, religion and deed, body, and conscience…The historians and psychologist 

are engrossed in the carvings…” (5:30-0:7:13). The narrator's awareness of relationality 

and divides descending into the ultimate oneness is truly salvific here, which helps him 

arrive at having a feel of the noncommunicable that communicates volumes about how 
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the background and concealed choric energies contribute to the persuasiveness of the 

temples. 

In the middle of the documentary, a female voice again comes to be part of the 

narrative, dispelling the narrator. At the same time, in the background, the scenic beauty, 

panels, platforms, surroundings, and the skyscape continue to come up. The female voice 

introduces herself as “the protagonist of Khajuraho...the angel of the Chandel...” (0:7:55). 

In a way, the female voice positions herself as an ecological-cultural persona of 

Khajuraho, who went into enforcing herself into animating the entire monument 

complex. She takes an affirmative tone and announces, “I am free and liberated. I am the 

dream… and reality. Truth and Beauty and Salvation—all rest in me. I am in religion and 

in deeds too. I am in music and love. I am the creator, and in fashion too, I am in war, in 

diplomacy” (0:7:57). It appears that the female voice epitomizes all forces—worldly 

affect, the surroundings at Khajuraho, and generative impulses unleashed by deep 

ecology—prepared the choric matrix out of which solid creative drive to put up 

Khajuraho monuments had ensured. This is the implication of the female voice's assertive 

effusions. On closer examination, she seems to embody consciousness that exceeds the 

discursive and symbolical mapping metric. As the all-encompassing, pure consciousness 

that escapes the linguistic medium appropriating only reality and experience that happen 

in three-dimensional space, the female voice stands for distributed consciousness, 

distributed cognition, to say the least, cognition in the wild. Her additional assertions 

make this inference deducible: “I am omnipresent. My carvings on these thick walls are a 

reality, not imaginary. I am in the attainment of ultimate ecstasy and someplace as 

motherly love…I am not the subject of carnal pleasures nor a mere illusion in stones. I 
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am the epitome of life” (0:7:58-0:8:36). With these assertive remarks on the female 

voice's end, it gets reasonable to form an understanding that the worldly involvements 

and cohesive ecological system, including an abidingly persistent cognition in each 

particle of ecological energies, furnish a solid bastion for the ambient affect and appeal of 

the whole monumental complex. 

Finally, the female voice gives way to an expert who says, “This collage of 

carvings speaks volumes of religion as a complete package…Hence, Khajuraho is the 

greatest educator of the art of living” (0:12:15-0:13:6). The expert critique is in alignment 

with a widely held interpretation that the Khajuraho monuments were constructed to 

persuade people to accept polar opposite impulses of life. The mode of persuasion is the 

invocation of nondiscursive, preoriginary and ecological cognition. Adding further 

bandwidth to the ambient range, the narrator, near the end of the documentary, 

enunciates, “One small round of it awakens the subdued desires of your body and causes 

excitement, energy, and agility” (0:13:24). This articulation demonstrates where lies the 

ambient impact of the monuments. By the same token, to endorse the persistence of 

ambiently influential forces in and around the monuments, the narrator ramps up, 

expressing effusively, “no gems studded walls, no glazing marble carvings; yet the 

figures carved in stones make you lively, in the journey from birth till old age, art leading 

to the peace of mind and the rebirth of body.  Come, let us feel it. These walls whisper. 

Yes, they whisper” (Emphasis added, 0:13:36-0:13:58).  To the narrator's mind, the walls 

can make visitors lively. The whispering walls of Khajuraho induce attunement among 

those who come to sightsee the monument complex. To what extent are sightseers 

attuned to the ambient assemblage of vibrational and lively aura of the monuments? 
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Every visit to the Khajuraho site comes complete with this question. Nevertheless, a 

straightforward answer to this question is that ambient attunement happens around the 

premise of the monuments, not in kind but in degree. 

Some Blogs on Khajuraho Monuments 

Anil Chandra’s blog “Khajuraho” on WordPress contains some elements of 

attunement rhetoric. Though it is customary to find elements of eulogium in an Indian 

blogger’s narrative reflection on their iconic monument site, I sidestep a note of eulogy 

and pointedly pay attention to that portion of the blog’s content that demonstrates his 

impression of being attuned to the monument site during his visit.  According to the 

blogger, Khajuraho groups of monuments represent “a melody to life.” All the persuasive 

lifeforce that escapes the symbolic and discursive representations are inherent in the 

monuments, which is precisely clear in his remark, “…encompasses all emotions ranging 

from love, sex, and joy”. In every form and mood, life has been “captured in stone, 

testifying not only to the craftsman’s artistry but also to the extraordinary breadth of 

vision of the Chandel Kings” (Chandra). Various vectors of affects and emotions appear 

to reverberate around the monuments if Chandra’s compact statements are to be 

simplified, resorting to accessible diction. With due attention to the material practice vital 

to the construction of the monuments, Chandra finds statues and carvings no less vocal 

than human beings. With a particular highlight of how the walls and the monuments’ 

edifices deliver an affecting message in the language of silence and subtlety, of aura and 

osmosis, and of oneness, and involvement, Chandra goes on to assert, “Thousands of 

artisans worked on stones, and they created the most beautiful figures on the temples. 

Khajuraho statues speak, sing, and dance, which seem alive and come from temple walls” 
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(Chandra). To the blogger’s purview, the statues did not just throb with vibrancy but 

spoke, sang, and dance. Though this view of the blogger does hold a possibility of being 

sidelined as a poetic admiration of his country’s iconic monuments groups, what seems 

noteworthy here is Chandra’s reflection that fits into the pattern of a revelation of the 

monument complex’s pre-intelligible forces of persuasion conducive to the creation of 

attunement, which has been widely noticeable in a wide range of narrative constructions 

of those who had had a direct experience of performing visual hermeneutics with the 

Khajuraho monuments and site. 

On the subject of the interior of the temples, what Chandra says matches how 

attunement and ambience arise from the simultaneously disclosing and withdrawing 

interplay of choric forces. To the blogger’s mind, “Inside most of the temples there is 

nothing just silence, a cool peaceful milieu, with the vibes of thousands of years of 

people meditating”. Tradition has it that the center of the temple’ interior has been called 

‘Garbha Griha’90 by the medieval sculpture ninjas. Its English equivalent is womb 

chamber—sanctum sanctorum. Some monuments face east, a unique positioning of the 

monuments that allows sunlight to enter the womb chamber each day, purifying and 

purging the center of the interior—a widely held matrix of forces that elides rational grip, 

tactile touch, and palpable perception out of which, as claimed by Plato in Timaeus, a 

background chorography, a spectrum and ensemble of preoriginary forces get unleashed, 

paving the way for our linguistic, discursive, material and symbolic activities to crystalize 

any rhetorical assemblage (qtd in Rickert 41-73). Without succumbing much into a 

temptation toward theoretical rigor, anyone can deduce a conclusion that the blogger, 

90 Garbha Griha means the center of the interior of a monument. 
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while looking into the interior of the temple, happened to imbibe in the ambience and 

choric cogency, endemic to the matrix-like worldmaking: a practice honed to brutal 

efficiency by those medieval ninjas in the art, science, and psychology of temple 

building. 

 Analysis of Khajuraho-The Labor of Love 

Namrata Wakhloo’s blog “Khajuraho-The Labor of Love” brings to light an 

unusual fact about the Khajuraho temples. Her factual observation is related to Shiva 

Sagar Lake91 wherein shadows of some western group of monuments fall. This is not just 

a single lake to be found in the region across which scores of temples used to stand in the 

past. Some photos and pencil-sketches of Khajuraho monuments taken in the past 

demonstrates that there were many lakes and water tanks around the monuments. Over 

time some lakes dried, and due to the spillover of human encroachment, some other water 

tanks and lakes disappeared. But the blogger’s observation reveals that artistic carvings 

are not only found on the walls of the monuments but also on the steps leading to the lake, 

which are made of stone blocks. With her tacit assumption that visitor’s attunement to the 

entire complex starts not just from the premise of the monuments but from the very lake, 

the peaceful and cool surroundings, the blogger writes, “What I found intriguing was the 

intermittent use of some stones that had beautiful human forms or floral motifs carved out 

on them”. Even the steps to the lake are animated with aura-filled artistic carvings from 

which, according to the blogger, aura and attunement originate. Seeing those steps lavishly 

carved with artistic images, she could not help questioning herself, pushing herself hard 

onto a series of questions. She is also perplexed, seeing “some carved figurines upside 

91 Shiva Sagar Lake is right before the western group of monuments at Khajuraho. 
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down on a stone block!” Finding no one around the lake to ask some questions that arose 

in her mind, she contemplates, “either, just like the temples, the steps too must have been 

aesthetically made by the royalty, or someone while carrying out repairs must have used 

these prized pieces of art from the temples to replace the ordinary damaged steps” 

(Wakhloo). Scores of monuments had collapsed in the past, and the remnants and residues 

from the debris were perhaps used by those engaged with the repair work around the lake. 

This could have been one possibility, but the blogger says even now the lake is not fully 

repaired and maintained to expose demonstrably its liveliness for visitors. 

Whatsoever the purpose, two things are of crucial importance: one is the inverted 

positioning of artworks carved on stone steps, and other is animating the entire lake 

environs with the abundance of sacred aura and aesthetics leading up to the amplification 

of an ambient sense of attunement. Quickly, visitors can see carvings on stone steps that 

lead to the lake’s water surface if carvings on the stone-slabs are put in a noninverted 

position. On the contrary, if carvings on the steps are placed in an inverted position, it 

takes the eyes of visitor some time to make sense of what they are going to see, what the 

carvings are about, and what they radiate and convey. To delay the perception, to lengthen 

the visual encounter, and to defer a bit of the process of making sense of an object being 

seen, inverted artworks in stone steps were perhaps strategically installed on the bank of 

the lake, so that visitors could start getting attuned. The slower the hermeneutics of visual 

interaction, the subtler an affective attunement.  

The following images, which I assembled from the blog being analyzed, shine a 

light on how the lake’s surroundings were animated with carvings on guardrails, parapets, 
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pavements, and stone steps, and also on how the exercise in an inverted positioning of 

carvings on the stone bars around the lake exist to engender attunement: 

(Photos Taken by Myself with my Smartphone) 

Suffice it to say that the images above hold back visitor’s eyes from fleeting 

momentarily, thereby making them involved, steadily immersed, and then subtly attuned 

to the surroundings, prior to the visitor’s overwhelming hermeneutic of communion with 

the salience and subtlety of the monuments.  

Since the steps to the lake water are not a sacred place to worship, the motive of 

carving the stone steps is not sanctimonious. What other motive could be? The answer to 

this question is simple. The sole purpose is to make the surrounding charged with forces 

and vibes that lead to the unfolding of attunement. Though it is hard to ascertain at what 

level attunement happens, it is obvious that wakefulness to some sense of harmony and 

synchronicity is key to the disclosure and diffusion of attunement. The blogger’s intuitive 

awareness of this sense of synchronicity stands in alignment with Rickert’s stipulation 

that “ambience is inseparable from the person in the environment. Attunement is not 

additive…It takes place at numerous levels…Further, attunement is nothing static. It is 

always ongoing, and achievement of some sense of harmony or synchronicity would, on 

this account, be fleeting” (8). This insight of Rickert appears to be actualized in the 
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blogger’s impression and intuitive insight. If having an in-depth feel of aura is a building 

block of being assailed by ambient rhetoricity, the blogger impression— “I moved at my 

own pace and spent whatever time I felt was adequate, at each temple. The temples were 

freshly washed and spotlessly clean”—is a consummate case of drinking deep in the 

exuberance of ambient affectivity.  

Hence, this blog too fits into the pattern of the attunement the Khajuraho site aims 

at inducing among those who come to explore its manifest and inherent affectability, 

from all angles of exploration and interaction. Of unique importance is the blogger’s 

projection that inverted art installation is a catalyst for attunement—an initial level of 

attunement to which every explorer of ambience is inclined. 

Embodied Attunement  

Attunement, a phenomenon that occurs at multiple levels, has been treated in 

relation to body. This attempt at theorizing attunement happening in relation to body has 

given rise to a concept called ‘embodied attunement’. For embodiment, like affect, 

worldliness, and materiality, is one corner of ambient rhetoric, it seems germane to apply 

the jargon ‘embodied attunement’ to make sense of the willful or instinctive mode in 

which embodied actant engendering affect prepares a ground for the revelation of a mood 

or wakefulness leading up to the creation of a moment of embodied attunement (Rickert 

8-9). Simply stated, embodied attunement is tantamount to being receptive to any

affective moment acting on the level of body. Embodied receptivity adds “another crucial 

dimension of listening and engaging—the powerful communicative language of the 

body” (Markman 808). The moment of being receptive comes with resonance of affect 

and corporeal warmth, nudging experiencer to bring on a sense of immediacy and 
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involvement. In experiencer’s growing aware of the subtlety of the surroundings they are 

part of, the receptivity being attempted at the mutual exchange of the external and the 

bodily affect, make the entire process of sense-making nonreductive and cohesive. With 

this idea of embodied attunement at hand, I explored a digitized archival document 

published by the Archeological Survey of India (ASI) and presented below some images:  

(My Screenshot of Images from ASI Report)
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(My Screenshot of Images from ASI Report)

The figure II comprises three different Apsaras92 in the different positions of their bodies. 

These figures are still intact in columns and edifices of Lakshman and Duladeva93 

temples. Setting aside their artistic and aesthetical features, if anyone glances at them, they 

come to notice the sculpted Apsaras’ angular bodies, their graceful bodily contour, one of 

92 Apsara is a Sanskrit word which means nymph in English. 
93 Dulhadev or Duladeo Temple is one of the most beautiful shrines of the Southern Group of Khajuraho 

Temples. Situated on the north bank of Khudar River, Duladeo Temple is the last built temple in Khajuraho 

and also one among the famous Khajuraho Temples. 
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their legs aloft in exuberance while holding a ball, and their curvaceous elegance and 

corporeal flexibility. When it comes to dwelling on the rhythmicality of body and its 

affectability, recalling Debra Hawhee becomes a must. In Bodily Arts: Rhetoric & 

Athletics in Ancient Greece, she alludes to how “the three Rs…rhythm, repetition and 

response” (135) play a pivotal role in heightening the entire gamut of affective experience 

ensuing from a special posturing of body in order that audience members could get solely 

besotted by the intensity of performance. 

In the case of the composite collages incorporated above, more than their facial 

complexions, it is their bodies, including the lilting position of their bodies and the 

curvaceous corporeal contour captured in the well-wrought sculpted configurations that 

induce attunement on visitor and sightseer. Because the East—unlike the West where the 

premium is put on body-mind dualism—calls upon traversing body-soul dualism as mind 

is conceived of as a tiny part of body, what is of paramount importance rests on everything 

the body as such stands for (Martins 7). So much depends on the body; thus comes the 

idea of accepting the body, and then transcending the bodily in order that the goal of 

reaching the oneness would be achieved. To that end, sculpting not only female body but 

also male body in their rhymical, curvaceous and passive wakefulness preponderates in 

every ten inches gap of space on the walls and columns of Khajuraho monuments. Thus, 

this strategic move to display the visceral vector of the bodily in its caressing, curvaceous 

and contagious postures doubtless gins up attunement that is embodied through and 

through. Needless to say, these chiseled and well-wrought angular and curvaceous bodies 

evoke among sightseers the wakefulness that they are immersed and enmeshed in the 

worldliness of what these sculpted bodies radiate. 
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The image on the right of the Fig III, consists of three different Apsaras sculpted 

on three different columns. As documented in the digitalized archive of ASI, these pieces 

of sculpture are entrenched on the columns of Duladeva temple. Even in their disjointed 

and distorted configuration, it is likely that anyone loitering right before these sculpted 

columns can undergo a truly experience-based event of embodied attunement. It is no 

exaggeration to say that anyone facing these sculpted columns definitely feels that these 

sculpted Apsaras on the columns is alive, and at any time they can come out of their 

sculpted frames and will start having conversation with visitor. 

The image on the left of Fig III foregrounds, against the backdrop of stony 

sternness of some columns, the mood of an Apsara, the objects she holds with her two 

hands, a moment of flying, a little raised left foot and right foot aloft in a frolicsome 

moment of dance and ornamented left hip. Anyone throwing a casual and cursory glance 

at these columns holding such lovely artworks take time to look at every aspect of the 

artworks before making a momentary impression and assessment. Any act of being 

attentive to any of these column- artifacts hardly retain its hold tenaciously because 

attention no longer remains focused; instead, it glides slowly toward everything visible at 

the top, bottom, back and front, side, and corner, surrounding and other artifacts 

contiguous to the flying Apsara. In a way, compared to surrounding, background, and near 

artifacts on display, it is the adorned body in a frolicsome and caressing moment—

captured in a single frame of sculpture—that attracts sightseer to the arc of embodied 

attunement. 

Finally, before introducing a typical case of attunement-inducing potency inherent 

in a juncture of one of a Khajuraho monument, it appears imperative to mention that 
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attunement inaugurates the success of a rhetorical assemblage. All sightseers may not be 

able to undergo attunement because many actants go into accentuating attunement. 

Attune or fail? This simple question explains if the architect of the rhetorical assemblage 

makes all human and nonhuman actants work in alignment, the intended rhetorical 

objective is likely to be met. If they act contrariwise, the rhetorical assemblage is bound 

to veer off in the wrong direction, incurring possibly a deadlock or a failure.  

The issue of attunement has stimulated many conversations about new materialist 

rhetoric. Part of these conversations is associated with Laurie Gries, whose article “In 

Defense of Plants, Rhetoric, and New Materialism”—a response to Rhetoric Society 

Quarterly's Symposium with Bruno Latour (2017)—is dominated by a frequent emphasis 

on the word 'attunement.' Gries writes that attunement among all the elements in the 

rhetorical assemblage is critical to determining whether rhetorical practice works or fails. 

This insight works well, to some extent, concerning the following juncture wall flanked 

by jointed sandstone columns supporting tilted rows on both the sides: 

 

 
(Rediff) 

The visual snap cited above unveils different geometrical shapes inside which different 

pieces of sculpture are installed. Square, rectangle, semi-circle, and cylindrical forms are 
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abundantly applied. Abstract pine-shaped architectural mantle is placed above the eye 

level, and numerous other zigzagged girdles of animals are sculpted as being involved in 

the world of humans. The far-left segment of the juncture is glowing because it is be 

washed over by the sunlight at a particular time of the day.  

Depending on the sun's revolution, each part of the juncture illuminates 

everything that pushes the sightseer to affective comportment. What is dazzling in this 

architectural canvas is the symmetry that involves "keeping constant the series of 

competencies, of properties, that human and nonhuman agents can swap by overlapping 

with one another" (Spinuzzi 26). What enables the symmetry to come into presence are 

manifold in numbers: Vyala in the recesses, elephants in the bas-relief carving, 

meditative trance of deities, iconographic moments portraying sexuality as a communal 

act, different positions of sculpted idols of the deities and the humans, sunlight suffusing 

the left segment of the juncture wall, geometrical form being used as a conduit of the 

fourfold, the entire juncture as a panoply of the nonhierarchical and non-dualistic world 

wherein each actant participates with an affective sense of dwelling in the sacred-cum-

secular collective.   

Thus, with all these texts and images tight with elements reflective of how the 

movement toward attunement at its multiple levels happens, it would not be illogical to 

conclude that the monument complex charts out ambient space in its varied guises, 

wherein attunement wells up palpably and prolifically.
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CHAPTER VII 

THE CONCLUDING ENDPOINTS OF AN INQUIRY INTO KHAJURAHO 

MONUMENTS’ AMBIENT RHETORIC 

Khajuraho monuments challenge the notion that a monument is something of 

which we have formed a fixed conception, something to which our relationship is stable, 

and boasts of the robust scope for its transformation. Usually, monuments have been 

taxonomized into different generic profiles, such as intentional, historical, and ancient 

monuments. But Khajuraho monuments defy the generic process of categorizing 

monuments. In fact, they possess the hallmark of each category of monuments. What 

makes them supremely singular is their capacity to escape the bound of the logic of 

categorization. Of course, being singular on each monument’s part is essential. Moreover, 

this singularity comes across as part and parcel of its profile and identity. Unlike all the 

famed monuments in the world, these groups of monuments are changing; when I use the 

word ‘changing,’ I do not mean their physical edifices and infrastructures are changing. 

Doubtless, the monuments’ outer facades have been subject to a natural process of wear 

and tear, and weathering. I imply that the Khajuraho groups of monuments are changing 

in the sense that their power to touch every base of human existence is undergoing a crop 

of changes. With its singularity and dynamic profile comes its persuasive power.
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The Khajuraho groups of temples and the entire vicinity of the Khajuraho site, 

including its gentrified area far and wide, strike visitors as ambiently persuasive. Anyone 

visiting the Khajuraho site for fun, curiosity, and exploration is bound to feel it.

Because local inhabitants at Khajuraho and the official local authority have done their 

level best in enlivening the entire surroundings of the monument groups, the 

enlivenment—a material heuristic for unveiling both elusive and inherently persuasive 

power of any assemblage, has made a pervasive footprint across the neighboring area of 

Khajuraho. One such act of enlivenment entails a gallery of photos of Khajuraho carvings 

of laborers carrying bundles of sandstone slabs on their shoulders with wooden sticks.  In 

the early centuries of the second millennium, when means of transportation and travel 

were limited, laborers did extreme physical efforts to bring sandstone material from a far 

quarry. The Khajuraho airport, located near the monument site, memorialized the 

precious labor of medieval workers who were given to the temple building project 

wholeheartedly. The following photo showcases the memorialization of labor that laid the 

foundation for the construction of Khajuraho monuments:   

(A Photo Snapped with My Smartphone) 

Another contagious and contagiously affective act of enlivenment can be seen on the 

walls of public infrastructures, gates, archways, parks, and entrance walls of hotels, 
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resorts, restaurants, and spa centers. These spaces are covered with murals and graffiti of 

artifacts set up on the wall surfaces of Khajuraho temples. As part of this process, 

artifacts are reproduced, using similar sandstone in the facsimile of Khajuraho artworks. 

Their total preoccupation with the timelessly tempting allure of Khajuraho artifacts and 

iconographies proclaims their passion for delivering design justice and invoking the lost 

aura and exuberance of the medieval temple-building project that had come to an abrupt 

halt, in the event of the historical swings and political upheavals to the medieval 

subcontinent was prone. 

Though there are other enlivening procedures to bring to the ambient floor 

periecheon and cathexis, the sound and light event is of notable importance. All these acts 

of enlivenment, including other acts such as sunlight changing the glow and texture of the 

Khajuraho temples, whether in the morning or the evening, contribute to the invocation 

of communal life, one which is confirmed by a wide array of things and events that have 

been taking place around Khajuraho. As part of the ambient strategy, the invocation of 

the communal life works as a common convincing ground for foregrounding the notion 

that the world is a ghetto abuzz with a call for what Martin Heidegger and Rickert call 

dwelling. 

Apart from enlivenment, the temple groups have several other measures to 

administer their affectability. With its jaded structure and spectacle of carvings drawing 

visitors out of their box of thinking, and because of the installation of the temple on an 

elevated platform exuding the affordance of ambulation all around the temples for 

sightseers, every semblance of the monuments is likely to have sightseers develop a sense 

of immediacy. The monument complex operates, to this end, on a multisensory level: The 
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behemoth monumentality leading to a momentary suspension of rationality on sightseers’ 

part; the overarching superstructural projection of the temple’s spire indexing to what 

Kenneth Burke calls ‘spire-transcendence equation’; the effervescent surroundings that 

gently fondle the totality of sightseer’s being; vectors of vibrational energies ventilated 

by the entire monument complex edifices; self-replicating fractal design that tends to 

narrow down the gap between observer and the observed; a flattened hierarchy giving 

rise to a symmetry that pertains to how animals, chimerical creatures, deities, demigods 

and demi goddesses, and mortals involved in their mundane activities share the same 

sacred space that makes room for the commingling of the sensuous and the profane.  

More than just touching on all the sensory receptacles, the monuments induce 

catharsis among sightseers, which amounts to saying that it slowly, almost imperceptibly, 

walks visitors of all stripes through a cathartic process. To induce purgation in the 

temple-goers, the monuments apply some strategies. It is pretty evident that the 

monument complex enacts its persuasive power by resorting to a specific procedure. All 

around their exteriorities, some patterns are starkly emphatic. In the lower base of the 

temple are carvings with mundane activities such as royal hunt, trade, war, instructional 

sessions on dance, bestiality, the madness of beast, and other zesty and jubilant moods 

common to the mundane world. Much of the lower structure of the monument consists of 

common but touching moments that are utterly part of the mundane world. Contrary to 

these bas-relief carvings, the middle part of monuments is adorned with panels, plates, 

recesses, and junctures that reproduce the divine world of mediative trance, penance, and 

spiritual sobriety coexisting with scenes and moments of sexual encounters in their 

athletic postures captured in various sculptures. 
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A panel depicting an extreme condition of sexual gratification is followed by 

another moment of meditative trance suggestive of spiritual awakening. More 

importantly, an iconographic motif of moderation of passion is sandwiched between two 

panels of polar opposite moments of erotic gratification and spiritual sobriety. This 

gratification-moderation-awakening pattern has taken on a strategic role. When each 

viewer’s visual gaze falls equally on all the panels indicative of gratification, moderation, 

and spiritual implication, their mind undergoes a cavalcade of emotional upsurges one 

after the other: passionate arousal, a virtue of self-restraint, and spiritual awakening 

continuum. Each viewer’s consciousness goes through this trajectory of purgation that 

prepares the viewer to undertake the journey of inner transformation. The longer the 

sightseers are exposed to the exteriors shot through with iconographic renditions of 

excess emotions in their diametrically opposite panels, the deeper the monuments mine 

the unconscious and the subconscious reservoirs of sightseers’ emotional and instinctual 

urges. 

Thus, the temples at Khajuraho exert their persuasion on sightseers by conducting 

emotional mining, which yields cathartic purgation on the sightseer’s part. During their 

ambulatory sightseeing process, sightseers may or may not be aware of this subtle 

process and of being a part of it. But it takes effect on all visitors on different levels. 

Uncannily enough, several other strategies contribute to the accentuation of this cathartic 

process of purgation and emotional mining. For instance, the fractal design, the jagged 

structure of the temples, and some iconographies that instantiate ontological reality, to 

name just a few. For instance, the iconography of dancing Ganesh and Nataraja's 

iconography of God Siva exemplify performative art—an exemplary art that teaches a 
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nondualist concept that asks, how can we know the dancer from the dance? —plays its 

part in patching up dualities, as this idea was widely recognized in ancient India, a 

discourse on ‘Bharat Natyam’ being a discursively recognized document. Hindu view on 

performative art such as dance is that dance is a promising and consequential method to 

traverse body-mind duality, in the hope of achieving the liberation of the soul. That is 

why Hindu gods Krishna, Siva, and Ganesh dance. Installing iconography reflective of 

performativity helps temple visitors go through a moment of emotional catharsis. 

Another perceptible conduit through which the temple complex’s affectability 

permeates and washes over sightseer is its allegorical cast. The monument goes beyond 

just being some groups of physical edifices situated in concrete space and place. It exists 

to respond rhetorically to the ultimate ontological predicament of human beings in the 

language of allegory. This allegorical mode of responding to an ontological fact of human 

existence is not culture specific. It is universal. Since time immemorial, Hindus have 

been haunted by an acutely painful realization that the phenomenal world is a world of 

‘Maya’ that offers no real solace and inner peace. Thus, they say the point is to educate 

people at large on the art of transcending the world of Maya in order for them to catch a 

glimpse of the world of samadhi and moksha. 

This agonized awareness and attendant monument-building project are on par 

with the ancient Greek philosophers’ claim that the phenomenal world is a world of 

imitation and transcending this world of mimesis is an unavoidable imperative if a sliver 

of the supersensory and the changeless absolute is to be experienced. By way of 

illustration, both Socrates and Plato equated ontological conditions of human beings with 

the plight of some people chained in a cave, smugly mistaking their shadows projected on 
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the cave wall right before them as reality. Opting for the rhetoric of allegory of the cave, 

Socrates and Plato responded to the fundamental existential quandary in much the same 

way as the Hindu responded to the plight of having to dwell in the world of Maya. Along 

the way comes Descartes, who was troubled by a demon—widely called Descartes’ 

demon—in his bid to develop a comfort zone in the world dictated by rationality. 

The Khajuraho groups of monuments target the susceptibility of site lovers by 

means of their affectability. The term affectability subsumes every particle of all the 

persuasive forces subject to be delivered to audience members non-discursively and non-

symbolically; affectability comprises a vector of material-discursive forces that chooses 

material relationality as a medium of its effective delivery. Doubtless, affect comes under 

affectability, and if the notion of affect is to be stretched a bit further, it comprises a wide 

range of emotions: Shame, fear, precarity, anguish, happiness, and awe, including 

enduring feelings that nurture and inspire us by virtue of its recurrence even during a 

prolonged period of time. In addition, many auratic and osmotic vibes that visitors feel 

over the course of their sojourn to the monument site come as part of the affectability. 

Last but not least, affectability ventures into subsuming the surroundings fraught with the 

four-fold elements, choric nuance, re-worlding of kairos in the spirit of spatiality, and 

sturdy sandstone that ruggedly defies the natural process of attrition and the non-natural 

act of vandalism, the technology of masonry and engineering that paved the way for the 

architectural and sculptural modeling of stories, myths, and religious discourses that had 

already gripped the consciousness of audience members across Buddhist, Jain, Sikh and 

Hindu communities. When visitors, without any exposure to a variety of religious sects 

and culture-specific and tradition-bound carvings and sculptures, look at every aspect of 
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the monuments worth seeing, they feel hardly hobbled by their limited knowledge of 

what those stone reliefs and iconographic panels stand for. The carvings' content and 

symbolic signification might be esoteric for visitors from countries other than the Indian 

subcontinent. Still, in their narrative accounts and social media posts, they have given 

every impression of being profoundly affected. Medieval travel writers Alberuni, Battuta, 

and a nineteenth-century British explorer, Burt, left some impressions that they were 

affected to the core by the intensity of what the monument complex represented. 

However, their narratives were interspersed with their abhorrence of idolatry. The 

intensity of carvings and idols, including their emplacement, the ruggedly standing 

infrastructural edifices amenable to the alchemy of the surrounding ecology, and the 

mojo of sandstone material—these all collectively constitute the affectability of the 

temples. 

As part of affectability, somatic markers are what the Khajuraho monuments 

produce among tourists and sightseers. Somatic markers are meant to be felt in the body 

bound up with emotions. Anyone moving around the Khajuraho site and seeing the 

temples one after the other is probably impelled to exhibit somatic markers over the 

course of sightseeing the monument complex, including its scenic surroundings and 

bucolic background. This exercise in the release of somatic markers indulging in the 

spectacular spectrum of iconographic carvings comes to its illustrious form if we pay 

attention to how some Khajuraho artworks and iconographies have been circulating on 

different digital platforms. Nowadays, Khajuraho monuments are almost divested of their 

sacred profile of being a place of worship. Currently, these monuments have been 

increasingly denominated as iconic tourist destinations. Some went too far to label this 
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heritage site as a honeymoon destination in the spree of ramping up and expanding the 

tourism industry network. With the shifting public image of the monument complex, and 

because of the pervasive application of social media platforms, those who visited these 

temples shared their experiences by posting photos of the temples, artifacts, and carvings. 

This is how Khajuraho temples left their footprint on the digital space. 

 Instagram is the best example of the digital circulation of Khajuraho artworks, 

the surroundings, and the monument complex. Except for the iconography of the phallus 

of God Siva that sporadically goes viral in news outlets, many artifacts have gone into 

nonviral but notable circulation. A notable outcome of the digital circulation of sacred 

statues and artifacts is their growing desacralization—a process in which circulating 

artifacts are enmeshed with things we have never imagined that sacred images could 

associate; as this process keeps moving, these artifacts undergo successive changes in 

structure, texture, form, genre, and function, revealing their inherent affectability and 

affective malleability. All kinds of affective appeal arising from the digital space of 

circulating images, over which technology leaves its manipulative effects, come under 

somatic markers. If Instagram site is carefully scrolled down, it would be easy to see the 

feelings in the body bursting out to match the emotional release in mind. The application 

of the methodology of iconographic tracking to keep track of the shifting form and 

functionality of icons circulating across scores of online platforms and virtual spaces has 

confirmed the fact that Khajuraho temples have been meant to be an engine to produce 

somatic markers, with a clear goal of anticipating the groundbreaking claim of 

neuroscience: We are not a thinking machine that feels, but a feeling machine that thinks. 

Not only the desacralization but the digital cult of disruption as pleasure have been the 
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natural corollary of the inhabitation of Khajuraho iconographies in the world of the 

internet. 

Attunement and all that goes with it are other instances of Khajuraho monuments’ 

rhetorical potential. If attunement is the endpoint of the ambient machine at Khajuraho, a 

question arises: Attunement to/with whom? A straightforward answer to this question is 

attunement to alterity. Over Khajuraho, the master discourse on spirituality does not look 

at discourse on sexuality as alterity. Likewise, divinity does not look at the mortal world 

as an extension and incarnation of sin, nor do humans appear to treat animals as beasts of 

burden. Deities, royals, mortals, animals, politics, and the primordial appear as part of the 

relationality and oneness. 

At a distance of every ten inches in each temple’s edifice, we see carvings, which 

is to say the monument complex typifies abundance—abundant style being pigeonholed 

as Asiatic style: A rhetorical prejudice that swept into ancient Rome and goaded Attic 

rhetoricians and lovers of Senecan style to jibe at Cicero’s abundance style as Asiatic. 

Carvings cover each surface of temples in abundance which does not let temple 

sightseers be attentive. Even a single slab of stone relief forbids viewers to gaze at a piece 

of carving attentively. Each time visitors around the temple platform throw their attentive 

gazes, their attention diffuses across, around, top, bottom, and the left and the right of the 

panels. This dispersal of attention serves as a basis for the beginning of attunement. In 

basement molding or recess, in juncture or lintel, in entrance doors or columns, carvings 

in abundance are always ready to transport an audience from being attentive to being 

somatically immersed in attunement. 
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In addition, the medieval builders long and deeply felt that their creativity as 

craftsmen, their rhetorical choices as human rhetor, and their audience awareness as an 

architect of assemblage, are primarily at the mercy of nature and the local surroundings. 

Khajuraho furnished abundantly sandstone and a wide array of secular symbology and 

semiotic semblance of the Khajuraho monuments. During the first quarter of the second 

millennium, when the fervor of constructing sacred monuments shotting through with 

nonsacred carvings took the Indian subcontinent by storm, many monuments came into 

establishment across every state and country in and beyond the subcontinent. But none of 

those monuments rival Khajuraho monuments. It might be argued that each province 

within the subcontinent had different human expertise and specific nuance of temple 

building. But studies have shown that there were some mobile guilds of the builders who 

used to travel across the subcontinent where they were offered monument-construction 

projects. Hence, it is unmistakably clear that the material stuff that went into constructing 

the monument's structure and superstructure contributes to the ruggedly awe-inspiring 

and impeccably stunning spectacle of all groups of the monuments. 

Another endlessly fascinating fulcrum of ambience is the monument complex’s 

museal magnitude. Though addressed by different denominators in different periods, and 

regardless of its changing footprint on the public imaginary, the Khajuraho monument 

complex has retained its museal quality intact. Visitors are free to conceive of it as a 

honeymoon destination, as an iconic tourist destination, as a rendezvous for tolerant 

minds, and as a launchpad for aggrandizing the national image, but a truth that is 

undeniable is that each Khajuraho monument resembles a museum. The difference 

between museums as such and Khajuraho monuments is that museums are enclosed, but 
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Khajuraho monuments-museums are open. In Khajuraho, different artifacts and carvings 

installed on the edifices of the temples give a partial impression of Khajuraho monuments 

resembling museums as such. Visitors are all set to derive the same and similar kind of 

solace and satisfaction looking at artworks on the wall surfaces of the monuments in 

much the same way museum visitors delight in seeing artworks kept in the museum as 

such. But one substantial difference between the museum as such and the Khajuraho 

museum acting in the capacity of a museum is that artifacts in Khajuraho monuments 

were crafted in the same place using local material and then placed in the same cultural 

space, which makes them genuinely authentic, axiomatically auratic, and osmotically 

attuned. Out of the rootedness of the whole monument complex in its cultural, local, and 

material space arises its museality, from the somatic subtlety to which no visitor is 

immune. This tangled relationality—marked by museality and osmosis-- forms the base 

of ambient affectability. 

Despite the formidable part of Hindu asceticism and puritanism, and despite 

Buddhist and Jain insistence on rigorous renunciation and self-abnegation, the medieval 

builders resorted to monumental rhetoric to educate the audience on accepting life 

holistically, on inculcating religious toleration and universal acceptance, on fostering 

regard for diversity and inclusion, on nudging the self to tune with alterity, on tapping 

into the productive potential of then-esprit de corps to set the innovative groundwork, and 

finally on admitting generously the potential of each nonhuman thing to participate 

assertively and actively in making a success of a rhetorical assemblage. A fundamental 

question is repeatedly asked of Khajuraho approaches that distribute agency: How have 

Khajuraho monuments been holding rhetorical sway over the public imaginary, even in 



252 

the event of some historical upheavals, political paranoia, and cultural amnesia? The 

simple but direct answer is the ambient rhetoric of the Khajuraho monuments, which is to 

say no single human rhetor deserves the credit for gifting the world with the Kohinoor of 

Khajuraho creativity. In reality, the Khajuraho monument complex is a creation of an era. 

It is the matchless masterpiece of the medieval age, graced with abundant ecological 

blessings and the magic of materiality. 
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