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Abstract:  Until the 20th century, the primary cultural category for Hindu sculptural images was that of ‘idols’ – as ‘false gods’ or deceptive vanities, as a deriding charge which attempted to dismiss or foreclose the uncanny effect of this imagery. The 20th century, however, saw a significant taxonomic shift when these same images were re-categorised as art. Whilst this dramatic shift signalled the West’s effort to validate and appreciate this imagery, the art historical understanding of Hindu images is limited by its failure to take into account the significance of the ritual and architectural contexts from which these images have originated. In other words, what these studies have disregarded is the particularity of the purpose for which these images were made. 

This thesis proposes that these sculptural images, which have been appropriated into the Western category of fine art, may be better understood if considered as the ‘ornaments’ of the Hindu temple, this notion of ornament (alamkara) referring to an order of images which are not necessarily meaningful, but which have the effect of transforming the architecture of the Hindu temple by means of its visual effect. More accurately, in the context of worship, this ornament has the ability to transform the worshipper’s response to this architecture by means of establishing a dialectical relationship between the temple and the worshipper. 

In attempting to take account of what may be described as the ‘cinetic’ experience of this architecture through the practice of circumambulation, this thesis considers the ornamental surface of the Hindu temple as an inter-face, limit or threshold ‑ as the means by which the worshipper approaches the Deity. Where the majority of studies on Hindu sculptural and architectural imagery are concerned with the interpretation of a narrative or didactic iconographic meaning, this thesis argues that the purpose of this imagery is affective: that is, this imagery is designed to elicit a bodily engagement – a discursive aesthetic or experiential response – as attested to by the performative nature of Hindu worship. Thus the use of these images in the context of this architecture is tactical and is a means of engaging the worshipper in a liminal encounter with the Divine. 

