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Between Men and Gods: Kinnaras in Texts  
and in the Ajanta Murals

Mandira Sharma

None of the polytheistic religions of the world are complete without a place for (semi-)divine beings or 
deities, who, though they may not belong to the highest order of gods, are nonetheless connected with the 
latter in such a way as to be indispensable in the overall pantheon. In India, all of the three great religions – 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism – present a fascinating story wherein most of the principal gods possess 
an entourage of semi-divine and celestial entities, who represent in incarnate form their special attributes 
or virtues in one significant way or another. Playing an important role as a supporting cast to these gods, 
they facilitate our understanding of the gods without losing their own distinct identity. Inevitably, then, 
these apparently not-so-powerful lesser divine beings emerge as ‘divinities’ in their own right and are 
revered, even worshipped, as such for various religious and social reasons. Given this backdrop, my paper 
will attempt to present an analytical picture of the delightful but relatively neglected story found in the 
Buddhist paintings of Ajanta in Maharashtra, of the demi-gods called kinnaras (half-man, half-bird and 
half-man, half-horse). I will also focus on some of their treatment in the larger corpus of Indian literature 
– the epics, Purāṇas, works of classical Sanskrit poets like Kālidāsa, Buddhist texts, and treatises on art like 
the Citrasūtra of the Viṣṇudharmottara Purāṇa, which is replete with stories of a whole host of these semi-
divine beings. In essaying this two-fold task, the paper aims to bring to light the meaning and functions of 
kinnaras, along with their iconography and physiognomy. 

Semi-divine Imagery and Indian Art
In general, Indian structures and edifices, especially 
those with some sort of religious affiliation – e.g. 
caves, stūpas, or temples – were decorated with 
imagery consisting of semi-divine beings, fantastic or 
fabulous animals, and faunal and foliage motifs (Fig. 
1). In Indian mythology, the demi-deities or semi-
divine entities can be said to form a world of their 
own, a world that has become an almost inalienable 
part of the family of the ‘higher’ divine beings. The 
relevance of the former becomes clear when one 
considers the importance that has come to accrue to 
the principal deities because of them. It would not 
be an exaggeration to say that part of the popularity 

Figure 1: Decorated ceiling, Cave 2, Ajanta. After G. 
Yazdani, Ajanta.
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and prominence of the latter is due to their happy co-existence with these ‘lesser’ divinities. Remove these 
lesser deities and you will find that the reality and importance of the higher deities gets diminished. It 
therefore seems that even when not overemphasizing the importance of the lesser deities, one must accord 
them their due place in the hierarchy of divine creation. It is also beyond question that irrespective of 
their religious affiliations, these deities have greatly contributed to the growth and enrichment of Indian 
mythology.

The idea of the use of divine and semi-divine images and other motifs in the decoration of a temple 
is found in the Samarāṅgaṇasūtradhāra (11th century CE). This work prescribes that the figures of gods, 
creepers and foliage, peacocks and swans, herds of elephants and monkeys, should be carved on the temple 
to make it look attractive:

phalabhaktair bahuvidhair āhārārtham niveditaiḥ/
nānāpuṣpaphalair namraiḥ śālais tiryag avasthitaiḥ//

citrā patralatā lekhyā bāhyhābhyantarabhittiṣu/
haṃsakāraṇḍacakrāhvair bisinīpatravartibhiḥ//1 

Discussion of this myriad variety of motifs is also contained in many Sanskrit texts, side by side with 
the śilpa-texts like the above-mentioned Samarāṅgaṇasūtradhāra. This kind of decoration of structures 
with imagery of semi-divine entities or identical figures does not remain confined to religious spaces. It is 
characteristic, a fact not much known, of public and private spaces like citraśālās or art galleries as well. 
We find, for example, the Nāradaśilpa prescribing that the hall of the main building in a citraśālā should be 
adorned with pleasing patterns of such demigods as gandharvas, kinnaras etc.2 Similarly, in the Kādambarī of 
Bāṇabhaṭṭa there is an emphasis on the need to represent demi-gods prominently in a picture gallery.3 Such 
beautification of spaces, both in respect of religious and secular realms, is considered not only auspicious 
but also an integral part of buildings and structures.

Kinnaras and Textual Narratives
The kinnaras, a class of demi-gods at Ajanta have 
not received much scholarly attention. They appear 
in the reliefs of early structures at Bharhut, Sanchi, 
Mathura and elsewhere, and are also found painted 
on the walls and ceilings of the Ajanta caves (Fig. 2). 
Defying anatomical conventions meant for normal 
anthropomorphic animal or bird forms, these beings 
are neither completely human, nor completely animal 
or bird; they are rather of a hybrid or composite 
variety. Monika Zin puts it rightly that even though 
the word “kinnara” means composite creature today, 
there exists hardly any literary reference to kinnaras 
carrying such meaning in ancient Indian texts. At 
the same time, as Zin argues, the non-existence of 
the term does not amount to non-appearance of 

Figure 2: Kinnara-kinnarī, Cave 1, Ajanta. After A. Ghosh, 
Ajanta Murals.
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composite beings in ancient times.4 The first kāṇḍa (chapter) of the Svargavargaḥ (section on heaven) 
belonging to the Amarakośa, an ancient and authoritative thesaurus of Sanskrit by Amarasiṃha, treats 
kinnaras as belonging to the deva-yoni and accords them a demi-god status alongside vidyādharas, apsarās, 
yakṣas, rākṣasas, and  gandharvas: 

vidyādharāpsaroyakṣarakṣogandharvakinnarāḥ/ 
piśāco guhyakaḥ siddho bhūto’ mī devayonayaḥ//5 

We find the same classification based on its etymological meaning in the Buddhist Mahāvastu: literally, ‘a 
what-do-you-call-it man’ (kiṃ-nara). The Sanskrit lexicon Śabdakalpadruma gives the derivation of the term 
kinnara as kutsito naraḥ. The term carries a question, kiṃ-nara, i.e., ‘what sort of a man?’, and is originally 
thought to mean a kind of monkey (vā-nara).6 

The Yuktidīpikā,7 a major Sanskrit commentary of the Sāṃkhya classic Sāṃkhyakārikā of Īśvarakṛṣṇa, 
talks, under kārikās 53-54, about creation of the living beings and its classification into three vargas, namely, 
gods, human beings, and the animal kingdom: daivamānuṣatairyagyonā. The text places kinnaras in the 
upper region of gods (daiva) who are said to abound in sattva (while human beings abound in rajas, and 
the animal kingdom in tamas). In Hindu mythology – and here one thinks of Mahābhārata – kinnaras form 
a category of gandharvas serving at the court of Kubera and are distinguished from Naras (kinnarā nāma 
gandharvā narā nāma tathā’pare).8 The epic also regards them as subjects of Śiva, who is regarded as ‘Lord 
of Naras, kinnaras, and yakṣas’ (narakinnarayakṣāṇām sarveṣām īśvaraḥ prabhuḥ),9 and worshippers of 
Nārāyaṇa (and Nara, i.e. Arjuna).10 On the other hand, literary and epigraphic evidence testify to their being 
ardent followers of Kubera (who has been popularly known as the Lord of kinnaras (kinnareśa).11 Among the 
Purāṇas, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa ascribes their genesis to Brahmā from whose feet they are said to have sprung.12 

Attending to the chief deity in the main shrine was among the principal duties of kinnaras (along with 
gandharvas and other demi-gods); for him they sang, danced, waved fly-whisks and offered garlands. This 
feature, apart from being corroborated by the literature of Hindu and Jain pantheons, is also reinforced 
by epigraphic evidence. The Tipperah copper-plate grant of Lokanatha (dated 7th century CE),13 ruler of 
Samatata (and possibly a feudatory under the later Guptas), records the construction of the temple of 
Bhagavān Anantanārāyaṇa, who was worshipped by the chief gods, the asuras, the sun, the moon, Kubera, 
the kinnara, the vidyādharas, Varuṇa, the chief of serpent-gods, the gandharvas, and the yakṣas:

…tatrabhagavato’maravarāsura-
dinakaraśaśadharakuverakinnaravidyādharamahoragagandharvavaruṇayakṣa… 
bhiṣṭutavapuṣo’nantanārāyaṇasya…

Not happy with the asuras being his worshippers, the kinnaras spoke to Nārāyaṇa: ‘Oh Lord, we are your 
servants. But this son of Diti (i.e. Hiraṇya Kaśyapa) caused us to serve him forcibly.’14 The text, however, does 
not specify the nature of service rendered. In fact, despite holding a subordinate position in the Hindu and 
Jain religious hierarchies, the kinnaras were reckoned indispensable in every temple.

What is interesting is that in terms of iconography, Indian literary texts portray kinnaras in two different 
forms – (i) as half-man and half-horse (equine) (Fig. 3), and (ii) as half-man and half-bird (see Fig. 2) with a 
common human element; and this conception is demonstrated in early Indian art. 

Within the first type, i.e. kinnaras with equine and human features, there existed two sub-classes: horse- 
headed and man-headed. This is supported by a technical treatise like the Citrasūtra of Viṣṇudharmottara, 
which, while elucidating the physiognomic and iconographical forms of several deities, refers to two  
types within one main category of kinnara:… kinnarā dvividhāḥ proktā nṛvaktrā hayavigrahāḥ// 
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nṛdehāścāśvaktrāśca tathā’nye parikīrtitāḥ/ 
aśvavaktrās tu kartavyāḥ sarvālaṃkāradhāriṇaḥ// 
‘some kinnaras were human-faced and equine- 
bodied, and others had human body and equine 
face.’15 

This throws up two possibilities: (1) that the 
Citrasūtra was ignorant of the existence of any ‘bird’ 
characteristic associated with kinnaras, a feature 
which seems to have been relatively more prominent 
and popular in the visual art of India; and (2) that the 
Citrasūtra wished to popularise one particular kind 
of kinnara, that with the ‘horse’ characteristic. The 
former possibility seems less likely.

As for the first type, their physiognomical 
description as found in the Mahābhārata and 
Purāṇas (such as the Viṣṇu and Bhāgavata), suggests 
a half-horse and half-man structure, the body being 
that of a man and the head that of a horse. This 
structure is thus called man-horse type. The mansion 
of the demon Maya in Vālmīki’s Rāmāyaṇa was 
inhabited by many horse-headed females (strīṇāma 
śvamukhīnām).16 Though the Rāmāyaṇa does not 
assign these (horse-headed) females any name, it is 
possible that they were kinnarīs. I say so because in 
Kalidāsa’s Kumārasambhava, Canto 1, verse 11, the 
same word – aśvamukhī – occurs, which is taken by the commentator Mallinātha to mean nothing but 
kinnarī (aśvamukhyaḥ kinnarastriyaḥ).17 One can therefore reasonably conclude to the commonality of 
view-point on the issue between the above two eminent works.

Further evidence for this ‘horse-headed’-ness or equine characteristic is found in the different lexicons. 
The Amarakośa18 writes: syāt kinnaraḥ kiṃpuruṣas turaṅgavadano mayūḥ (roughly: a kinnara is a kiṃpuruṣa 
or mayūḥ who has a head of a horse). The noted commentator of the Amarakośa, Kṣirasvāmī,19 adds: kiñcin 
naro’ śvamukhatvāt kinnaraḥ (some man is called kinnara because of being horse-headed). A later Sanskrit 
text, the Abhidhānaratnamālā20 of Halāyudha Bhaṭṭa (who is placed at the end of the 11th century) has this 
to say: kinnaraḥ syāt kiṁpuruṣo mayoraśvamukhas tathā (kinnara is synonymous with kiṃpuruṣa, mayūḥ 
and horse-headed beings).

The Viṣṇudharmottara makes a mention of how kinnaras should adorn themselves. It states that the 
equine-faced kinnaras should be decorated with all jewels, carry musical instruments, and look bright and 
lustrous.21 Conceived in a diametrically opposite way, kinnaras have also been identified as possessing a 
human face with the body of a horse as mentioned in the Citrasūtra. As we shall soon see, this sub-class of 
kinnara is sometimes taken as belonging to a separate category called kiṃpuruṣas. 

In skandha (book) 7 of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, many of the demi-gods like gandharvas, kiṃpuruṣas(?), 
kinnaras, and others, while eulogizing the god Narasiṃha, enumerate their functions or duties. Thus, 
we find kiṃpuruṣas saying (śrīkimpuruṣa ūcūḥ): vayaṃ kimpuruṣās tvaṃ tu mahāpuruṣa īśvaraḥ/ ayaṃ 
kupuruṣo naṣṭo dhikkṛtaḥ sādhubhir yadā//22 ‘We look like puruṣas but you are indeed a Great Puruṣa. For, 

Figure 3: Aśvamukhi (horse-headed) kinnarī, Sanchi.
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this despicable person (i.e. Hiraṇya Kaśyapa) despised by the good people is destroyed (by you).’ This is 
followed by the kinnaras uttering (śrīkinnarā ūcūḥ) these words:

Vayam īśa kinnaragaṇās tavānugā ditijena viṣṭimamunānukāritāḥ/...23 

‘O Lord, we the whole group of kinnaras are your servants. But this son of Diti (i.e. Hiraṇya Kaśyapa) 
made us serve him forcibly...’ These references from the Bhāgavata Purāṇa show that even though they were 
clubbed together with each other and with other demi-gods, kinnaras and kiṃpuruṣas represented different 
categories. 

The Vācaspatyam (a Sanskrit dictionary of the 19th century) draws a distinction between kinnara and 
kiṃpuruṣa, and says: (kimpuruṣaḥ)sa ca aśvākārajaghanaḥ narākāramukhaḥ. Kinnaras tu aśvākāravadanaḥ 
narākārjaghana iti tayorbhedaḥ (Kiṃpuruṣa has the hips of horse and the face of man, while kinnara has 
the horse face and human body).24 What emerges from this is that what Citrasūtra regards as a second type 
of kinnara, is viewed by Vācaspatyam as an altogether separate category called kiṃpuruṣa. In fact, even 
in ancient times, e.g. in the Mahābhārata, kinnaras and kiṃpuruṣas were named separately and are said 
to have had different progenitors, Pulastya of the former and Pulaha of the kiṃpuruṣas.25 It would seem 
that Vācaspatyam in drawing a distinction between kinnaras and kiṃpuruṣas is following the Mahābhārata 
tradition.

Curiously, however, on some occasions the term kiṃpuruṣa is used as a synonym for kinnara. For 
instance, in the Amarakośa26 (see above), apart from the kinnaras, the kiṃpuruṣas too are described as 
possessing horse-heads.27 Such an ambiguous treatment of these two otherwise different creatures, as one 
and the same by the lexicon obfuscates the distinction between them that has been drawn by other literary 
texts like the Vācaspatyam. Interestingly, Aśvaghoṣa in his Saundarananda28 uses both the terms kiṃpuruṣa 
and kinnara simultaneously and compares Nanda and Sundarī with kiṃpuruṣa and kinnarī respectively, 
thereby implying that he does not share the view which treats the two as different creatures.

One reason for treating kiṃpuruṣas and kinnaras as identical seems to be this. The word puruṣa not only 
means soul or spirit or the principle of consciousness as in Sāṃkhya, Yoga or Vedānta, but it also means 
human being or specifically, man. ‘Nara’, on the other hand, as formed from the root nṛ, while it scarcely 
means soul or spirit etc., it always means ‘men’ in general or ‘male human’. It seems it is the common 
meaning of ‘human beings’ which is responsible for the words kiṃpuruṣa and kinnara – and the objects 
they stand for – being treated as equivalents, at least on occasions. Curiously, while the feminine form 
kinnarī is derived from kinnara by adding a suffix (ī), thus denoting either the spouse of kinnara or a kinnara 
woman, no such feminine form is possible from the word puruṣa.

What can be deduced from the texts is that both the possibilities – the identity of kiṃpuruṣa and 
kinnara and the asserted difference between the two –  remain open. But even while saying so, it needs to 
be stressed that if there is any homogenous picture that emerges from the Buddhist literature in general, it 
is that such kinnaras are not to be confused with kiṃpuruṣas, and are, physiognomically, half human and 
half bird (while the former stands for both male and female, the word kiṃpuruṣa connotes only the male). 
No wonder then that at least in this respect, the portrayal of kinnaras in Ajanta paintings, which are inspired 
by the Buddhist tales, is of them as half-human half-bird. Also, the lower half, in both kinnaras and kinnarīs, 
is of bird form. Up to this extent, then, the conception of kinnaras as found in the Buddhist texts and their 
representation in Ajanta paintings is not only uniform but also identical.

The above ambivalence with respect to the meaning and understanding of kinnaras is not confined to 
primary sources alone, but is reflected in the treatment of these semi-divinities offered by some modern 
scholars. Thus, while defining kinnaras, V.S. Agrawala regards the man-horse type as their true type, whether 
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Figure 4: Kiṃpuruṣa (human-head, horse body), Sanchi.

it be the horse’s head joined to a human body 
(aśvamukha) or a human head joined to a horse’s body 
(puruṣa-vigraha). We know, both of these forms were 
popular in Indian art and literature. It appears that 
Agrawala here follows the Citrasūtra’s conception of 
kinnaras. Although A. Grunwedel30 regards the horse-
headed human form as that of the kinnaras, he also 
opines that the beings with human busts and with 
a lower body like that of a bird too represent this 
class. Coomaraswamy,31 while he avers that a kinnara 
represented a half-human half-bird combination, he 
could neither discard nor unreservedly accept the 
horse-headed type as kinnara. On the other hand, 
C. Sivaramamurti32 believes that while the horse-
headed kinnara is a concept of Hindu mythology, 
the half-bird half-human is a Buddhist innovation. 
Some good examples of kiṃpuruṣas (viz. beings with 
human-head and horse-body) can be seen in reliefs 
of Sanchi (Fig. 4), Bhaja (Satavahana, c. 2nd BCE), 
Ahichhatra (5th–6th century CE), and Mahabalipuram.

Before we take up the human-bird form of 
kinnaras, it would be worthwhile to visit a few other aspects related to these mythical beings. This would 
also help us in understanding them in their human-bird form.

On the question of the musical talents of kinnaras, there is agreement between the Hindu and Buddhist 
descriptions. Terms like kiṃnarodgītabhāṣiṇī33 (a woman with a sweet voice like that of a kinnara) and 
kinnarakaṇṭhī34 (possessing the voice of a kinnara) have been used for sweet-voiced women in the 
Mahābhārata and Raghuvaṃśa, respectively. Speaking about their musical gifts, Vālmīki’s Rāmāyaṇa states 
that kinnaras dance as well as sing, though in the Rāmāyaṇa they are not individualised like the apsarās. 
Nay, the royal bards (praisers: vandinaḥ) are also said to be skilled and have a sweet voice like the kinnaras.35 
The Rāmāyaṇa also goes on to say that the songs sung by the kinnaras in their sweet voices leave a 
soothing impact on one’s heart: kinnarā madanenārtā raktā madhurakaṇṭhinaḥ, samam samprajagur yatra 
manastusṭivivardhanam.36 As for kinnaras as masters of music, one account in the Mahābhārata,37 which 
is a part of a story, says that Tumburu, a friend of Dhanañjaya (Dhanañjayasakhā), and the Gandharva 
Cittasena with his ministers and many other gandharvas, apsarās, kinnaras (all of whom were well-skilled 
in vocal and instrumental music and in musical measures and motions), singing celestial tunes in proper 
and charming voices, waited upon and gladdened the sons of Pāṇḍu and the Ṛṣis who sat in the Sabhā.38 
Moreover, the functions of kinnaras also included seduction and possession of women, rendering service 
to the chief deity, and participating in battles, etc. Most of this is found depicted in different periods of 
Indian art. Overall, however, it is the characteristic of being celestial musicians and dancers, with which the 
kinnaras are most commonly associated. Classical Indian literature does not lag behind in throwing light 
on this dominant character of kinnaras. Kalidasa’s Kumārasambhava states that the kinnaras can sing, play 
flute (kīcakarandhra),39 and dance with the soft rhythm of the body. In a similar vein, the Agni Purāṇa in 
its Chapter 51 observes that kinnaras should be represented with vīṇā (harps) in their hands (vīṇāhastāḥ 
kinnarāḥ).40 
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On the Buddhist side, the Mahāvastu speaks of kinnara as being a kind of musical instrument itself.41 
Also, their role as heavenly musicians is referred to in the Kinnarī Jātaka of Mahāvastu, where the kinnarīs 
are depicted as absorbed in singing and playing of the pipes.42 In the Lalitavistara,43 even Śākyamuni’s voice 
is compared to kinnara’s song – vācāyabrahmarutakinnaragarjitāya (having a voice resounding like Brahmā, 
like the song of a kinnara) – which underlines the importance of the kinnaras and the esteem in which their 
lovely voices were held. 

Again, these demi-gods were considered as an epitome of love and devotion, and for this reason have 
frequently been compared with cakavā-cakavī pair in literature. A cakravāka is a kind of bird that always 
stays with his mate and has been frequently described as such in the classical Sanskrit literature, especially  
in the Kumārasambhava and Saundarananda.44 The Rāmāyaṇa describes the kinnaras as being engrossed 
in love and making merry with their wives (ratiparāyaṇāḥ…vasanti saha yoṣitaiḥ).45 The Sundarakāṇḍa 
of the Rāmāyaṇa46 compares Sītā to a cakravākī, since she experiences pain when separated from her 
spouse Rāma who is compared to a cakravāka. Similarly, the Raghuvaṃśa47 too talks about the inability 
of cakravāka-cakravākī to bear the pangs of separation from each other. The same thing is testified to by 
some of the Jātakas. In the Candakinnara Jātaka, for instance, the devotion of the kinnarī to her lord brings 
Sakka (Indra) to the spot to cure him from the mortal wound inflicted on him by the king of Benares.48 The 
Bhallatiya Jātaka49 describes how the kinnara pair finds the separation from each other even for a night 
unbearably painful. Though their lives are long, they lament such a separation even after seven hundred 
years together. This characteristic of  kinnaras being in pairs is also described in Bāṇabhaṭṭa’s Kādamabarī 
(kinnara-mithunam, kinnara-yugalam).50 It is not utterly unlikely that a mixture of these ideas led to the 
conception of the kinnara as having the form of a bird below the waist in Buddhist art. 

As regards their abode, the kinnaras are believed to be the denizens of the Himalayan region.51 Some 
Jātakas say that it is the mountain Candapabbata and the Gandhamādana Hill (Candakinnara Jātaka), 
especially the latter, which they were fond of dwelling in. Their apparel was made of flowers, their cosmetics 
consisted of flower perfumes, and they ate pollen.

Classical Sanskrit literature furnishes interesting details about their habits – for example, they enjoy 
bathing in streams, swinging in creepers, sleeping over flower couches. Such harmless, lovely and kind 
creatures of the Buddhist literature52 are different from the horse-faced and centaur-like kinnaras of Hindu 
mythology.53 

Man-bird kinnaras are represented (as mentioned above) as heavenly musicians with the bust of a 
human being, but feathers or wings, and claws of a bird. Notably, the Buddhist mythology delineates the 
‘bird’ form of these mythical beings. They are described as a group of spirits, bird-like with human heads. In 
the Buddhist text Mahāvastu, a kinnara has been conceived as half-man half-beast, or as in Pāli, a bird with 
a man’s head. Like in the case of other fabulous beings, they are alluded to by subsequent Buddhist thought 
and classed as devas or re-incarnations of human beings. Again, in the chapter called Ten Bhūmīs of the 
Mahāvastu, the Buddha is adored by the kinnara devas, the use of devas here indicating their being treated 
as demi-gods.54 The above text speaks of them as a ‘fabulous little bird with a head like a man’s.’55 

Giving a description of the iconographical features of kinnaras and other beings (yakṣas, vidyādharas, 
etc.), the Mānasāra in its Chapter 58 (Mālinī metre/stanza) explicates that they should be delineated in 
man-bird form: the legs are like those of an animal, the upper body is like that of a man, the face like that of 
Garuda, with the arms provided with wings. He is adorned with a diadem and a red lotus, has the beautiful 
hue of a flower, and holds a lute/harp (vīṇā). The following are said to be their characteristic features:
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caraṇam paśusamānaṃ, cordhvakāyam tu narābham/vadanam garuḍabhāvaṃ bāhukau ca 
pakṣayuktau// 
mukuṭaṃ kamalayuktaṃ puṣpasacchāyāṃ varṇaṃ/praitaḥ karuṇavīṇāṃ kinnarasya tu svarūpam//.56 

Chapter 5 of Rūpavaliya, an 11th century CE technical treatise in Sanskrit for Singhalese painters, gives a 
similar description of these mythical creatures: ‘hath a tuft of hair on the head, a garland around the neck, a 
human body, and singeth melodiously; hath a human face and hands, but the nether part like that of a bird, 
with wings; a face fair and radiant, a neck graceful as Brahma’s.’ Kinnaras are also said to carry a red lotus 
and are frequently seen in the company of Kubera.57 The kinnaras have also been noticed by Aelian (2nd 
century CE) who writes: ‘These are matchless for the melodious notes of their throat and tongue, so that … 
they are sirens or nearly so, for the mythical maidens so named are represented alike in the song of the poet 
and the picture of the artist, as winged and having legs of birds.’58 The Jātakas describe kinnaras as innocent 
and harmless creatures like birds, as they also hop about and are fond of music, the lady beating cymbals 
and the man playing the lute. In the Candakinnara Jātaka59 (Jātaka No. 485), the kinnaras are portrayed as 
birds in which the Bodhisattva was born as a kinnara, who dwelt with his wife Candā on a silver mountain 
named Canda-pabbata, the Mountain of the Moon. As mentioned before, some Jātakas60 (Takkarīya Jātaka, 
Jātaka No. 481) describe them as harmless creatures that are caught, put into cages, and presented to kings 
for their delight. This and many other such references further attest to kinnaras’ form being close to that of 
birds. Very likely, it is these literary works which seem to have inspired sculptors and painters of the times 
to create such mythical beings.

In Indian art, kinnaras bearing the features of 
man and bird are represented at various sites such 
as Sanchi (Stūpas 1 and 2) (Fig. 5), Bharhut, Mathura, 
Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda, Ajanta, Nalanda, etc. A 
bas-relief at Bharhut is labelled as Kinnara Jātaka,61 
which has been variously identified as Takkāriya 
Jātaka or Canda Kinnara Jātaka. From the early 
Mauryan age onwards, images of the kinnaras 
and kinnarīs are found cut on the temple walls or, 
separately, as attendants of the main deity in all the 
three pantheons – Buddhism, Jainism or Hinduism 
–, thus exemplifying different iconographical 
standards which the artists of the day adopted in their 
creations. The specimens of kinnaras found at these 
sites reveal that they are often shown flanking the 
stūpas holding garlands or trays containing flowers 
in their hands for the worship of stūpas. In addition, 
these mythical beings appear before bodhi-drumas, 
dharmacakras, or are portrayed as playing some 
musical instrument. It is worthy of note that they 
are more ubiquitous in the Indian sculpture than in 
painting. It is also to be noted that in both sculptures 
and paintings it is kinnaras who are depicted more 
frequently than kinnarīs; however, whenever the 
kinnarīs appear, they are accompanied by their Figure 5: Kinnara (human-head, bird-body), Sanchi.
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companions, kinnaras. Outside India also, these hybrid beings in this man-bird form found popularity with 
the artists of Java, Siam, and Ceylon. Characterised by these iconographic features, the paintings of Ajanta 
too afford a magnificent glimpse of the kinnaras, who are possessed of a human-head and are embellished 
with wings of birds (we shall return to this topic later).

It is worth mentioning that scholars such as H. Ingholt, B. Rowland and A.K. Coomaraswamy trace the 
origin of kinnaras to the centaurs of classical mythology. These scholars hold that the Indian kinnara is a 
‘mythological trapping from the West,’ a Hellenistic creation which entered India from the Asiatic West.62 In 
a similar vein, the man-bird form of kinnara is regarded as having originated from the harpy, the figure of 
the Assyrian storm god who is bird-like from the waist down. This harpy was found on an Akkadian cylinder 
seal (2340-2180 BCE), which is now in the British Museum.63 This view, however, seems debatable.

The Kinnaras at Ajanta

The Ajanta artists have evidently taken delight in adorning the caves with charming decorative motifs and 
figures. Among these are celestial figures such as kinnaras, vidyādharas, gandharvas, dwarfs, and mithunas, 
alongside fabulous mythical creatures like makaras, and other  myriad flora, fauna, and geometric designs.

The portraits of gleeful kinnaras, gandharvas, guhyakas and vidyādharas are encountered several 
times at Ajanta, showing them as either serving their masters, as accomplished musicians, or as simply 
merry-making with their spouses. Although it may be contended that the aim of these painted illustrations 
adorning the ceilings and walls of Ajanta is solely for decorative purposes rather than of a specific religious 
significance, in several places the religious underpinning and the aura of spirituality that accompanies these 
celestials is evident. Indeed it seems that the variform imagery serves not only to increase the aesthetic 
appeal of the Ajanta caves, but also accentuates the religiosity of the caves, and contributes towards the 
creation of sacred spaces intended to inspire awe and devotion.

Even though the Ajanta caves are Buddhist, several of the ceiling motifs have been inspired by the Hindu 
pantheon. This is hardly surprising, considering that Hindus, Buddhists and Jains shared a certain common 
pool of symbols and motifs. 

The portrayal of lesser-divinities and composite figures allowed the artist some creative license, while not 
straying far from śilpaśāstric conventions. Such depictions satisfied the artist’s creative urge and delighted 
the spectator. In the wall paintings of the caves, on the other hand, which deal primarily with the life stories 
and previous incarnations of the Buddha, the imagination of the artists was constrained by the limits of the 
stories by canonical injunctions.

Painted on the ceilings of Ajanta, the decorative motifs display prolificacy of design, delicacy in colouring, 
flow of line, and dexterity in the filling of space, creating a vision of splendour. What enhances the aesthetic 
appeal of the ceilings is the coalescence of both conventional and naturalistic techniques of delineation. 
Remarkably, this combination lends a pleasing and harmonious effect to the overall appearance of the 
motifs depicted in them. And, although the panels have been thoughtfully composed, the whole work 
exudes felicity and freedom, both in conception and execution. 

At Ajanta the painted kinnaras and kinnarīs are encountered more frequently on the walls of caves – 
for instance, in caves 1, 2, 9, 11 and 17 – than on the ceilings. What is significant is that in terms of their 
iconographical features, it is the man-bird form of the kinnaras that predominates here. These have only 
been represented a few times on the ceilings of Ajanta. In Cave 17 they do not appear many times. The 
ceiling of this cave is made up of three square bands with one large roundel in the centre. The innermost 
square band of the ceiling shows a kinnara couple (Fig. 6). Both kinnara and kinnarī appear here in half-man 
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Figure 6: Kinnaras, ceiling, Cave 17. After A. Ghosh, Ajanta 
Murals.

Figure 7: Kinnara-kinnarī, Cave 1, Ajanta. After Lady 
Herringham, Ajanta Frescoes.

and half-bird form with wings and bird-like legs. The 
kinnara seems to be engaged in conversation with his 
companion.

The kinnarī, on the other hand, is holding a flower 
in her right hand and a tray of flowers in the left hand, 
which is suggestive of the pair heading for a place 
of worship. While the kinnara is wearing an upper-
garment in an ubhayāṃśika style, his consort is shown 
without any garments on her body. Both of them are 
adorned with ornaments: the kinnara is apparently 
wearing round earrings, an arm-band (bājubanda) 
and a small crown, while the kinnarī is embellished 
with bangles, earrings, waistband (kamarabandha) 
and scarf tied around her neck. The artist has used a 
light shade of yellow or white to paint the pair, while 
the face and hands of the kinnara are in blue and 
green hues respectively, thus adding to the dramatic 
quality of the figures. In addition, the dark-red 
backdrop contributes in enhancing the picturesque 
quality of the scene.

In Cave 1 (Figs. 2 and 7) a kinnara-kinnarī pair 
to the left of the famous figure of Bodhisattva 
Padmapāṇi have been depicted. They have human 
busts and bird’s legs and claws. While the kinnara 
is playing a harp, its female counterpart is shown 
playing cymbals. This portrayal demonstrates the 
true nature of kinnaras – as music-lovers. The long 
dark lines of surmā/kājal (eye-powder),64 which is 
quite prominent in the corner of their eyes, cannot 
escape the notice of the onlooker. A similar depiction 
of a kinnara pair is found in Cave 2 (Fig. 8),65 on the 
left rear wall of the verandah. The scene, which forms 
a part of a larger painting, shows a short-haired 
kinnara playing a blue flute and a kinnarī, cymbals. 
This pair too is portrayed, as in the image described 
above, with the same iconographical features – the 
bust of a human being and wings and tail of a bird. 
The wings of these mythical beings are decorated 
with white dots, although the tails are relatively 
realistic and shown like those of the male birds of the domestic fowl. On the back wall of Cave 9, a kinnara 
appears with a human body and the wings and feathers of a bird. He points with the finger of his left hand 
towards the Buddha.66 In Cave 11 (Fig. 9) (on the back wall of the verandah) kinnaras with human busts and 
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bird-like tails of feathers, who have come to greet the Bodhisattva, are found playing cymbals.67 Playing on 
the same musical instrument, the cymbals, they are depicted in a pair in Cave 17 on the left rear wall of the 
verandah (Fig. 10).

Figure 8: Kinnaras, Cave 2, Ajanta.Courtesy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Figure 9: Kinnaras, Cave 11, Ajanta. Courtesy of the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London.

Figure 10: Kinnaras, Cave 17, Ajanta. After Ghosh.
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Conclusion
Juxtaposing the references appearing in the relevant literature and textual sources with the visual 
representation of kinnaras at Ajanta not only reveals closeness and similarity between literary and visual 
imagery, but it also makes evident that there are spaces where differences between the two appear in such a 
way that one feels inclined to credit them to the artist’s imagination. It seems, therefore, that any attempt to 
take up an iconographic study of this kind without taking into cognizance the texts would take away much 
that renders an understanding of kinnaras possible. Hence the importance of literary/textual sources for 
the study of different aspects of ancient Indian art. 
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