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I here discuss two varieties of the apsaras at Khajuraho, namely the letter writer/holder and the wall painter/
writer. This discussion is based on a catalogue of the apsarases of the temples of Khajuraho that I have 
undertaken as part of a long-term study of Hindu eroticism. My examples come mainly from the two or 
three main registers, the belts of sculpture on the external walls containing interspersed gods, apsarases, 
vyālas, and human lovers; but I refer also to some apsarases from the interiors and from elsewhere. For those 
on the external walls at Khajuraho, I use my own notation: an abbreviation of the temple name in capital 
letter(s), followed by se for the walls of southeast corner, sa for the south antarāla (or face where there is 
no antarāla as such), sw for the walls of the southwest corner, and likewise for the north side; followed by a 
numeral for horizontal position in sequence on the section in clockwise order; and finally, after a full stop 
the numbers 1, 2, or 3 showing the vertical position: the lowest, middle, or highest register.

I use the following abbreviations for the temples I refer to in this paper. P: Pārśvanātha (built between 
950 and 970 CE); L: Lakṣmaṇa (consecrated 954 CE); V: Viśvanātha (consecrated 999 CE); D: Devī Jagadambā 
(about 1000-1025 CE); CG: Citragupta (Sun temple, about 1000-1025 CE); K: Kandarīya (about 1030 CE); VAM: 
Vāmana (built 1050-1075 CE); DD: (Dūladeva about 1130 CE). According to Shyamalkanti Chakravarti, in his 
wide-ranging treatment of sculpture of female letter writers (patralekhā), the Lakṣmaṇa temple provides 
the earliest examples of such figures.1 My concern is limited to evaluation and appreciation of examples at 
Khajuraho, although I do briefly look elsewhere in my final example.

General Remarks about the Apsarases of Khajuraho
Given that the apsarases are the dancing girls of the gods, there is a natural presumption that they are 
dancing. Sompura, in his illustrations to his edition of the most important text on temple apsarases, the 
Kṣīrārṇava (15c), has nearly all forty of the enumerated types of apsaras shown dancing; even the one writing 
a letter has a foot partially raised from the ground.2 But both the editor-illustrator and the Sanskrit text 
belong to Western India, where temple apsarases are more often depicted dancing. Then again, referring 
specifically but not exclusively to the apsarases of the Kandarīya and Lakṣmaṇa temples, Kapila Vatsyayan 
in a popular book speaks of their “swirling movements”: that “All ... they do [is] in a movement of the 
dance, with their legs crossed, their waists turned!”3 One other instance of this erroneous presumption 
of dance: the apsarases in the śākhās of the doorway of the Kandarīya garbhagṛha, stand with both feet 
firmly on the ground, yet Krishna Deva describes them as “dancing apsarases”.4 But our apsarases for the 
most part do not dance. Their feet are solidly on the ground. Inside our temples a few apsarases are shown 
tying on one ankle the bells a dancer wears; Pna 13.1 is the only example, I think, on an external wall. A few 
do actually dance, one leg and one arm lifted up, keeping within narrow limits, especially in the window 
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recesses or transepts where the apsarases are more unconstrained, and in a space where only apsarases are 
placed. On the registers on the external walls, however, the emphatic nature of the denial of dance to the 
apsarases is demonstrated by the fact that the only large sculptures depicted dancing are two male bhaktas 
on the Lakṣmaṇa temple (Lse 7.2 a,b). The many small friezes with dancing figures are of course another 
matter. Then again, on the Viśvanātha and Kandarīya temples, dance dominates the exterior walls thanks 
to the wonderful dancing Mātṛkās accompanied by Gaṇeśa and Vīrabhadra in the major niches, though the 
effect is largely lost because they are so badly damaged. But on the main wall registers, the apsarases stand 
level and equal with the gods, and like them are standing figures; this equivalence would be lost were the 
apsarases to be dancing. Many other general points could be made about the variety and distribution of 
types of apsaras at Khajuraho, but there is space here only to note also that at the top of columns apsarases 
stand beside and under trees and are thus śālabhañjikās, but on the external registers there is no room for 
the trees, and the symmetry with the gods would not be possible were the wall apsarases under trees or 
vegetation—as they are on many other temples elsewhere, such as on the Udayeśvara temple at Udayapur. 

Every temple is adorned with a number of apsarases holding letters. Apsarases have a long association 
with letter writing. In Kālidāsa’s Vikramorvaśīya, the apsaras Ūrvaśī writes a letter to the king expressing her 
love, as does Śakuntalā, the daughter of an apsaras, in Abhijñānaśakuntala; vidyādhara women write love 
letters according to the Kumārasaṃbhava. It is likely, on the available evidence, that more men wrote letters 
than women, but on temples apsarases dominate this activity. Piṅgala, the assistant of the sun god Sūrya, 
is identified by his pen, ink, and writing material, and there is a fine example of him writing as one of the 
entourage of the mūrti in the Citragupta temple. Again, there are a few instances at Khajuraho of gurus and 
disciples writing. Yet it is the apsarases who are most frequently involved with writing and reading in one 
form or another.

Apsarases Holding Visible Writing

I turn now to my sequence of examples, which will raise various other issues in turn. An obvious starting 
point is the well-known apsaras within the Lakṣmaṇa temple, in the south transept of the mahāmaṇḍapa, 
who holds a document whereon writing is clearly visible (Fig. 1). At the outset a crucial question arises. 
Should we be talking about letters in this context? Devangana Desai, the great contemporary expert on 
Khajuraho, suggests this apsaras might be holding “a literary or religious text”, even, specifically, a play.5 The 
normal view, as expressed for instance by Krishna Deva, is that such apsarases are holding letters; and the 
type is mentioned in the 15c Kṣīrarṇava, which gives a very full list of apsaras types. However, to complicate 
matters, Krishna Deva twice in his book, the fullest account of the temples of Khajuraho, refers to asparases 
as holding a manuscript rather than a letter: this one and another close by.6 All the others he says are carrying 
letters. In form the object the apsaras holds differs in no way from the other instances which he calls letters, 
and it can only be assumed that he was influenced by the fact that here written letters are plainly visible. 
I will discuss later the various forms that these letters take but we may note here, that only one apsaras at 
Khajuraho holds a document in the standard vertical position (Vnw 11.2) that gods employ. It must, however, 
also be conceded that books or manuscripts (often or usually represented as tied round with string) are at 
Khajuraho not tied round with string, except on the Dūladeva temple (e.g. Brahmā DDsa 22.1).7 

Desai provides a good photograph of the visible writing in my Fig. 1, and transcribes it as havī hi jānu hi,8  
but does not attempt a translation. Dr Somadeva Vasudeva in a personal communication to me suggests the 
translation, “May you offer with [bended] knees!”9 There is no need to assume a lengthy document here: the 



David Smith 213

message is short and sweet, or rather not sweet. On 
the face of it, we have a bold and haughty apsaras, 
lording it over a lover – exactly the kind of behaviour 
many of the statues suggest. However, the sculpture’s 
placement can help us here. The transept apsarases 
are set in pairs, one above, one below; and the one 
above in this place (Fig. 2) is absolutely unique at 
Khajuraho. However, the figure above is not in the 
standard form of an apsaras; Krishna Deva describes 
her as a “three headed and two-armed goddess, 
probably Kālī, standing in tribhaṅga carrying sword 
and chopped head. She wears jaṭāmukuṭa and is 
represented as resting on a reclining human figure 
(naravāhana)”.10 

Given that the holder of the letter stands 
immediately beneath such a figure, the only 
conclusion, surely, is that the letter is rather a kind of 
signboard directing the visitor to the temple to make 
an offering with bended knee. But then again, this is 
not a shrine as such, architecturally speaking. Could 
the letter be from a haughty apsaras to a wooer, and 
at the same time serve as a pointer to the extremes 
of female power? We should remember that this 
Kālī-like figure is in a position that elsewhere in this 
and the other temples in Khajuraho pertains only to 
apsarases. Nor is such a figure to be found elsewhere 
in Khajuraho. There are plenty of fierce goddesses, but 
they are all in their proper places, in architecturally 
designated shrines—that is to say, framed in niches 
with attendants, situated to be venerated, though not 
necessarily formally worshipped.

Then again, fierce apsarases are not unknown. The 
Kṣīrārṇava has apsarases with swords, knives, and bow 
and arrow (Fig. 3).11 Krishnan, in her useful survey of 
apsaras (devāṅganā) functions, finds it “exhilarating” 
to “change from the self-indulgent representations 
of śṛṅgārikadevāṅganās” to “dynamic, self-asserting, 
weapon-wielding vīranāyikās”.12 Like Sompura’s 
illustrations of the Kṣīrārṇava, the fierce females she 
instances from various temples (not from Khajuraho), 
retain their lithe beauty and grace; this is not the 
case with the Kālī figure above the apsaras holding 
the letter. More generally, it should be noted that the 

Figure 1: Lakṣmaṇa, south transept of mahāmaṇḍapa, 
lower.
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interior sculptures of the Lakṣmaṇa were probably 
the earliest and may differ in some respects from 
those on its exterior. Present in the ambulatory of the 
garbhagṛha are two vyālas of an earlier style, with an 
ordinary human-sized rider, and not rearing back 
over their shoulders.13  Again, the representations of 
episodes from the life of Krṣṇa in the same place find 
no echo elsewhere in the temple. 

Fig. 4 (Ksw 17.2) holds what at first sight might not 
be a letter. Could it merely be a flap of her garment? 
No, because there is clearly writing on it. But the 
image also has other features of interest. It is very 
unusual for a letter to be held in the right hand. Often, 
as we shall see in the figures which immediately 
follow, the stylus, when present, is held in the right 
hand and the letter in the left. It is by no means clear 
what she holds in her left hand. Is the sculpture here 
unfinished, in which case it could be a stylus, but in 
the wrong hand? Probably not, because a somewhat 
similar but horn-like object is very commonly, as 
I shall show, itself a letter. All her other details, her 
hair, her jewellery, are splendidly rendered. Bold and 
even arrogant, she displays her message, whatever it 
is, with the utmost confidence. Of the writing on the 
letter (very clear in the photograph in Kanwar Lal’s 

Immortal Khajuraho)14 I can only make out an initial jā, and it is possible that the remaining letters were not 
intended to be clearly legible, but simply the representation of generic writing. With the initial jā, however, 

Figure 2: Lakṣmaṇa, south transept of mahāmaṇḍapa, 
upper.

Figure 3: Fierce apsarases drawn by P.O. Sompura.



David Smith 215

it would be tempting to suggest jānuhi “On [your] 
knees”, the sculptor making a direct allusion to the 
second word on the letter of the Lakṣmaṇa apsaras, 
but it is at least clear that nuhi is not represented by 

the remaining marks on Ksw 17.2’s letter. Another instance of an apsaras holding a letter with writing visible, 
is the huge apsaras Psa 3.1, who towers over her neighbour Agni (Psa 1.1) and even more so over the four-
armed goddess in a niche (No. 9 in Krishna Deva’s schema) to her right. The letters are damaged, but the last 
letter is probably g, and so we have here in the preceding letters possibly the name of a craftsmen’s guild 
(gaṇa).

Apsarases in the Act of Writing
Fig. 5 is the famous ‘Lady Writing Letter’ in the Indian Museum, Kolkata.15 There can be no doubt that 
this apsaras originally came from the Lakṣmaṇa temple, where she graced the top of a pillar. As is the 
case with several of the apsarases inside the temple, she is a perfect example which a few of the apsarases 

Figure 4: K[andarīya]sw 17.2.

Figure 5: Pillar apsaras from Lakṣmaṇa temple, now in 
Indian Museum, Kolkata.
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on the external registers attempt to closely imitate. 
The oblong board or tablet she holds is unusual for a 
letter writer; bending bark cloth or leaf is the norm. Her 
brilliantly sculpted face shows her lost in reverie even 
as she writes; and so too, to a lesser extent, Fig. 6 (Lne 
7.2) and Fig. 7 (Lne 8.3) who are manifestly copies of 
the archetype. Fig. 7’s letter board here seems curved, 
but perhaps that is due to the angle of the photograph. 
Note her subsidiary figure, here an alter ego rather than 
a maid servant. There is considerable variation in these 
subsidiary figures. The best, and largest, examples are 
to be found on the Lakṣmaṇa; on the Viśvanātha and 
the Kandarīya they are reduced to what are sometimes 
mere blobs. As with the floral motifs often found beside 

Figure 6: L[akṣmaṇa]ne 7.2.

Figure 7: L[akṣmaṇa]ne 8.3.
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Figure 8: P[ārśvanātha]gg 8.1.

Figure 9: P[ārśvanātha]nw 1.1.

the feet of apsarases, such figures reduce the amount 
of stone the sculptor has to cut away from the block. 
In all three (Figs. 5, 6, 7) the writer is poised and 
concentrated. In these fine sculptures, there seems 
to be a fellow feeling between the sculptor and the 
female wordsmith.

I have only two other examples, equally early in 
the timeline of the temples, from the Pārśvanātha, 
of an apsaras actually writing a letter. Fig. 8 (P. inner 
ambulatory, south face of garbhagṛha, 8.1) is one. 
Here, as indeed everywhere other than with the 
boards of Figs. 5-7, the material written on bends 
under its own weight. The second example is Fig. 16, 
discussed below.
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Apsarases Holding Stylus and 
Letter but not Writing
Similar, without the stylus actually coming into 
contact with the writing surface beneath it, but 
perhaps a finer sculpture, is Fig. 9 (Pnw 1.1). Her heavy 
stylus is dwarfed by that of Fig. 10 (Knw 24.2), whose 
letter, however, is tiny. A remarkable purple line in 
the original stone divides the apsaras’s face in two, 
conceivably mirroring the division in size between 
the objects she holds. Certainly, there are far more 

Figure 11: V[iśvanātha]nw 3.1.

          Figure 10: K[andarīya]nw 24.2.
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apsarases pausing or having concluded their writing 
than those in the act. Just one other example of this 
productive vein. Fig. 11 (Vnw 3.1) leaning back holds 
her stylus horizontally like a small spear. Alert and 

ready for action, she looks wise and very competent. Her letter is like the crescent of the moon; with its 
pointed ends it is, we might assume, very much to the point. 

Figs. 12 (DDnw 14.1) and 13 (DDnw 32.2) are problematic. According to Vidya Prakash, Fig. 12, his Photo 
23, is “tinting her lower lip with a small lip-stick held in the left hand. In her right hand, which hangs 
downwards, she is holding an unidentified object which may be the case of the lipstick.” He adds, “Women 
in the Gupta period besmeared their lips with a kind of yellowish powder called lodra[sic] dust which was 
prepared from the lodra wood,” citing Upadhyaya, India in Kalidasa.16 Prakash has a second example, from 
another temple, where there is no question of a letter; but the Dūladeva temple has a second instance, 

            Figure 12: D[ūla]D[eva]nw 14.1.

            Figure 13: D[ūla]D[eva]nw 32.3.
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Figure 14: V[iśvanātha]sa 12.3; 11.3; 10.3.

which is my Fig. 13. However, as far as I know, there are no other references to applying something to the lips 
with a stick. I think both my instances from the Dūladeva are holding in their other hand a letter, the shape 
of which I will shortly discuss in detail. Leaving aside here the strange detail that Fig. 12 is holding the object 
to her mouth in her left hand, it does at first sight look like a short stick or pencil, a śalākā, but on the other 
hand closer inspection reveals that what is close to her lips is in fact the end of a long object, the stylus we 
would expect from the letter she holds in her hand. (Dna 18.3 is another example of letter in the right hand, 
and the stylus lifted high in the left hand). Again, if the apsarases in Figs. 12 and 13 were applying cosmetics 
to their lips, one might expect them to use a mirror.

The more general and important factor here is the object they hold in their other hand. This I suppose to 
be a letter. Very often, here and at other sites, this looks like a flat horn or a kind of small clutch bag. These 
are all, I believe, variants of the kind of crescent letter that Fig. 11 holds. The apsaras to the left in Fig. 14 
provides my best example that this mystery object is indeed a letter, shown enlarged in Fig. 15. The folded 
leaves of the letter can be clearly seen. The other apsaras in Fig. 14 holds her letter in the other very common 
form, of a drooping arch. 
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Fig. 14 (Vsa 12.3, Vsa 11.3, Vsa 10.3). Heavily laden 
with his attributes, but otherwise characterless, the 
god is flanked by apsarases both concentrated on 
their letters. To the left of the god, elegantly posed, 
Vsa 12.3 looks inspired and happy. Vsa 10.3 is a 
contrast in every way, her body is straight but leans 
to one side, her ornaments have disappeared in the 
badly weathered stone. She is a representative of a 
very common type: hand on heart, letter in her other 
hand, she is deeply moved. However, when apsarases 
hold a letter but not a stylus we do not know whether 
they have written the letter or have received it. 

Fig. 16 (on the north side of the roof of the 
entrance porch of the Pārśvanātha) contains two 
apsarases, one on each side of a bowman who is, I 
presume, Kāma. The one on the left is an instance 
of an another extremely common type, holding a 
letter and pensively resting a cheek on the palm 
of her other hand. The other apsaras is my final 
example of an apsaras actually writing a letter. It 
is most interesting that Pārśvanātha provides the 
only examples of Kāma at Khajuraho. Kāma is in 
any case, of course, relatively rare in sculpture, in 
contrast to his frequency in painting and in Sanskrit 
poetry. Moreover, this example is unique in having 
a significant rapport between a god and the two 
apsarases who flank him, the god of love standing 
between the lovelorn with their respective texts. 
But much about the sculpture of the Pārśvanātha is 
strange and problematic.

In Fig. 17 (Ksw 26.1 with Ksw 27.1 and Ksw 24.1 
with mirrors) Ksw 26.1 is set in context. Twisted 
round in the usual Kandarīya manner, we have a 
nervous, deeply thoughtful apsaras. Has she finished 
her letter, has she even started it? Its position on 
her hip is common in later temples at Khajuraho. 
Her sharp stylus presses against her soft left breast; 
and, relevant perhaps to the two examples from the 
Dūladeva temple, is also close to her mouth. Her 

neighbouring apsarases, stalwart bedroom warriors, to coin a phrase, check their get-up with their mirrors, 
and flaunt their beauty. Sandwiched between them, Ksw 26.1 with her letter is bowed and withdrawn in her 
thoughts.

The gesture, forefinger to the lips, of Fig. 18 (Vse 4.1) is otherwise found in Khajuraho only in the Viṣṇu 
in the Khajuraho Museum, with his left hand to his mouth, interpreted by Banerjea as the god in yogāsana 

Figure 15: V[iśvanātha]sa12.3 (detail).

Figure 16: Pārśvanātha entrance porch.
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“insist[ing] on silence and tranquillity”, and by Desai as the god warning his devotees not to reveal the 
esoteric doctrine he is expounding.17 The Viṣṇu image itself is so unusual, that it is not impossible that this 
apsaras is a reference in some sense to that particular image. Unlike the god, it is not the spoken word that is 
question, but her letter, held out to public view. Is she saying to the onlooker, “It’s a secret, but I’ll show you”?

Wall-writing Apsarases
There is at least one other apsaras at Khajuraho who is speaking to us in the word(s) she writes, but she 
belongs to a different genre. Nearly all the temples have one or more examples of an apsaras painting or 
writing on the wall. The form shows much less variation than the one holding or writing a letter. Invariably 
she turns away to face the wall, her right arm lifted up applying a brush or stylus to the surface of the wall. 
Usually she holds a small pot in her left hand, which is visible and placed beneath her right breast and 
under her writing or painting hand. Nearly always her active hand is placed on the top right of the available 

Figure 17: K[andarīya]sw 27.1; 26.1; 25.1; 24.1.
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space, though sometimes it is to be seen in the top 
middle. Only in one case, as far as I have been able 
to see, is anything other than a blank wall to be seen. 
In Fig. 19 (Lnw 14.2), she has a wholly natural pose, 
looking drawn from life unlike the usual stereotypes, 
her almost Rubinesque flesh graceful and full of the 
bloom of youth. Along the top left of the slab she 
stands against, and higher than her pen/brush, some 
four or five large widely spaced letters can be made 
out, of which only the last two, ya and ga, are legible 

Figure 18: V[iśvanātha]se 4.1.

Figure 19: L[akṣmaṇa]nw 14.2.
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to me. The final syllable suggests an abbreviation of 
gaṇa, ‘group of workers’; but the preceding letters 
do not seem to relate to any of the six gaṇas whose 
names are noticed on this temple by A. K. Singh.18 

What she writes would not seem to be an exciting message; but it is nevertheless worth remembering 
that in the case of some temples in western India there are remarkable instances of similar figures writing 

Figure 20: Kandarīya entrance to 
mahāmaṇḍapa, south side.

Figure 21: Detail of Fig. 20.
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detailed inscriptions. The only difference in pose is that the left hands of these figures do not hold an ink 
or paint pot, but rather, sometimes along with the forearm, support the underside of a rectangular board or 
scroll which the right hand is writing upon. In the most striking example, originally on the Mahādeva temple 
at Jalsingi, Karnataka, and now in the Museum at the Kannada Research Institute, Dharwar, the apsaras is 
writing a short eulogy of the king who built the temple (Vikramāditya VI, 1076-1127 CE): “the Cālukya king 
Vikramāditya, the seventh Viṣṇuvardhana obtains this earth of seven islands.”19 One wonders whether any 
of the apsarases directing themselves to the wall at Khajuraho, beyond Fig. 19, had any specific message to 
pass on. Fig. 21, shown in context in Fig. 20, in the south side of the entrance to the mahāmaṇḍapa of the 
Kandarīya temple, is in a fine position for writing something important.20 But nothing is there. 

Conversely, were the wall writers, who are generally described as wall painters, really wall painters or 
decorators, it is strange that there are never indications to confirm this as their purpose. In the case of 
the only such prima facie instance known to me, on the Kedāreśvara temple (c. 1125 CE) at Dharmapuri, 
Deglurkar claims that an apsaras is “completing the painting of a rosette on the wall”.21 But in fact she is one 
of a succession of at least nine apsarases each of whom is placed beneath an identical carved rosette. In this 
one instance the square block in which the rosette is situated is cut away in an arc around the right hand 
and the tool it holds. I think this was done to allow room within the assigned space on the wall for the image 
with its raised hand. Her hand is several centimetres from the rosette, which is no different from the rosettes 
in the other niches on the temple.

Conclusion
Susan Huntington, discussing the eulogy writing apsaras at Jalsingi, remarks on the skill of the artist “in 
representing a figure in a twisted, complicated pose”,22 and that in effect is one explanation of the wall 
painting/writing apsaras. She is selected on account of the way her contortions display the curves of 
her beauty to advantage. From the point of view of the sculptor, what she was actually attempting to 
achieve would seem to have been irrelevant. Even in the altogether excellently sculpted Fig. 19 there is an 
awkwardness, an awkwardness deliberately sought. In contrast, the letter writer/holder, a form with many 
variations, shows a wide range of emotions and aspects in her poses. But in all the cases here considered, the 
apsarases have messages, legible, illegible, or missing, which cannot but arouse curiosity, and which notably 
contribute to the individuality and idiosyncracy of the apsarases at Khajuraho.
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