The Splendour of Ajanta Caves

One of India’s pinnacles of glory and the
beacons, which attract thousands of local and
overseas tourists each year, is Ajanta Caves.
A world heritage site, it is comprised of 30
Buddhist cave-temples and monasteries cut
into cliffs of a mammoth horseshoe-formed
rock over Waghora River near Ajanta in
Maharashtra.

The caves, which were built from the second
century BC onwards, have particularly
become popular and world-famous for their
murals and wall paintings.

Visual art, especially sculpture, has flourished
from pre-historic times but the historical
tradition of Indian art really began during the

reign of Asoka in the third century. Buddhist
stupas adorned with relief sculpture during
this period.

Figurative sculpture at Gandhara reflected
Hellenistic influence from Egypt and Syria,
while the Gupta period can be considered
as the “golden” period in Indian civilization
with special reference to literature.

With the gradual disappearance of visual
art, Islamic influence began to increase
rapidly reaching its zenith under the Mughal
emperors in the 17th century.

Ajanta caves are indeed a magnificent
marvel of Buddhist art with paintings on the
walls and ceilings of caves, depicting
Jataka stories of the Buddha before his
enlightenment.

The caves carved out of hard rock, showing
the ingenuity of the sculptors with no more
than a hammer and chisel, provided abode
for Buddhist monks, pupils and scholars
who flocked to the place to learn and
practice the religion. The caves gradually
fell into decay and disrepair with overgrown
bushes and trees, and replaced humans by
wild animals until they were rediscovered
by a group of British soldiers in 1819.
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The contours of the figures painted with rich

and appropriate colours would keep the
beholders spell-bound. The painting of the
dying princess in the 16th cave — Sundari,
the wife of Buddha's half-brother Nanda, is
one of the outstanding paintings of the Ajanta

Caves.

With the spread of Buddhism to other parts
of the world, the classical visual art and

sculpture based on the Ajanta
Caves too found a similar
place in Sigiriya in Sri Lanka, |
and Bamiyan in Afghanistan,
temples and shrines in Tibet,
Nepal, China and Japan.

The age-old, strong cultural ||
and religious connections
between Sri Lanka and India,
enabled this particular style of

visual art and sculpture of Ajanta Caves, take

a steadfast hold on Sri Lanka.

Sigiriya (Lion’s rock) is an ancient rock
fortress and a palace with an extensive

network of gardens, reservoirs and ©
structures built by King Kashyapa
495) which, after his death,
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Buddhist monastery until the 14th century.
The bush covered summit of Sigiriya was
also rediscovered by officers of the British

army.

Sigiriya a world
heritage site — is also
renowned for its
ancient paintings on
the rock faces which
are reminiscent of the
Ajanta Caves.
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