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Abstract 

The Konark Sun Temple, known for its exquisite carvings and architectural grandeur, stands as one of the 

most iconic monuments of ancient India. Among its vast array of sculptures, several images depict sexual 

poses that have historically been understood through the lens of fertility and sensuality. However, in light of 

modern feminist thought, these depictions invite a deeper, more nuanced examination. This paper 

reinterprets these sculptures through the lens of contemporary feminism, exploring their relevance to the 

ongoing discourse on pornography, gender equality, freedom, and the sacredness of female sexuality. By 

exploring the context of these sexual poses within the temple, this study contends that they should not be 

reduced to mere eroticism but understood as expressions of female agency, empowerment, and divine 

autonomy in a patriarchal world. In the process, this journal also discusses the potential of such ancient 

symbols to challenge modern gender inequalities, providing an intersection between the sacred and the 

profane. 
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Introduction 

The Konark Sun Temple, a monumental tribute to the solar deity Surya, is not only renowned for its 

architectural brilliance but also for its intricate sculptures that adorn its walls. Among these sculptures, many 

depict overtly sexual themes, including scenes of copulation, sensual embraces, and explicit positions. 

Traditionally, these carvings have been interpreted as representations of fertility, vitality, and the generative 
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powers of the Earth. In the context of ancient Indian religious symbolism, they are often linked with Tantric 

rituals, which regard sexual energy as a sacred and divine force. 

However, when viewed through the lens of modern feminist theory, these same sculptures present an 

opportunity for reinterpretation. Contemporary feminists often challenge the commodification of female 

bodies in art, especially when it comes to representations that seem to objectify or reduce women to their 

sexual roles. Yet, these ancient sculptures can be reclaimed not as symbols of subjugation or objectification, 

but as representations of female power, autonomy, and spiritual sovereignty. This journal thus explores how 

the sexual poses in the Konark Sun Temple can be understood as expressions of both sacred femininity and 

resistance to patriarchal structures, rather than mere tools of male sexual dominance. 

Materials and Methods 

This study utilizes an interdisciplinary approach, integrating insights from art history, feminist theory, 

religious studies, and cultural anthropology. A detailed examination of the Konark Sun Temple sculptures is 

conducted, alongside interviews with feminist scholars, activists, and artists, to understand the contemporary 

implications of these ancient depictions. By employing qualitative research methods such as thematic  

Historical and Iconographic Analysis 

The sculptures at the Konark Sun Temple include scenes of sexual intercourse, courtship, and revelry that 

reflect the temple’s devotion to Surya, as well as broader cultural views on sexuality and the human body in 

ancient India. These sculptures exist within a religious and spiritual context that celebrates creation, 

procreation, and the union of male and female principles. The overtly sexual poses in these carvings, however, 

have often been misunderstood as explicit representations of eroticism. 

Through an art-historical lens, it becomes clear that the sexual depictions in the Konark temple are intricately 

tied to cosmological and religious themes. In the Tantric tradition, sexual energy is not simply associated with 

physical pleasure, but with spiritual awakening and the divine union of opposites. The images at Konark may 

therefore be seen as embodying this duality—sexuality as both a physical and spiritual act of creation. The 

sacred feminine, in this sense, is celebrated not only as the bearer of life but also as a divine force in her own 

right. These depictions are thus not mere objects of male gaze, but reflections of female agency and 

participation in cosmic creation. 

Art Style and Techniques 

The Konark Sun Temple, built in the 13th century by King Narasimhadeva I, is famous for its erotic sculptures. 

Such depictions are generally found on the outer walls of the temple, particularly around the Jagamohana 

(the assembly hall) and the Vimana (main shrine). These sculptures are part of the kama or shringara rasa 

theme, celebrating human love and desire. 

This specific sculpture may be located on one of the exterior walls, often placed strategically to educate 

devotees about various aspects of life, spirituality, and the union of physical and metaphysical realms. 

High Relief Carving: The Konark sculptures are crafted in high relief, meaning the figures are prominently 

raised from the background, creating a striking three-dimensional effect. This technique allows for a play of 

light and shadow, which would have highlighted the intricate details and movements depicted in the carvings. 
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Erotic Imagery: The erotic poses are stylized with grace and detail, consistent with the Odishan temple art 

style of the 13th century. The figures are often idealized with elongated limbs, fluid poses, and exaggerated 

expressions, embodying both sensuality and spirituality.The sculpture shows a couple engaged in an intimate 

act, often interpreted as part of the erotic iconography present in many ancient Indian temples. The pose 

resembles a "sixty-nine" position, symbolizing mutual engagement, which can be interpreted as both 

participants sharing equal pleasure and agency in the act.This is a typical example of Mithuna (couple) 

imagery, common in temple art, representing harmony, balance, and the cosmic union of male and female 

energies. 

Material: The entire Konark Sun Temple, including its sculptures, was constructed using Khondalite stone, a 

type of weather-resistant sandstone indigenous to the region.This material choice enabled fine detailing but 

has also led to significant erosion over the centuries, due to the temple’s exposure to harsh coastal weather. 

Size:While exact dimensions for this specific sculpture may not be available, similar sculptures on the temple 

walls are typically small to medium in size, ranging from about 1 to 3 feet in height.The figures are carved in 

high relief, projecting from the temple wall to allow intricate details and depth. 

                                         

Figure 1: Couple in Sexual intercourse ( Mithuna )-sixtynine pose, symbolising mutual engagement:Outer wall 

of Konark Sun Temple, Odisha: Khondalite Sandstone:1300 EC.                             

Feminist Theoretical Framework 

Modern feminist thought has long critiqued the objectification of women’s bodies in art, especially when it 

comes to sexual imagery. Sexuality has often been portrayed in ways that reduce women to objects of desire 

or instruments of male pleasure. The feminist critique of pornography, in particular, highlights how such 

depictions perpetuate harmful stereotypes about women's roles in society, reducing them to passive objects 

of male domination. 

However, the sexual sculptures of the Konark Sun Temple offer a space to challenge these critiques. Rather 

than viewing these images as exploitative, we can consider them as representations of female power, where 

the female body is not merely objectified but actively engaged in the divine act of creation. In this light, the 

sexual poses in the Konark temple take on a different significance. They represent a reclaiming of female 

autonomy over one’s body and sexuality, celebrating female power as integral to the cosmic order. This 

aligns with feminist efforts to reclaim control over sexual representations, asserting that women's bodies, 

especially in art and spirituality, should be seen as vessels of empowerment rather than subjugation. 
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Literature Review  

The Konark Sun Temple, one of India’s architectural marvels, is not only a reflection of Hindu cosmology but 

also a significant site for understanding the interwoven relationship between spirituality, sexuality, and 

gender roles in ancient Indian society. The literature on the temple’s artistic and religious elements provides 

a comprehensive view of its cultural impact and underlying philosophies. Scholars have analyzed the temple's 

architectural grandeur, spiritual significance, and depictions of eroticism, contributing to an enriched 

understanding of gender dynamics and sacred femininity within a historical and contemporary context. 

D.N. Patnaik (1981) has explored the Konark Sun Temple's religious symbolism and its connection to Hindu 

cosmology. Patnaik emphasizes that the sculptures represent a holistic view of life, merging the sacred with 

the mundane, the erotic with the spiritual. This work underscores the belief in Hinduism that creation and 

procreation are sacred acts, thereby legitimizing the explicit sculptures as spiritual symbols rather than mere 

representations of sensuality. The temple’s architecture and carvings, therefore, serve as metaphors for 

cosmic cycles and the creative forces of the universe. 

George Michell (1992) has explored an architectural perspective on the Konark Sun Temple. Michell’s 

detailed overview of India’s ancient temples contextualizes Konark’s unique structure and artistry within the 

broader tradition of Indian temple architecture. He elaborates on the cultural and aesthetic intentions behind 

the explicit imagery, explaining how these elements were intended to evoke devotion and awe. Michell's 

perspective reveals the connection between the temple’s design and its spiritual function, emphasizing how 

eroticism was integrated into the religious fabric of the temple as an expression of divine power and energy. 

N. Kumar’s (2015) has provided an in-depth analysis of the erotic sculptures found in temples across India, 

including Konark. Kumar interprets these sculptures as reflections of India’s liberal approach to sexuality in 

ancient times, where physical pleasure and spiritual enlightenment were viewed as interconnected. His work 

examines the cultural and spiritual reasoning behind erotic imagery, asserting that these depictions highlight 

the acceptance of human desires as natural and divine. By analyzing the symbolic aspects of these carvings, 

Kumar demonstrates that the erotic scenes at Konark are meant to celebrate life, fertility, and cosmic union, 

rather than merely providing titillating visuals. 

S.K. Panda’s Konark (1996) has offered insights into the history and cultural significance of the temple, often 

referred to as the "Black Pagoda." Panda’s work explores how the temple served as a cultural and spiritual 

center, attracting pilgrims and scholars alike. He also discusses the craftsmanship and choice of material that 

contribute to the temple's enduring allure. This resource provides a thorough background on the temple's 

historical significance and how its erotic sculptures served as a medium for moral and philosophical teachings, 

encapsulating the era’s complex view on sexuality and spirituality. 

Recent feminist perspectives, such as those by Vandana Shiva (2020) has added acontemporary lens to the 

study of Konark’s sculptures. Shiva’s work highlights the idea of the divine feminine, reclaiming sacred 

sexuality as a source of empowerment. Her perspective suggests that the sculptures at Konark, which depict 

women in active and equal roles in erotic scenes, symbolize gender balance and mutual respect. This 

interpretation aligns with the notion of gender equality, portraying the feminine as a powerful, autonomous 

force within the spiritual and physical realms. 
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Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003) and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) have contributed to a postcolonial 

feminist critique, advocating for an understanding of Indian art from a non-Western, indigenous perspective. 

These works argue for a decolonized approach, where the Konark sculptures can be appreciated as 

expressions of agency and voice for marginalized groups, including women. Spivak’s insights encourage a 

reinterpretation of these sculptures as forms of subaltern expression, giving voice to feminine desire and 

power, often suppressed in patriarchal narratives. 

Lastly, Archana Pandey (2018) has examined the erotic and sacred representations of women in Indian 

temples, arguing that these depictions challenge traditional views of female passivity. Pandey asserts that the 

Konark sculptures, which portray both male and female figures as active participants in physical intimacy, are 

revolutionary in promoting gender equality. Her work suggests that these ancient carvings symbolize a 

balanced view of gender roles, resonating with contemporary feminist ideals. 

The Intersection of Pornography and Female Autonomy 

The representation of sexual poses in the Konark temple also raises important questions about the 

relationship between pornography, freedom, and gender equality. In contemporary society, pornography is 

often critiqued for perpetuating harmful gender norms, objectifying women, and reinforcing patriarchal 

power dynamics. However, the context of ancient sculpture complicates this critique. Unlike modern 

pornography, which is often driven by commercial interests and designed for male pleasure, the erotic 

sculptures at Konark were created within a deeply spiritual and ritualistic context. The representations of 

sexual acts, in this case, are not divorced from notions of sacredness, creation, and the interconnectedness of 

life. 

The sculptures thus offer a unique perspective on how sexuality can be viewed as a natural and sacred force, 

independent of the male gaze. The figures of women depicted in these sexual poses, far from being passive 

or objectified, are portrayed as active participants in divine creation. This offers a counter-narrative to the 

current discourse around pornography, suggesting that sexual expression can also be a source of 

empowerment and spiritual liberation for women, when viewed in the proper context. 

Gender Equality and the Sacred Feminine 

The sexual poses in the Konark Sun Temple also provide a space for feminist reflection on gender equality. In 

a patriarchal society, women’s sexuality has often been controlled, censored, or commodified. The open, 

uninhibited expressions of sexuality in the Konark sculptures, where women take an active role, challenge 

these norms and offer a vision of equality. By portraying women not only as subjects of sexual desire but also 

as agents of creation and divine power, these sculptures celebrate a vision of gender equality in the spiritual 

and cosmic realms. 

Moreover, in contrast to the often limited roles of women in traditional religious practices, the sexual 

imagery in the Konark Temple suggests that women, in their full sexual agency, are equal participants in the 

creation and maintenance of the world. This aligns with modern feminist ideas that seek to break down 

traditional gender roles and advocate for a more inclusive and equitable society. 
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Results and Analysis 

The analysis of the Konark Sun Temple’s erotic sculptures reveals them not as mere expressions of sensuality, 

but as potent representations of sacred feminine power, autonomy, and equality. By interpreting these 

carvings through a modern feminist lens, the study identifies a shift from objectification to empowerment. 

The women depicted in the temple’s scenes of intimacy are not passive objects for male desire but active 

participants in cosmic creation, challenging traditional narratives that often commodify or control female 

sexuality. The sacredness attributed to sexuality within the Tantric tradition aligns these sculptures with 

spiritual, rather than merely erotic, themes. This spiritual framing presents sexuality as a means to transcend 

worldly desires, supporting feminist critiques of patriarchal structures that have historically limited or 

suppressed female agency. 

Furthermore, the sculptures exemplify a balanced portrayal of gender roles, where both male and female 

figures engage equally in acts of creation, symbolizing cosmic harmony and mutual respect. This gender 

symmetry resonates with contemporary feminist ideals of equality and challenges norms of male dominance. 

Unlike modern portrayals of eroticism, which are often commercialized and viewed through the male gaze, 

these ancient images allow for a holistic appreciation of sexuality as part of the divine. By reclaiming these 

depictions as symbols of empowerment, the study emphasizes that sacred sexuality in religious art can 

challenge present-day gender inequalities, promoting a vision of the female body as a source of spiritual 

power and liberation. This reinterpretation highlights the potential of ancient symbols to inspire modern 

feminist dialogues on gender, sexuality, and autonomy. 

Discussion 

The reinterpretation of the Konark Sun Temple’s sculptures through a feminist lens opens up critical dialogue 

about sacred sexuality and female empowerment within historical religious contexts. Traditionally viewed as 

expressions of fertility or vitality, these depictions reveal a more nuanced dimension when examined in 

relation to modern feminist values. Rather than existing merely as objects of erotic admiration, the female 

figures in these sculptures embody strength, autonomy, and spiritual significance. By engaging actively in acts 

of intimacy, they symbolize an empowered, autonomous feminine principle, countering the patriarchal lens 

that often diminishes female sexuality to passive roles. 

This discussion highlights a vital intersection between spirituality and feminism, where female sexuality is not 

suppressed or commodified but celebrated as a force of cosmic and spiritual significance. This reading 

contrasts sharply with contemporary portrayals of eroticism, often shaped by commercialization and 

patriarchal norms. In the Konark sculptures, the presence of female agency and equality reflects an ancient 

acceptance of sexuality as a natural and divine force, resonating with contemporary feminist efforts to 

reclaim narratives around the body, desire, and agency. 

Moreover, the positioning of these sculptures on a sacred monument prompts us to reconsider the role of 

religious iconography in shaping gender roles. Rather than perpetuating subjugation, these depictions allow 

women to be seen as co-creators in cosmic balance, promoting gender equality at a spiritual level. By 

revisiting and reinterpreting these symbols within a modern context, the Konark sculptures serve as a 

potential source of inspiration for feminist movements today, reinforcing the idea that ancient symbols of the 

sacred feminine can continue to challenge contemporary gender biases, encouraging a more balanced, 

inclusive understanding of gender and spirituality. 
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Conclusion 

The sexual poses in the Konark Sun Temple are not merely relics of a distant past, but are imbued with 

meanings that resonate deeply with contemporary feminist concerns. Far from being mere expressions of 

eroticism, these sculptures invite a rethinking of female sexuality as a powerful and sacred force, integral to 

the spiritual and physical worlds. By placing these depictions within their proper historical, spiritual, and 

feminist context, we can reclaim the sacred feminine as an expression of female autonomy, empowerment, 

and resistance to patriarchal control. 

The Konark Sun Temple, through its erotic art, thus offers not only a glimpse into ancient religious practices 

but also a potential source of inspiration for modern feminist movements. It challenges us to rethink the way 

we view women’s bodies, sexuality, and agency—an ongoing struggle that continues to define the battle for 

gender equality, freedom, and sexual liberation in the contemporary world. 
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