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Abstract: 

 

The Malaprabha river valley in Karnataka is broadly acknowledged as a distinctive cradle of temple 

architecture in South Asia. Among the historical landmarks of this region, ‘Badami’ (anciently known as 

Vatapi) shines as an exemplary testament to political power, artistic excellence and philosophical 

synthesis.  

   These rock-cut cave temples were excavated under Chalukyan royal patronage, reaching their peak 

during the reigns of Pulakeshin-I and King Mangalesha. Transcending ordinary rock-cut architecture, 

these structures embody a bold, experimental phase of art where the North Indian ‘Nagara’ and South 

Indian ‘Dravida’ styles harmoniously merged, birthing the innovative hybrid style known as ‘Vesara’. 

   Simultaneously, these caves stand as an eloquent testament to the rare religious pluralism of the era. Far 

from being mutually exclusive, Shaivism, Vaishnavism, Jainism and Buddhism intersected within this 

space, fostering a profound harmony of diverse beliefs.  

   In sum, this paper offers as in- depth examination of the architectural layout of Badami’s four primary 

caves alongside the adjunct Buddhist vestiges. It illustrates the way in which the complex theological and 

philosophical discourses of early medieval India- including Advaitavada/ Monism, Avatara-vada/ 

Incarnation or Anekantavada/ Pluralism- were vividly materialised through impeccable carvings upon the 

living rock. 
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Introduction: 

The Malaprabha river valley in Karnataka is widely celebrated as a foundational cradle of temple 

architecture in South Asia. At the heart of this historical landscape lies Badami, anciently known as Vatapi, 

which serves as an extraordinary testament to political power, artistic brilliance, and philosophical 

synthesis. Excavated under Chalukyan royal patronage- most notably peaking during the historic reigns 
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of Pulakeshin-I and king Mangalesha- these magnificent rock-cut cave temples capture a bold, 

experimental era of architectural evolution.  

   Crucially, Badami represents a physical crossroads where the North Indian Nagara and South Indian 

Dravida styles harmoniously converged, giving birth to the innovative hybrid architectural style known as 

Vesara. Beyond structural innovation, these caves standingly reflect a rare religious pluralism where 

Shaivism, Vaishnavism, Jainism and Buddhism intersected rather than competed. By analyzing the 

physical layout of the four primary caves alongside adjacent Buddhist vestiges, this paper explores how 

complex early medieval Indian discourses- including Advaitavada, Avatara-vada and Anekantavada were 

vividly materialised through impeccable carvings upon the living rock.  

 

Architectural Style of the Four Cave Temples of Badami:  

Carved stepwise into the steep cliffs of red sandstone that rise along the banks of Badami’s historic 

‘Agastya Tirtha’ lake, these four primary caves represent a pinnacle of rock-cut architecture.  

   From an architectural perspective, each cave adheres to a precise and traditional tripartite layout, 

modelled after ancient Indian Mandapa (pillared hall) architecture. Through profound rock excavation, 

the internal spaces of these caves have been orchestrated to transition a visitor gradually from the external 

world into a deep, spiritual and secluded ultimate reality.  

   Below a detailed discussions of the four caves, including their tripartite spatial arrangement and specific 

examples: 

 

Analysis of the Tripartite Layout 

The traditional architectural design of the Badami cave temples by dividing it into three primary structural 

zones: 

• Mukhya-mandapa (Outer Veranda): This serves as the entrance or the frontal veranda of the 

cave, embellished with massive square stone pillars and ornate bracket figures supporting the 

ceiling. Functionally, this zone acts as a transitional space bridging the material, secular world 

with the sacred, spiritual realm of the temple. 

• Maha-mandapa (Central Hypostyle Hall): Progressing beyond the mukha-mandapa leads into 

this centrally positioned, pillared hall. It was purposefully designed to facilitate the congregation 

of devotees, the performance of religious rituals, and circumambulation (pradakshina) around the 

sanctum. The walls and ceilings of this hall are extensively carved with diverse mythological 

narratives and iconographic sculptures. 

• Garbhagriha (Sanctum Sanctorum): Situated at the innermost terminus of the maha-mandapa, 

this small, dim, and unadorned chamber is excavated deep into the living rock. This is the sacred 

core where the principal deity of the temple resides. The physical progression of a visitor—moving 

from the illuminated, clamorous external world into this dark, silent, and profound sanctum—

symbolizes a metaphysical transition from the Saguna (the manifested, formless universe) to the 

Nirguna (the unmanifested, ultimate reality). 
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Cave 1: The Shaivite Threshold and Spatialized Advaita 

Situated at the lowest tier of the Badami complex, Cave 1 represents a unique intersection of architectural 

evolution and metaphysical philosophy. Excavated during the mid-sixth century CE, this cave is not 

merely a sanctuary dedicated to Shaivite doctrines, but a monumental record of theological syncretism 

and cosmological concepts in early medieval India. The artistic, geometric, and philosophical significance 

of the cave’s two primary iconographic compositions—the eighteen-armed Nataraja and Harihara—is 

analyzed in detail below: 

1. The Eighteen-Armed Nataraja: Cosmic Rhythm and Geometric Mathematics (The Geometry of 

Cosmic Tandava) 

Carved onto the right wall of the mukha-mandapa (outer veranda) at the very entrance of Cave 1, the 

eighteen-armed Nataraja sculpture stands as a watershed milestone in the history of Indian art. Far from 

being a mere aesthetic depiction of Shiva’s cosmic dance, this relief functions as a visual equation of 

cosmic creation and dissolution. 

This composition embodies the concept of the "static representation of pure dynamics." Where modern 

physics utilizes mathematical equations to express the rotational paths of cosmic particles (the quantum 

dance), the sixth-century Chalukyan artisans manifested this exact cosmic reality through the complex 

geometric arrangement of eighteen arms. This sculpture serves as empirical evidence that in ancient India, 

fine art, mathematics, and cosmological philosophy were not isolated disciplines; rather, they converged 

seamlessly within the contours of Badami's red sandstone. 

The Five Cosmic Operations (Pancha-kritya) 

According to Shaiva Siddhanta philosophy, this cosmic dance of Shiva conceptualizes the five 

fundamental operations of the Divine: 

• Srishti (Creation/Evolution): Originating from the primordial vibrations of the damaru (drum), 

signifying the genesis of the cosmos. 

• Sthiti (Preservation/Maintenance): Maintained through the abhaya mudra (gesture of 

fearlessness), which sustains cosmic order and stability. 

• Samhara (Destruction/Involution): Symbolized by the flame held in the hand, representing the 

dissolution of the material world to facilitate metaphysical transformation. 

• Tirobhava (Concealment/Illusion): The obscuration of ultimate truth through the veil of maya, 

iconographically represented by Shiva trampling Apasmara purusha (the dwarf demon 

symbolizing ignorance) underfoot. 

• Anugraha (Grace/Liberation): Manifested through the uplifted foot and the varada mudra 

(gesture of boon-granting), offering moksha (spiritual liberation) to the seeker. 
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2. Harihara: The Spatialization of Advaita 

Positioned precisely at the architectural threshold transitioning from the mukha-mandapa to the maha-

mandapa, a monumental relief of Harihara—the composite manifestation of Shiva and Vishnu—is carved 

into the rock. The philosophical significance of this iconographic composition is profound, serving both 

to mitigate early medieval political-sectarian rivalries and to visually articulate the core metaphysical 

truths of the Upanishads. 

Semiotic Breakdown 

The sculpture is bifurcated vertically into two symmetrical halves: 

• The Dextral (Right) Segment: Represents Shiva, characterized by his jatamukuta (matted 

dreadlocks fashioned into a crown), a half-eye etched upon the forehead (representing the third 

eye), a parashu (battle-axe) or trishula(trident) held in the hand, and a garment composed of tiger 

skin. 

• The Sinistral (Left) Segment: Represents Vishnu, distinguished by an intricately ornamented 

kiritamukuta (royal crown), a shakha (conch) or chakra (discus) held in the hand, and elegant silk 

drapery. 

This rigorous visual division demonstrates how two ostensibly antithetical cosmic forces peacefully 

coexist within a single, unified corporeal form. Here, the Upanishadic aphorism (Mahavakya)—"Ekam 

evadvitiyam" (The Ultimate Reality is One, without a second)—finds its material manifestation carved 

indelibly into the living stone. 

During an era when the adherents of Shaivism and Vaishnavism were frequently embroiled in sectarian 

disputes over theological supremacy, the Chalukyan master craftsmen utilized this iconography to present 

a powerful counter-narrative. The sculpture asserts that the primordial source of cosmic dissolution 

(Shiva) is fundamentally identical to the preserver of the cosmic order (Vishnu). The divergence in 

external forms is merely an illusion (maya) born of human ignorance; the Supreme Consciousness 

(Brahman) remains absolute, indivisible, and non-dual. 

Cave 2: The Vaishnavite Cosmos and the Spatialization of Infinity 

Situated at the secondary tier of the Badami cliffs, the architectural framework of Cave 2 precisely 

replicates the tripartite layout—comprising the mukha-mandapa, maha-mandapa, and garbhagriha—

observed in the preceding cave. However, its theological and metaphysical locus is entirely distinct. 

Dedicated exclusively to Vaishnavite doctrines, this cave demonstrates how Chalukyan master craftsmen 

transfigured flat, restrictive rock surfaces into expansive cosmological canvases through the iconographic 

depiction of Vishnu's avatara(incarnation) forms. A detailed analysis suitable for a research framework 

is presented below: 
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1. The Varaha Avatara: The Involution of Matter and Spiritual Resurrection (The Metaphysics of 

Varaha) 

Carved onto the left wall of the mukha-mandapa (outer veranda) is a monumental relief panel depicting 

Vishnu's Adi-Varaha (Cosmic Boar) incarnation. Rather than a mere narrative illustration of a 

mythological rescue, this panel articulates a profound cosmological theory of evolution. 

• Architectural Expression: The sculpture portrays the theriomorphic Varaha firmly planting his 

powerful left foot upon the hood of a multi-headed serpent king (Nagaraja). Emerging from the 

primordial subterranean waters, he rescues the personified Earth goddess (Bhudevi), gently 

balancing her upon his bent elbow as he hoists her aloft. 

• Philosophical and Cosmological Exegesis: According to traditional Hindu cosmology, the 

submergence of Bhudevi into the cosmic ocean by the demon Hiranyaksha symbolizes the state 

wherein consciousness is subsumed by inertia (tamas) or trapped within the abyss of ignorance. 

The pronounced upward kinetic energy exhibited by the Varaha icon signifies the Supreme Being’s 

constant intervention to disrupt material inertia, thereby driving cosmic evolution forward. 

Metaphorically, this act represents the resurrection of the human soul (atman), liberating it from 

the darkness of illusion (maya) and elevating it back into the illumination of pure consciousness. 

2. The Trivikrama Panel: Ascending into Infinity Beyond Stone (The Aesthetics of Trivikrama) 

Carved onto the right wall of the mukha-mandapa, the monumental panel depicting Trivikrama—the 

cosmic, omnipresent manifestation of the Vamana (dwarf) incarnation—stands as one of the finest 

theoretical masterpieces of Badami architecture. This composition demonstrates how Chalukyan artisans 

ingeniously synthesized the concept of 'infinite space' within a physically 'bounded space'. 

• Architectural Artistry and Optical Illusion: In this relief, one of Trivikrama's legs is firmly 

planted upon the earth, subjugating the ego of King Bali and asserting dominance over the 

terrestrial realm. Simultaneously, his other leg is extended vertically at an angle of nearly 180°, 

reaching directly toward the heavens. The sculptors meticulously carved this raised limb to align 

precisely with the uppermost corner of the cave's ceiling, creating a profound optical illusion. To 

the viewer, the leg appears to pierce through the red sandstone roof, fracturing the physical 

constraints of the cave wall to transition into an infinite cosmic expanse (Infinite Cosmos). 

3. Theological Synthesis of Avataravada : 

Collectively, these two primary panels in Cave 2 provide a spatialized manifestation of the core tenets of 

Avataravada (the doctrine of divine descent). While the Varaha panel symbolizes the divine 'descent' 

(involution) or the downward movement of the Supreme Being into the material realm to restore cosmic 

order, the Trivikrama panel represents the divine 'ascent' (evolution) or the all-pervading, absolute 

expansion of consciousness over the entire cosmos. 
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Cave 3: The Imperial Masterpiece and Tantric-Vaishnava Synthesis 

Cave 3 is widely regarded as the crowning jewel of the Badami cave complex. It is not merely the largest 

in scale or the most exquisitely ornamented; rather, it serves as the most reliable and historically significant 

chronological anchor in the art history of South India. Within a rigorous research framework, this cave 

represents an extraordinary materialization of political power, Vaishnavite theology, and Tantric 

metaphysics—functioning as a quintessential example of spatialized theology. A detailed analysis of its 

architectural, epigraphic, and spiritual dimensions is articulated below: 

1. The Historical Inscription and the Foundation of Chalukyan Chronology (The Chronological 

Anchor) 

Engraved upon a pillar within the mukha-mandapa (outer veranda) of Cave 3 is a precise inscription dated 

to 578 CE (Saka Era 500), issued during the reign of King Mangalesha. This epigraph represents a 

watershed milestone in Indian art history. 

• Historiographical Significance: The inscription conclusively establishes that the cave was 

dedicated to Vishnu by King Mangalesha, the uncle of Pulakeshin II and brother of Kirtivarman I. 

Armed with this single, secure absolute date, art historians and archaeologists have been able to 

systematically reconstruct the chronological sequence and stylistic evolution of the remaining 

caves at Badami, as well as the contemporaneous structural temples at nearby Aihole and 

Pattadakal. 

2. Architectural Grandeur and Iconographic Semiotics 

The spatial dimensions of the maha-mandapa (central hall) and mukha-mandapa in Cave 3 are 

exponentially larger than those of its predecessors. The sheer scale and exuberance of its decorative 

program mirror the peak of imperial Chalukyan economic prosperity and artistic sophistication. 

• Exquisite Mithuna and Shalabhanjika Relieving Figures: The bracket pillars of this cave feature 

highly naturalistic and aesthetically refined carvings of mithuna (erotic/amorous couples) and 

shalabhanjika (stylized female figures leaning against trees). Executed in dynamic tribhanga 

(triple-bend) postures, their intricate ornamentation and elaborate coiffures are unparalleled. In 

philosophical terms, the rendering of kama(desire/sensuality) on the exterior and intermediary 

zones of the temple underscores a fundamental axiom of classical Indian philosophy: that kama 

(aesthetic/mundane desire) and moksha (spiritual liberation) are not antithetical, but are 

complementary facets of human existence. 

• Vishnu Seated upon Ananta Shesha: In a primary narrative panel, Vishnu is depicted reclining 

upon the coils of the primordial serpent, Adi-Shesha, in a state of sublime serenity and regal 

composure. A massive canopy of five or seven serpent hoods unfurls like an umbrella over his 

head. This iconography conceptualizes the cosmological state of primordial rest (Yoga-nidra). It 

marks the absolute, unmanifested, and tranquil interregnum preceding the genesis of the cosmos 

or following its ultimate dissolution (pralaya). 
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• The Juxtaposition of Narasimha and Trivikrama: The relief of the Narasimha (man-lion) 

incarnation carved here projects a composed yet formidable manifestation of majestic power. Its 

immediate proximity to another colossal panel of Trivikrama is intentional. The co-presence of 

these specific avataras serves as a political-spiritual metaphor, legitimizing King Mangalesha’s 

imperial sovereignty and validating the Kshatriya (warrior) vow to protect the terrestrial realm. 

3. Ceiling Frescoes and Tantric Geometry (Tantric Geometry and Frescoes) 

The ceiling of Cave 3 constitutes the most enigmatic and metaphysically complex dimension of this 

imperial masterpiece. 

• Vestiges of Early Frescoes: The cave ceiling preserves some of the rarest surviving fragments of 

early Indian wall painting, contemporaneous with or immediately succeeding the final phases of 

the Ajanta caves. These polychromatic renderings of scrolling foliage, divinities, and celestial 

musicians (gandharvas) demonstrate that Chalukyan rock-cut sanctuaries were not sterile stone 

interiors, but were originally vibrant, colorful, and visually alive. 

• Geometric Yantra-Chakras: The center of the ceiling is carved with intricate geometric 

configurations, stylized lotuses, and concentric circles that directly invoke the principles of Tantric 

yantras. According to Tantric and Agamic doctrines, these ceiling compositions function as cosmic 

energy maps. As a devotee stands beneath them and looks upward, these yantra-chakras serve to 

orient the mind away from cosmic multiplicity, focusing consciousness toward a singular, 

transcendent point. This represents a deliberate architectural strategy designed to elevate human 

consciousness into the macrocosmic realm. 

Cave 4: The Jain Ascent and the Spatialization of Anekāntavāda 

Situated at the absolute zenith of the Badami cave complex, Cave 4 represents a profound structural and 

philosophical departure in Indian rock-cut architecture. In stark contrast to the intense kinetic energy, 

dramatic narratives, and cosmic warfare characterizing the preceding three Hindu caves (Shaivite and 

Vaishnavite), this fourth sanctuary transitions the visitor into an entirely different psychological and 

spiritual atmosphere. Executed between the late sixth and early seventh centuries CE, this cave is 

dedicated to the Digambara sect of the Jain tradition. A rigorous analysis of its architectural expression 

and underlying metaphysics is articulated below: 

1. Motion vs. Stillness: The Jain Aesthetic (The Aesthetics of Absolute Silence) 

The definitive architectural hallmark of Cave 4 is its spatial stillness. While the first three caves channel 

intense dynamism through the eighteen arms of Nataraja, the upward leap of Varaha, or the skyward stride 

of Trivikrama, Cave 4 is characterized by absolute quiescence. 

• The Transformation of Pillars and Ornamentation: The pillars within the mukhya-mandapa 

(outer veranda) and maha-mandapa (central hall) are entirely devoid of the clamor of cosmic 

battles or mundane sensuality (kama-lila). Instead, every carved contour is linear, vertical, and 
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geometrically disciplined. This architectural quietude visually materializes the core Jain concepts 

of Kayotsarga (bodily abandonment) and Vitaraga (transcendence over attachment and aversion). 

2. Semiotic and Philosophical Breakdown of Principal Iconography 

The theoretical framework of Cave 4 anchors upon the iconographic panels of three preeminent Jain 

figures: 

A. Tirthankara Parshvanatha: The Apex of Fortitude (The Fortitude of Parshvanatha) 

• Architectural Expression: A prominent section of the cave features the 23rd Tirthankara, 

Parshvanatha, sculpted in the standing Kayotsarga posture. Towering over his head is the massive, 

multi-headed serpent canopy of the Naga king Dharanendra, offering him protection. At his feet 

stands the demon Kamatha, who unleashed a violent storm to disrupt the Tirthankara’s meditation. 

• Philosophical Exegesis: This relief encapsulates the Jain doctrine of enduring Upasarga (external 

afflictions and adversities). Despite the raging external elements, Parshvanatha's countenance 

remains absolutely tranquil and detached, asserting that no material force or worldly assault can 

destabilize the internal equanimity of the soul (atman). 

B. Bahubali: Liberation from Ego and Cosmic Integration (The Transcendence of Bahubali) 

• Architectural Expression: Carved on the wall directly opposite Parshvanatha is a masterpiece 

depicting Gommateshwara or Bahubali. He stands erect in profound meditation. His immobility is 

so absolute and protracted that forest vines (madhavi creepers) have entwined around his limbs, 

while serpents and scorpions have nested at his feet. 

• Philosophical Exegesis: This iconography serves as the ultimate Jain symbol of the renunciation 

of ego (ahamkara). Following his fratricidal war with King Bharata, Bahubali, despite being 

invincible, realized that the pride of material empires was the supreme barrier to spiritual 

emancipation. When he abandoned all worldly claims and stood with a completely egoless 

consciousness, the elements of nature integrated him into the landscape itself, recognizing him not 

as a material intruder but as an extension of nature. It stands as a sublime visual manifestation of 

absolute mental stillness and Ahimsa (non-violence). 

C. Mahavira in the Sanctum: The Glory of Omniscience (The Seated Mahavira) 

• Architectural Expression: Enshrined within the darkest recesses of the cave—the garbhagriha 

(sanctum sanctorum)—is the 24th Tirthankara, Vardhamana Mahavira, seated upon an elaborately 

carved lion throne. Postured in the padmasana (lotus position), he is flanked by fly-whisk 

(chamara) bearers and surmounted by a triple umbrella (trichhatra). 

• Philosophical Exegesis: This serene, seated icon represents the attainment of Kevala Jnana 

(infinite knowledge) or absolute liberation (moksha). Having severed all shackles of karmic 
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bondage, the soul reverts to its pristine, unconditioned state. The silent Mahavira within the 

sanctum spatializes this ultimate metaphysical condition. 

3. Anekāntavāda and the Spatialization of Chalukyan Pluralism (Anekāntavāda and Epistemic 

Humility) 

In terms of philosophical relevance to a broader research framework, the spatial orientation of Cave 4 

brings forth a vital epistemic theory: Anekāntavāda (the doctrine of non-absolutism or the many-

sidedness of reality). 

Anekāntavāda posits that truth and reality are infinitely complex and multidimensional; consequently, no 

single standpoint (naya) can encapsulate the absolute truth. When the Chalukyan sovereigns and architects 

systematically carved into the very same red sandstone cliff: 

1. Shiva’s cosmic dance of creation and destruction (Cave 1), 

2. Vishnu's all-pervading avatars and cosmic expansions (Caves 2 and 3), and 

3. The non-theistic, self-contained asceticism and profound stillness of the Jain Tirthankaras (Cave 

4), 

they effectively wove these diverse philosophies into a unified landscape. This physical proximity 

transforms the Badami cliffs into a geographic and architectural manifestation of Anekāntavāda. It serves 

as material proof that the pathways to understanding ultimate reality are pluralistic, and each tradition 

captures a distinct yet valid dimension (syadvada) of the absolute truth. 

The Buddhist Context: The "Missing" or "Unrecorded" Dimension 

While conventional historiography and popular travel literature extensively celebrate the four primary 

rock-cut caves of Badami (Shaivite, Vaishnavite, and Jain), a critical historical dimension of this region 

frequently remains marginalized. This overlooked facet concerns the primordial Buddhist heritage of 

Badami and the broader Malaprabha River valley. Tucked away in a secluded, weathered recess of the 

sandstone cliffs, in close proximity to the historic Bhutanatha temple complex, lies a modest natural cave 

that bears clear iconographic and philosophical vestiges of Buddhist monastic presence. 

Architectural Minimalism and Guild Continuity 

A structural assessment of this Buddhist cave reveals a relatively small spatial footprint characterized by 

an austere, minimalist decorative program. This simplicity strongly indicates its association with the early, 

exploratory phases of rock-cutting techniques in the Early Chalukyan period. 

• The Shared Artisan Guild (Guild of Śilpins): The existence of this Buddhist site underscores a 

vital socio-historical reality: ancient Vatapi (Badami) possessed a highly syncretic, pluralistic 

social ecosystem wherein Buddhist monastics coexisted harmoniously alongside contemporary 

religious traditions. Crucially, epigraphic and stylistic evidence suggests that regardless of 
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sectarian affiliations—whether Shaivite, Vaishnavite, Jain, or Buddhist—these sanctuaries were 

excavated by the same professional guilds of Śilpins (master artisans and sculptors). 

• Cross-Pollination of Technical Expertise: Although these artisans executed varied iconographic 

mandates to suit differing religious ideologies, they employed a uniform technical apparatus. This 

is evident in their foundational approach to the subtractive method of rock excavation, the 

proportional scaling of pillars, and the strategic configuration of window apertures to manipulate 

interior light and shadow. Consequently, transcending sectarian boundaries, a distinct aesthetic 

and technical continuity was seamlessly sustained across the entire rock-cut landscape of Badami. 

Śūnyatā and Pratītyasamutpāda: Spatial Metaphors of Buddhist Philosophy 

From a metaphysical perspective, this Buddhist cave at Badami visualizes and spatializes two fundamental 

pillars of Buddhist philosophy—specifically derived from the Madhyamaka school: Śūnyatā 

(Voidness/Emptiness) and Pratītyasamutpāda (Dependent Origination). 

• Void as the Ultimate Matrix (Śūnyatā): According to Acharya Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka 

philosophy, Śūnyatā is not a nihilistic absence or mere negation; rather, it represents the 

foundational matrix of all potentiality. The very process of excavating this rock-cut cave 

constitutes a profound philosophical act. By systematically carving away the dense, material living 

rock to engineer a conscious 'void' or empty space, the artisans allowed the wisdom (prajñā) of 

the Buddha and the compassion (karuṇā) of the Bodhisattvas to manifest within that liberated 

expanse. Thus, the cave's negative space becomes a material metaphor for the ontological reality 

that the realization of ultimate truth is achieved only through the dissolution of material attachment 

and inherent existence. 

• Inter-Religious Dependent Origination (Pratītyasamutpāda): The doctrine of 

Pratītyasamutpāda posits that no entity or phenomenon exists in isolation or possesses 

independent, intrinsic identity; rather, all things arise and endure in mutual co-dependence. The 

structural and geographical inclusion of this Buddhist cave within the broader shared sacred canvas 

of Badami empirically validates this philosophical principle. It demonstrates that the cultural 

matrix of early medieval Karnataka was not a monolithic, unidirectional mainstream tradition. 

Instead, its identity was dynamically constructed, synthesized, and actualized through continuous 

dialectical interaction, reciprocal assimilation, and peaceful coexistence with contemporaneous 

Buddhist and Jain intellectual currents. 

Conclusion-  

The Synthesis of Indian Philosophy on a Lithic Canvas 

The rock-cut cave architecture of Badami stands not merely as a supreme triumph in the art history of the 

Deccan, but as an unprecedented and rare counterpoint between the creative genius and metaphysical 

consciousness of ancient India. By embedding the spiritual tenets of four major traditions—Shaivism, 

Vaishnavism, Jainism, and Buddhism—within the continuous geographical framework of a single 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                       © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 7 July 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2607183 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org b825 
 

sandstone cliff, the sixth-to-eighth-century Chalukyan master craftsmen (Śilpins) inscribed an enduring 

epic of syncretic philosophy. 

1. Spatial Dynamics and Spiritual Ascension 

The caves of Badami do not function as passive exhibitions or static galleries of stone. These architectural 

spaces were purposefully engineered to be experienced phenomenologically through physical movement 

and sensory engagement. As a practitioner physically ascends the mountain tracks, they progressively 

traverse distinct strata of Indian philosophy. 

The journey commences at the lowest tier with Cave 1, encountering the intense kinetic energy and chaotic 

cosmological manifestation of Nataraja’s eighteen arms. Moving upward into Caves 2 and 3, the seeker 

witnesses the powerful cosmic intrusions of the Saguna (manifested) Divine into the realms of time and 

space via the colossal avatara panels. Navigating through the chiaroscuro of the mandapas, the devotee 

enters the Nirguna (unmanifested) darkness of the garbhagriha. Finally, reaching the absolute summit, 

the seeker confronts the absolute quiescence of Jain mysticism in Cave 4 and the secluded emptiness of 

the Buddhist cell near the Bhutanatha complex. This physical ascent serves as a profound metaphor for 

the interiorization of human consciousness—a deliberate movement from external multiplicity to internal 

unity. 

2. The Lithic Translation of Metaphysical Concepts 

The Chalukyan master craftsmen achieved a pinnacle of Indian aesthetics by translating highly abstract 

and complex doctrines of the Upanishads, Samkhya, Jain, and Buddhist schools into the swift lines of 

sculpture and the rigorous geometry of negative space: 

• Advaita Vedanta: The meticulous vertical bifurcation of the Harihara relief harmonizes Shaivite 

and Vaishnavite dualities, establishing the absolute, non-dual oneness of Brahman. 

• Avatāravāda and Ṛta: The monumental forms of Varaha and Trivikrama, appearing to burst forth 

from the flat cave walls, materialize the doctrines of divine descent into the relative world and the 

subsequent restoration of cosmic order (Ṛta). 

• Anekāntavāda: By granting physical proximity to the non-theistic and rigorous Jain asceticism 

upon the very same cliffside, the architecture visually demonstrates the multidimensionality of 

truth, embodying a profound epistemic humility. 

• Śūnyatā: The systematic excavation and removal (subtraction) of solid rock to engineer the 

primordial Buddhist cell serves as a material proof that the ultimate matrix of wisdom and 

compassion (Śūnyatā) becomes visible only when worldly ego and material density are dissolved. 

In conclusion, Badami is far more than a historical monument; it remains a lithic discourse of Indian 

philosophy. By dismantling the barriers of sectarian insularity, the Chalukyan architects demonstrated 

that divergent philosophical pathways are merely partial perspectives (syadvada) of the same unified 

cosmic reality viewed from differing vantage points. Though empires have dissolved in the currents of 
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time, the epistemological syncretism and artistic consciousness engraved upon the red sandstone of 

Badami continue to remind civilization of the absolute, unbroken unity underlying all apparent cosmic 

multiplicity. 
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