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INTRODUCTION

Nearly every one who visits south
India returns with the impression that it is
a land of temples. North India, too, was
as much a land of temples, but having been
relatively free from repeated foreign inva-
sions, the country south of the Vindhyas
was able to preserve a larger number of
its religious monuments from wanton
destruction or calculated negligence.
This historical circumstance accounts
for a more continuous development of the
art of temple-building in the South, free
from the arresting influences of alien cul-
tures which came to dominate north
India from the thirteenth century.

South India is dotted with thousands
of temples, many of them old and some
in ruins. Apart from the famous temple-
towns, a good number of villages and
towns have two or more temples, some so
ancient and venerated that they have
become places of pilgrimpge. A large
majority of the existing temples are
simple, unostentatious structures with
no great artistic merit. The really great
ones are monuments of considerable
antiquity, the oldest of them dating back
to fourteen centuries. Besides their anti-
quity and artistic excellence there is the
interesting fact that these temples have
gone through a long evolutionary process
documenting, as it were, the history - of
south Indian culture.

Visiting the great temples, one is
struck by their massiveness of propor-
tion and the excellence of craftsman-
ship found in their pillars,. figure sculp-

tures, ceilings, towers and frieze-laden
walls. We stand amazed at the super-
human patience which generations of
artisans have bestowed on their cons-
truction, and the princely munificience
which made them possible. Beneath |
these architectural achievements lay the
urge of the Hindu mind to subordinate
life to religion and seek in it the motive
and ideal of all human endeavour. The'
temple became an aesthetic formulation
of an essentially theistic religion. Through
the temple, men sought to make acces-
sible to their sense-perception all that
their beliefs symbolised. ~ These beliefs
indeed influenced and commanded indi-
viduals in the privacy of their conscience.
But as a visible emblem of the religon,
philosophy and ethics of the people the
temple played a role far more vital than
any other . institution. It became a
symbol of ‘dharma’ for all—kings, nobles
and laymen alike. To provide for its
construction and maintenance became
an act of merit here and in the hereafter.

The great builders and artists sought
self-expresssion through conformity to
tradition rather than originality of ex-
pression. They generally preferred to
remain anonymous. While we admir¢
the elegance and beauty of the temples
of Mamallapuram (also called Maha-
balipuram), the stately grandeur of the
Tanjore vimana and the Madurai gopu-
rams or the rich and exquisite carvings
of the Belur and Halebid temples, we
know very little about those who designed
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these structures and  carved their
details. They did not conceive of art as
secular and religious. All art was one,
basically religious and symbolic. Reli-
gion was in fact a synonym for civilised
existence. The architecture of the tem-
ple only conveyed in spatial terms the
intensity of their longing for a “life of
release”. The deity to whom the struc-
ture was dedicated symbolised the Sup-
reme Principle which controlled the
affairs of the world, and gave direction to
the spiritual urge.

On this account the temple became
the centre of all civic and social life.
Its structure dominated the surroundings
both by its location and size. Its soli-
dity and mass gave a sense of perma-
nence to all other institutions whose
main function, like that of the temple,
was preservation of traditional values.
Every village and town grew round the
temple, which was the hub of all acti-
vities. Its influence extended beyond the
purely religious and spiritual realms and
made the temple an important factor in
the economy of the village. The deity
was a leading land-owner, thanks to fre-
quent donations from kings, nobles, and
lay devotees. This made temples rich
enough to function sometimes as banks,
lending money to needy agriculturists.

The construction of a temple usually
took many years and it gave employment
to hundreds of artisans and engineers.
The finest craftsmen from neighbouring
provinces found patronage, and a whole
generation of talented sculptors and
builders were trained by them during its
construction.

The daily routine of rituals in the
temples gave assured employment to a
large number of people—priests, Brah-

6

mins learned in the Vedas, musicians,
dancing girls, teachers, florists, tailors,
clerks and accountants, and functionaries
of various kinds. Scores of extant ins-
criptions record in considerable detail
the budgetary provisions for stipulated
rites and rituals to be observed in the
temples.

A temple festival was an occasion of |
great social rejoicing and people gather-

ed from surrounding towns and villages

to participate in the general merriment.

These festivals ended up as fairs, often
lasting two or more days. Merchants
and petty traders from places far and near
went there to barter or sell goods.

The age of the temples was essentially
an age of faith. Scholastic learning was
considered the highest intellectual pur-
suit and the standards set for assessment
of individual attainments were very high.
Debates and discourses were held in the
temple premises among scholars who
sought recognition and renown. These
provided an important forum for the
canvassing of various creeds and philo-
sophical schools.

The precincts of the temple were often
the only venue for public entertainment.
Wrestling matches and music and dance-
recitals enlivened the special occasions

of temple ceremony. The rich and poor-

alike had the benefit of these entertain-

ments. During the temple festivities
travellers were given free lodging and
food in the rest-houses or choultries

attached to the temple.

Attached also to the temples were
schools or ‘pathasalas’ where pupils learnt
everything from the three R’s to theo-
logy, philosophy and ethics. Often hos-
pitals were located in the temple premises.



The local assembly or panchayat met
there to discuss municipal affairs or ad-
judicate personal disputes.  The very
conduct of elections or the hearing of
civil disputes in the presence of the
deity invested the proceedings with an
atmosphere of solemnity.

The typical south Indian temple as
we see it in its architecturally complete
form is the product of centuries of
growth and evolution. It is a complex
of structures some of which had func-
tional utility while others had no more
than architectural and decorative value.
The various structures constituting the
temple were added to the main shrine
by stages, often unsystematically and
with little architectural effect. But they
subserved the requirements of an ela-
borate ritual which on festive occasions
 became even more so. To the devotees
the temples themselves were objects of
adoration being “the residence of the
gods”—‘devasthanam’. So they had to
be not only big and imposing but beauti-
ful and permanent. The evolution of
temple architecture from its simple un-
ostentatious beginnings as a shrine of
worship into an agglomeration of struc-
tures conformed to the growing emotional
demands of the devotees. The fully
evolved architectural form with its sanc-
tuary (Garbhagriha), vestibule (Antarala),
the pillared halls (Mandapam) the tower
over the cella(Sikhara), the cloisters or the
rectangular range of cells, the imposing
gopurams or towers on the gateways,
the innumerable niches, zlcoves and
recesses, are all developments which were
beyond the conception of those who
designed the earliest temples.

The great era of temple-building
which started on modest lines about A.D.

500 and culminated in the great temple
at Madura or Ramesvaram, for instance
(about A.D. 1600), corresponds in many
respects to a similar movement in Europe
during the Middle Ages. With the
revival of Brahmanism in the seventh
century the entire sub-continent craved
for new art forms based on familiar themes
from the epics and the Puranas. This
gave aecsthetic content to the religious
and spiritual aspirations of the common
people and at the same time satisfied
the ruling monarchs and nobles who
sought popularity and renown as up-
holders of ‘Dharma’.

Tracing the beginnings of temple
architecture in South India on the basis
of extant examples we are led to a group
of stone-built shrines in Aihole (in the
Bijapur District of Mysore State) which
are about the earliest. These temples,
most of them Hindu and others Jaina,
were built by the early Chalukyan rulers
between  about A.D. 450—600, corres-
ponding to the period when the Gupta
and Vakataka shrines were built in
northern and central India. These Aihole
temples are the architectural ancestors of
what is commonly known as the Chaluk-
yan school in south India, whose evo-
lutionary process continued right up to

_the middle of the 13th century. Though

temples belonging to this school are
largely confined to the Kannada-speak-
ing country, the influence of the style
is to be found as far north as Mt. Abu.

In the south and south-eastern parts,
consisting mainly of the Tamil-speaking
districts and parts of Andhra Pradesh,
a different style of temple building evolv-
ed which is commonly named as the
Dravida or Dravidian school. To this
belong the well-known temples of Tanjore,
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Madurai, Srirangam, Chi ambaram,
Ramesvaram, etc. As we see them today
with their many concentric enclosures,
imposing towers and ornate ‘halls of
thousand pillars”, they are the compo-
site products of a long evolution over a
thousand years. The earliest of the
surviving examples which belong to
about A.D. 600 is the Mamallapuram
group of temples (36 miles south of
Madras) constructed by the Pallava
rulers. We find in these rock-cut and
stone-built structures not the crude efforts
of craftsmen still struggling to compre-
hend the purpose and principles of archi-
tecture but the work of a fairly advanc-
ed school of builders who conformed
to practices long established by tradition.
Obviously, the Mamallapuram group of
temples had its architectural forbears
which have failed to survive the ravages
of time. This might be due to the perish-
able nature of the materials with which
they were constructed. There is a large
gap, therefore, in our knowledge of Dravi-
dian temples prior to the seventh century.

To some extent light is shed on the
subject by the Buddhist monuments, all
in ruins, which have been unearthed in
the deltas of the Krishna and Godavari
rivers in Andhra Pradesh. The zeal of
Emperor Asoka was responsible for
carrying the message of the Buddha
into the heart of South India in the 3rd
century B.C. This we know from the
numerous edicts which he left engraved
on rocks. But the full impact of Bud-
dhist art from the North was not notice-

able till quite some time later. The
Buddhist monuments, some rock-cut and
others structural, which have been found
in the Krishna and Godavari deltas are
architecturally the southern counter-
parts of the Buddhist stupas of the North.
They are traceable to the post-Asokan
period, namely about 200-150 B.C.
With the break-up of Asoka’s vast empire
after his death, south India passed into
the hands of a dynasty of local rulers
known as the Andhras who were also
Buddhist. Their earlier capital at Sri-
kakulam and the later one at Dhanya-
kataka or Amaravati, on the banks of the
Krishna, were the first scenes of religious
architecture in south India. The rem-
nants of these monuments tell the story
of imposing structures, not very different
from the Stupa of Sanchi, which adorned
this region. The Buddhist monasteries
cut imto rocks, as at Guntupalle (Krishna
District) and the Sankaram Hills (Visa-
khapatnam - District), together with the
great Stupas at Bhattiprolu, Amaravati,
Jaggayyapetta and Ghantasala, introduced
the tradition of religious architecture to
south India which centuries later Brah-
manical Hinduism was to transform into
an altogether new architectural style.
The building art which developed in
India during the early centuries of the
Christian era developed more or less
independently in the west, south and
north of the sub-continent. But the
basic inspiration for all of them was the
same and the principles on which their
construction was based were derived
from a common text, the Vastushastra.
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THE DRAVIDIAN STYLE

PALLAVA TEMPLES
(600—850)

As we have seen, the temples of south
India may be broadly classified into the
Dravidian and Chalukyan styles of archi-
tecture, the former being confined mainly
to the Tamil-speaking region and the latter
to the Kannada-speaking areas. Kerala
in the south-west and far south came under
the influence of the Chalukyan and the
Dravidian styles though many of the
temples there have characteristics which
are distinctively indigenous to the region.

" The imposing temples of the Dravi-
dian group which have exercised com-
pelling influence on generations of
devotees and onlookers are products of
a long, unbroken development. Five
great ruling dynasties namely the Pallavas
(600-900), the Cholas (900-1150), the
Pandyas (1100-1350), the Vijayanagar
(1340-1565) and the Nayaks of Madura
(1600-1700), were intimately associated
with this process of development.

The Pallava era of South Indian
history which synchronises with the post-
Gupta period in the North represents a

transition from the ancient to the medi-
eval. In a very real sense the Pallava
laid the foundations of the Dravidian
style, as evidenced by the Mamallapuram
group and the earliest of Kanchi temples.
By now south as well as north India had
broken away from the earlier Buddhistic
traditions. During the three centuries
of Pallava rule the far South produced
two main forms of temple architecture,
the rock-cut and the structural.

Of these, the earlier one was the rock-
cut style (about A.D. 600-700) which
consists again of two groups of monu-
ments—the pillared mandapas (halls),
and the more elaborate monolithic
shrines familiarly known as ‘rathas’.
These mandapas are -simple open pavi-
lions excavated into rock with one or
more cellas deeply cut into the rock wall.
The pillars of these rock-cut shrines
which belong to the reign of Mahen-
dravarman, are massive.  The shafts
are octagonal and the upper and lower
parts square in plan. Its front facade
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consists of a row of pillars seven feet
high with heavy brackets of immense
size. These early rock-cut shrines found
in South and North Arcot, Tiruchirapalli,
Chingleput, Krishna, Guntur and Nellore
Districts suggest a primitive structure
without even so much as a cornice above
the pillars. But this elementary design
was soon improved upon, with roll-cor-
nices and decorative motifs resembling
the Buddhist Chaitya arches.

We then come to the second group
of rock-cut temples known as the Maha-
malla group (640-690 A.D.) found in
Mamallapuram where the distinctive cha-
racteristics of the Pallava style began to
take form. In this period cave-temples
were still in fashion, but free-standing
monolithic shrines came into vogue side
by side with cave temples. The heavy,
massive pillars of the earlier period are
replaced by more slender and ornamental
ones, supported by squatting lions.
These temples evidence a new trend in
temple architecture in which the pyramidal
design becomes prominent with several
of the pillared halls being mounted one
upon the other. Another group of rock-
cut temples of a slightly earlier period,
found at Bhairavakonda (North Arcot
District), show a different kind of deve-
lopment in that their pillars and capitals
are more sophisticated in design. In
these pillars we notice the beginnings of
the architectural character of the Ilater
Dravidian temples.

Rising from sandy surroundings with
nothing to indicate its ancient glory but
a group of rock-cut and stone-built
shrines, Mamallapuram is now a place
of pilgrimage to students of art and an
important centre of tourist interest. For
over thirteen centuries the waves of the
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sea have lashed against this ancient Pal-
lava seaport, and the ruthless sea-borne
winds have obliterated the fine texture
of its lithic monuments. Rising from a
bed of sand on the sea-shore was a large
hill of granite about half a mile long, a
quarter-mile wide and about a hundred
feet high. To the south of it was an-
other granite outcrop about two hundred
and fifty feet long and fifty feet high.
These two rock formations constituted
the material from which this famous group
of Pallava monuments was chiselled.
The latter of the two formations is covered
over on one side with the famous sculp-
tured panel known as ““Arjuna’s Penance”
or the “Descent of the Ganga”. It is
a remarkable portraiture in relief of the
cults of River and Naga worship preva-
lent in those days. :

The entire group of monuments at
Mamallapuram is an exquisite example
of early temple architecture, unrivalled
by any other of comparable antiquity
in India. There are ten ‘mandapas’ or
excavated halls besides the monolithic
Rathasknown also as the ‘Seven Pagodas’.
The two illustrate altogether different
forms of architecture. The mandapas
are no higher than 15 or 20 feet, being
on that account the more remarkable
for the architectural effect they convey.
The speciality of these mandapas lies
in the shape and design of their pillars ,
roll cornices and the harmonious blend-
ing of figure-sculpture with the architec-
ture. The pillars, particularly those on
the facade of the mandapas dedicated
to Durga and Varaha which have the lion
motif for their base, are remarkable for
their elegance and beauty.: The fluted
shaft and the beautiful curves of the
‘melon’ capital, the lotus motif above and



the wide abacus have all been skilfully
moulded toproduce an effect of harmony
and strength.

We see in these temples, as in those
of Ellora, the artists’ attempt to combine
sculpture with architecture to great effect.
The panel of sculptures enclosed within
pilasters and mouldings on the interior
walls of the Durga and Varaha mandapas,
are -the finest of their kind. The more
notable among them are those which
depict the Varaha (Boar) and Vamana
(Dwarf) incarnations of Vishnu, Durga
slaying the buffalo-demon Mahisha and
the two secular groups representing the
Pallava rulers Simhavishnu and Mahendra
with their consorts.

The architecture of the monolithic
Rathas is based on an entirely different
idea. They are derivations from the older
Buddhist Viharas. The only exception is
the Draupadi Ratha, dedicated to Draup-
adi, the queen of the Pandavas, the heroes
of the Mahabharata. It is the simplest and
smallest of them being an artistic replica
of the hermit’s hut containing only a cell.
The Rathas, fashioned after the Vihara
or monastery, are all square or oblong
in plan and pyramidal in elevation.
There are five of this category varying
in size and minor details. The largest
and the most complete of them namely
the Dharmaraja Ratha, combines the
characteristic features of the Pallava
temple—the pillars in the portico
with rampant lions, the pyramidal tower
and the turreted roof. The Bhima,
Ganesh and Sahadeva rathas are oblong
in plan and are based on the architecture

of the Chaitya hall. Two or three storeys |
high, they are surmounted by a barrel!

roof with the Chaitya gable at the ends.
In this multi-storeyed structure with its

barrel roof we see the beginnings of the
great Dravidian gopurams which were
to develop nearly six centuries later.

The excellent quality of figure sculp-
ture in the Mamallapuram group of tem-
ples set the tone for the development of
plastic art in later years. This movement
was soon to blossom into the great clas-
sical art of Java and Cambodia. Percy
Brown observes that “‘these figure subjects
of Mamallapuram are endowed with that
same passionate spirit which pulsates
in the Christian art of Europe of the
corresponding date but with even finer
feeling for form and more experienced
craftsmanship”.

The second phase of Mamallapuram
architecture which followed the rock-
cut technique belongs to the last quarter
of the seventh century. This new move-
ment patronised by Narasimha II or
Rajasimha, favoured structural architec-
ture, an opportunity which the talented
masons must have greatly welcomed
because of the added facility it gave for
the display of their skill. The pillars
of these masonry temples are slender
and are supported not by squatting but
rampant lions. Of these structural
temples the most outstanding examples
are the Shore temple at Mamallapuram,
and the temples of Kailasanatha and
Vaikuntaperumal at  Kanchipuram.
They all belong to the period 700-800
A.D., the earliest of them being the
Kailasanatha temple. The solidity of
the masonry of the Shore temple

/which was built soon after, is vouched
‘for by the fact that for over twelve cen-

turies it has withstood the pitiless on-
slaught of the monsoons, the battering
of sea waves and the treachery of drift-
ing sands. A massive wall originally
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