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INTRODUCTION


In the most simple terms, a Hindu temple can be described as a place of worship. Housing the anthropomorphised image of a divinity, it is referred to as the ‘abode of god’ (deva-griha/deva-yatana/devalaya) in Sanskrit literature dating to the first millennium BCE. This straightforward definition, however, elides great complexity, in terms of the Hindu temple’s form, function, meaning, and identity. For example, in addition to public worship inside a built structure, the worship of Hindu deities has also taken place in domestic precincts as well as in open-air spaces. The earliest extant temples are rock-cut caves that have survived in the hilly eastern and western regions of the Indian subcontinent. Structural temples in brick and stone date from around the fifth century CE. In contrast, archaeological excavations at sites have uncovered remains of temples from the second and first centuries BCE.

These discoveries are further compounded by the fact that the current prominence given to the architectural form, style, and aesthetics of the temple structure dates only to the nineteenth century, when British and European architectural historians first encountered temples in the Indian subcontinent and set about classifying them based on a European system of categorisation. Given this shift in the intellectual framework from Indic to European in the modern period, how do we come to grips with the meaning and place of the temple in Hinduism?

This brings us to another question: does the temple structure define sacred space where the gods dwell, or is sanctity also accorded to the hills, rivers, trees, and groves that form its surroundings? Early writings in Sanskrit and Tamil refer to pilgrimage to a region rather than a single isolated temple site. This highlights the interconnectedness of temple sites and their locations in diverse cultural landscapes. It further indicates how, through patronage, rituals, and pilgrimage, shrines came to be associated with a sense of place, historical memory, and sacred cartography.

The Hindu temple shares many common features with shrines of other religious traditions of India, such as Buddhism, Jainism, local and regional cults, and so on. The religious identity of a centre was rarely restricted to one religion. Indeed, historically, the multiple religious affiliation of temples has been the norm rather than the exception. This is amply demonstrated, for example, by the rock-cut caves at Ellora in Aurangabad district in the state of Maharashtra. The earliest cave excavation at the site began in the late sixth century and was dedicated to the ascetic god Shiva, followed by Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain caves over the next several centuries. Another example of this varied belonging is the sacred landscape of Bodh Gaya in Bihar, which was venerated both by the Buddhists and Hindus.

The emergence of the temple certainly represented a new religious understanding within Hinduism: a transition from the ancient Vedic notion of ritual space as mobile to an understanding of religious space in terms of specific locales and geographic places, even if this transformation did not translate into the marginalisation of the Vedas, the Hindu primary revelation, as is sometimes presumed. The temple’s rootedness within certain spaces naturally brought it into close contact with various Hindu communities and broader society. The temple was not merely a place of worship and a static indicator of royal generosity, but was an institution that involved the active participation of the community for its establishment, maintenance, and survival.

Hindu temples in India are thus intimately associated with people. Diverse social groups, from priests and patrons to worshippers, devotees, temple workers, and travelling merchants engaged with shrines and sacred spaces in complex ways. Ritual and worship are simply one of the many roles that shrines and temple spaces have served. For example, shrines have also provided a space for social and political interaction and growth. Many temple-inscriptions document complex arrangements for the use of temple resources, whether these were lands donated to the shrine or revenues from shops and markets. In the larger temples, we find mention of several classes of temple employees, such as administrators, treasurers, accountants, temple women, cooks, sweepers, artisans, and watchmen. Resources for temple rituals, processions, and for the large number of temple employees were generated through surplus agricultural production on temple lands and from gifts in cash and kind from trading groups. Inscriptions also provide a record of legal transactions conducted and form a valuable source of information on the legal jurisdiction of the temple.

These social roles of the temple are indications of its significant impact on the cultural integration of the diverse communities that either lived in its vicinity or engaged with it in different ways. Apart from their role as adjudicators in society, religious shrines were consumers of a variety of commodities used in ritual, such as incense, oil, and flowers. They also functioned as important locales for trading activity, as indicated by the shops and markets situated within or near temple premises. The building of new temples stimulated economic growth, transforming both the geographic and social landscapes of a region.



This book’s principal objective is to provide an overview of how Hinduism has been practised in Hindu temples across India throughout history. While studies on Hindu temples have often remained focused on structural remains and icons, the present book explores the diverse ways in which devotees, patrons, and visitors have engaged with temples, shrines, and their larger cultural landscapes. The underlying principle that binds the ensuing chapters together is the Hindu temple’s social base rather than its chronological development or its splendid art and architecture.

The book begins by addressing the discovery of Hindu temples, in many cases through archaeological investigation (Chapter 1). Attending to the cultural landscapes in which Hindu temples were embedded, it proceeds to explore the salience within these landscapes of water bodies and water rituals (Chapter 2), which are seldom discussed in connection with Hindu religious architecture, but which often have an integral relationship with the life-world of the temple. Following this, the book hones in on the vibrancy and dynamism of the Hindu temple and its landscape in a selection of key regions across the Indian subcontinent: Varanasi (Chapter 3), the coast (Chapter 4), the Malaprabha River valley (Chapter 5), Tamil Nadu (Chapter 6), and the Ganga delta (Chapter 7). These chapters will illustrate, with ample examples, how and why communities in these various natural and cultural environments built and maintained religious architecture. They will also underscore the many adaptations and transformations the Hindu temple has undergone as it persisted vigorously into the present.

In this book, many of the more famous temple complexes and World Heritage Sites of India are not discussed. These are comprehensively examined in the available literature.1 The inventory of readings on these splendid examples of Hindu religious architecture is long and covers authors such as Stella Kramrisch, Krishna Deva, Michael Meister, M. N. Dhaky, George Michell, Devangana Desai, Vidya Dehejia, Leslie Orr, Crispin Branfoot, and R. N. Misra, among others. The aim of this book, however, is somewhat different. It seeks to draw into the discussion on Hindu temples the valuable insights that archaeological data offers for understanding the demarcation, utilisation, and sharing of these sacred spaces.

Archaeologists use the term ‘landscape’ to refer to both the natural environment and also one that has been mediated by human intervention. Rather than focusing on the structure or the monument, they study the landscape to understand the complex array of cultural practices of the inhabitants of archaeological sites. Taking its cue from such an approach, this book intends to illustrate the value of examining temples not as isolated structures but as part of a rich microcosm. To examine the Hindu temple in this way is to provide an alternative to the common tendency in historical writing on ancient India to explain the origins of the Hindu temple in the middle of the first millennium CE in functional terms, namely the need of local elites to legitimise their status in a period of urban decay, decline of trade, and agrarian expansion. There has also been a notable trend in discussions of the Hindu temple to assume a disjunction between the ritual practices of the ancient Vedas and subsequent bhakti or devotional practice associated with Puranic literature. Yet an archaeological study of Hindu architecture, such as that adopted in this book, indicates that there is in fact continuity between Vedic rituals and the image worship of the Hindu temple.



The sacred exists entirely within culture and manifests itself in a variety of contexts: temples, locations, images, and people. The sacredness of time, objects, or persons depends upon context, and the boundaries between the sacred and the everyday are fluid. A temple image or icon prior to consecration is merely stone, metal, or wood; once consecrated, however, it is empowered and becomes the focus of divine mediation.

Hinduism is not creedal. Adherence to Hinduism is, above all, characterised not by an acceptance of certain beliefs but, rather, the performance of certain duties. As Frits Staal writes, a Hindu ‘may be a theist, pantheist, atheist, communist and believe whatever he likes, but what makes him into a Hindu are the ritual practices he performs and the rules to which he adheres, in short, what he does’.2 These rituals and social rules are derived from the Vedas, and from the manifold inspired texts of human authorship that constitute the Hindu secondary revelation. These rules, furthermore, find expression in various forms: ancient Vedic sacrifices (which continued to be performed well into the historical period), domestic rituals, etc., and puja (worship), as manifested within the physical form of the temple and its sacred landscape.

Temples are ritual instruments. Their function is ‘to web individuals and communities into a complicated and inconsistent social fabric through time’.3 I would like to suggest that Hindu temples and the pan-Indian cultural practices, rituals, and imagery for which they held space formed the basis of the self-perception and identity of the local population of the subcontinent long before the European discovery of the term ‘Hinduism’. To unearth this, we need to unravel the multiple levels at which these sacred sites interacted with a diverse range of communities and their cultural practices. A judicious use of the archaeological data provides the basis by which to do this.
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I THE DISCOVERY OF ANCIENT TEMPLES


Discussion of the origins of the Hindu temple has generally relied on a study of surviving temples dated to the middle of the first millennium CE, as these were documented and recorded in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, largely by military officials and other Europeans who came to the Indian subcontinent in the wake of the East India Company. It was also around this time that archaeology as a discipline was established in the West and there was an increasing interest in material remains of the past. The Archaeological Survey of India was set up in 1861, three years after the British Raj had been established in the country. How did these early beginnings impact the study of the Hindu temple? Leading from this is the second question: how did the development of archaeology generate new data for an understanding of the Hindu shrine and its cultural environment? It is the responses to these questions that we discuss in this chapter, to highlight the insights that the discipline of archaeology provides to the significant position that the temple possessed in the cultural landscape of the country.

In this first chapter, we discuss the history of archaeology in India and the different ways in which it contributed to an understanding of the past, especially the understanding of Hinduism and the Hindu temple. Who were the pioneers in this field, and to what extent does their work find a place in current studies? The discipline of archaeology came to India at a time when colonial rule had been established in large parts of the country. The Battle of Plassey in 1757 signalled the beginning of British rule in India after years of commercial activity under the East India Company, which was founded in 1600 and had acquired a monopoly of all English trade to Asia. Cotton textiles formed the basis of British commercial activity, and the early settlements established by the Company at Madras, Calcutta, and Bombay developed into major commercial centres.

An examination of the archaeological data shows that the temples were developed at least four to five centuries earlier than the middle of the first millennium CE – a date proposed on the basis of the surviving temples. A study of religious shrines and sacred spaces establishes that many of them continued over long periods, and maintained a dynamic and harmonious relationship with communities living in the vicinity. In addition, archaeological data helps uncover household shrines, objects of personal devotion, broad landscapes of fields, villages, and sacred spaces, and offerings of food made to the gods. It is not often appreciated that disciplines such as archaeology and anthropology developed within the last 500 years in Europe. Till then it was generally believed that the world had been created in the year 4004 BCE, the date prescribed for the origin of the world in the Bible. Any study of the past was based solely on literary sources, especially those of the Greeks and Egyptians. There was little awareness of the diverse cultures and religions of the world. This changed gradually, as Christian missionaries travelled to other parts and discovered religious communities and beliefs different from their own.

The first scientific archaeological excavation in the world was undertaken in 1784 when Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), who later became the third President of the United States of America, dug a section across a burial mound on his property in Virginia and concluded that the mound had been used as a place of burial on many separate occasions. Thus, the disciplines of archaeology and anthropology transformed the study of the past in Europe and moved it beyond the domain of literary texts to material artefacts, architectural edifices, and the study of communities and societies. How did archaeological knowledge impact the study of India’s past at a time when the country was under the rule of the British Raj?

THE MILITARY SURVEYORS AND THE SCALE DRAWINGS OF RELIGIOUS ARCHITECTURE


Many of those involved in archaeological work were either military men, such as Colonel Meadows Taylor, who focused attention on prehistoric sites and megalithic monuments of the Deccan, or others who were drawn from other services. Prominent among the pre-historians was Robert Bruce Foote (1834–1912), who joined the Geological Survey of India at the age of twenty-four and is known both for his geological studies as well as for the discovery of prehistoric artefacts in Madras Presidency.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, several instances of colonial administrators involved in the collection of varied information on archaeology stand out, starting with Colin Mackenzie (1753–1821). In 1783, Mackenzie secured a commission in East India Company’s Madras Army and carried out two surveys: one of Guntur and the other of the roads from Nellore to Ongole. In 1792, he was appointed as Engineer and Surveyor to the Subsidiary Force in the service of the Nizam of Hyderabad. Thus, one aspect of Mackenzie’s work was the official topographical survey and compilation of detailed maps, and he was supplied with a staff for this. At the same time, Mackenzie was involved in the collection of historical, literary, and cultural material, for which he built his own team of specially trained helpers and brahmana assistants. For the most part, this latter collection is a rich source of information on a variety of historical and anthropological topics. But this can only be used with caution and after verification from other sources. In 1811, he was appointed Chief Engineer to the expedition to seize Java from the Dutch, and in 1812, Mackenzie visited the temple complex of Prambanan in central Java, surveyed the area, and sketched the ruins.

Mackenzie’s project differed from that of his contemporaries in that he relied upon, and respected, the linguistic and other skills of local Indians, who provided information and scholarly assistance. His chief interpreter was Kavelli Venkata Boria, whom he met in 1796, and who was competent in Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, and Sanskrit languages, as well as medieval scripts. Another of his associates, Pundit Sri Nivasa, may be described as the first Indian antiquarian; he wrote a description of the ruins of Rajgir in Bihar in the Calcutta Annual Register 1822 and the Oriental Magazine 1823. Mackenzie’s chief assistant was Cavelly Venkata Luxmiah, a professor in Madras College and a Corresponding Member of the Royal Asiatic Society, who founded the Literary Society of Madras.

After Mackenzie’s death, the Bengal Government purchased his entire collection of Indian antiquarian materials for 100,000 rupees, but then divided the collections, which were sent to different repositories. While the 1700 drawings and paintings went to the British Library, Mackenzie’s coins and sculptures were deposited in the Company’s India Museum in London. When that institution was abolished in 1879, the sculptures were distributed between the South Kensington Museum (now the Victoria and Albert) and the British Museum, while the coins went to the British Museum.

Particularly relevant for this chapter is Mackenzie’s work on local histories and drawings of south Indian temples, such as those of the Hoysala period (tenth to fourteenth centuries), temples at Halebid and Amritpur, and the city of Vijayanagara (fourteenth to sixteenth centuries) in Karnataka, as also the Mallikarjuna Temple at Srisailam in Andhra. Mackenzie’s work highlights the different modes of representing space, especially architecture, from the picturesque landscapes to maps and plans, measured elevations, and sculptural details. These are contrasted with non-European local representations of sacred space that emphasise local myths and iconographies. Between 1799 and 1816, Mackenzie sent his assistants to collect oral traditions of the temples as known to the inhabitants of neighbouring villages, and had his draftsmen make measured drawings of the temples at Mahabalipuram, or Mamallapuram, on the Tamil coast.1

Luxmiah’s account of his ethnographic survey in 1803 at the site informs us that the inhabitants of Mahabalipuram village were Vaishnava brahmanas, while those of a neighbouring settlement of Purchary were Shaiva. Though the accounts of the two groups often contradicted each other, they did attribute patronage of the temples to local kings. These narratives provide researchers with a rare glimpse into local histories of the temple complex at Mahabalipuram and the large sculpted rock depicting the story of Arjuna’s penance, to receive a divine bow from Shiva though early twentieth-century art historians have interpreted it as descent of the Ganga, as described in the Mahabharata. Two aspects of Mackenzie’s contribution stand out: firstly, the use of local histories to understand temples; and, secondly, the collection of manuscripts from Java, which subsequently provided data to writers such as Stamford Raffles for the History of Java, and led early writers to propose that it was Indian influence that had resulted in the efflorescence of early Indonesian culture.

In addition to military surveyors, there were local scholars such as Pandit Ram Raz (1790–1830) and Bhagwanlal Indraji (1839–1888). Ram Raz was born in Thanjavur and did remarkable work on architecture, which was published posthumously by the Royal Asiatic Society in 1834 under the title Essay on the Architecture of the Hindus. In this work, Ram Raz drew on Sanskrit architectural treatises, or Shilpashastras, to discuss various categories of religious architecture. One of these was the Manasara, which was subsequently edited and translated by P. K. Acharya (1927–1933); and the other was Mayamatam, now known through the translation and commentary of the French Sanskritist and archaeologist Bruno Dagens. Most of the texts that Ram Raz had compiled were from South India and included instructions for both religious and secular buildings in towns and villages. Ram Raz also observed the disconnect that existed between the learned brahmanas who could read the Shilpashastras and the craftsmen who worked on religious architecture, and had learned their craft through practice. He illustrated his book with drawings of various architectural parts of the temples of South India and it is in the presentation of the drawings and their reflection in the textual treatises that the author made a valuable contribution.

Bhagwanlal Indraji was based in the city of Junagadh in Gujarat and was involved in archaeology and a study of the past, based on Jain literature. An intrepid researcher without any formal training, he combined field surveys with studies in Sanskrit texts, epigraphy, and numismatics to address issues of identification of sculptures and chronology. Three of his Gujarati diaries relate to his travels to different archaeological sites, such as the Buddhist caves at Ajanta in Maharashtra in 1871, and a year later, to the caves at Bagh near Gwalior. His diaries also contain accounts of the monuments as narrated by local inhabitants of the nearby villages and are a source of valuable insights.

THE ASIATIC SOCIETY OF BENGAL AND THE MAKING OF MUSEUM COLLECTIONS


The Baptist missionary John Chamberlain recorded in his diary on 20 November 1817 a conversation he had with an elderly brahmana. The brahmana abruptly asked the missionary, ‘How is it that your countrymen steal our gods?’2

The seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries were periods when British officers and travellers removed antiquities and other objects from temples and archaeological sites in India either for personal gain, gifts to friends, or for the sake of curiosity. For example, William Feilding (1582–1643), courtier to Charles I, travelled to India in 1631–1633, removed a black brass idol from a temple, and presented it to his patron back home. Another early traveller was William Hedges (1632–1701), who in 1683 took a boat trip down the Hooghly River to the island of Sagar from where he removed an eleventh-century Vishnu image. He returned to England in 1685 and sent the image to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1: Stone image of Vishnu from Sagar Island, dated 1050 CE, which was presented to the Ashmolean Museum in 1686 by an early governor of the East India Company (courtesy the author).



Founded in 1784 by Sir William Jones, the Asiatic Society of Bengal was primarily interested in textual studies of Sanskrit, Pali, and Persian literature. The publicity resulting from the purchase and monetary benefit accruing to the widow of Colin Mackenzie, followed by an appeal by James Prinsep (1799–1840), the Assay Master of mints at Calcutta and Benares, the Secretary of the Asiatic Society, and editor of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, induced several military officers stationed in different parts of the subcontinent into a collection spree involving coins, inscriptions, and rubbings in large numbers, which were often sold to museums.

The first museum collection in India was founded in Calcutta in 1796 under the auspices of the Asiatic Society of Bengal – only forty years after the inception of the British Museum in London. In 1865, the Asiatic Society of Bengal handed over its zoological, geological, and archaeological collections to the new museum. The Indian Museums Act of 1866 sanctioned this arrangement, which fructified with the completion of the Indian Museum building in 1875. The bulk of the archaeological collection in the Indian Museum came from archaeological sites, since in the nineteenth century there was no attempt to preserve sculptures and images at the site itself from where they had been recovered. This changed gradually in the early twentieth century, when the Archaeological Survey of India initiated the practice of setting up site museums near archaeological sites.

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF INDIA


Alexander Cunningham (1814–1893) was a late contemporary of James Prinsep. He retired from the army on 30 June 1861 after twenty-eight years of service, with the rank of Major General, but soon thereafter was appointed Archaeological Surveyor to the Government of India. In 1871, as the Director-General of the newly constituted Archaeological Survey of India, Cunningham along with his officers, such as J. D. Beglar and A. C. L. Carlleyle, initiated the study of architectural remains as the primary focus of Indian archaeologists. Cunningham’s abiding interest was in the biography of the historical Buddha, though his explorations led him to the recovery of a varied archaeological landscape, including what he suggested were the earliest Hindu temples dated to the Gupta dynasty (fourth to sixth centuries CE) in central India at Bhitari, Nachna, Eran, Tigawa, and so on. Cunningham identified their distinctive features and credited the ruling dynasty of the Guptas with their construction. Current research shows that of the twenty-eight known Gupta temples, there is only one definite inscriptional record of patronage by a Gupta king. The ruined brick temple at Bhitari, in Uttar Pradesh, has a record of Skandagupta on the pillar, which states that the king consecrated an image of Sharngi, or Vishnu, and endowed a village for the maintenance of the temple. The Nachna-Kuthara group of temples about 100 kilometres southeast of the better known Khajuraho temple complex was visited by Cunningham in 1885.

Cunningham visited the modest flat-roofed shrine at Tigawa village, located between Katni and Jabalpur in Madhya Pradesh, in 1873–1874 and described the images of the river goddesses Ganga and Yamuna on the door jambs. Many of the temples had, however, been systematically robbed by railway contractors for bricks. For example, during his visit to Tigawa in central India, Cunningham saw two standing Gupta temples: one, a fifth-century Parvati temple; and the other, a ninth-century temple dedicated to Shiva, though he traced the foundations of thirty-six other temples.

The extent of Cunningham’s accomplishments can best be judged by reading the twenty-three annual reports (1871–1885), of which the first thirteen were largely based on his personal discoveries in central and northern India. Cunningham opened up interesting possibilities of dating monuments by means of masons’ marks and size of bricks, as also inscriptions, whereas for his contemporaries and successors, style was an important indicator of chronology. Cunningham was successful in identifying Yogini temples at Khajuraho (1864–1865), Bheraghat (1873–1874), Ranipur Jharial (1874–1875), and at Surada in Kalahandi district. He reported that thousands of Hindus would arrive at Khajuraho for pilgrimage during Shivaratri, celebrated annually in February or March based on a lunar calendar.

Cunningham was succeeded by James Burgess (1832–1916), who continued the legacy of his mentor James Fergusson (1808–1886), an indigo merchant who had come to India to work for the family firm of Fairlie, Fergusson & Co. of Calcutta. Soon his interest shifted from merchandising to architecture and for about six years from 1836 to 1841, he travelled to various parts of India, studying and documenting Indian architecture. He published his Handbook of Architecture in 1855.

In Fergusson’s frame of reference, Indian architecture provided an important missing link in the development of architecture in the world, especially the twelfth–thirteenth-century flowering of architecture in Europe. Besides, even though India could never reach ‘the intellectual supremacy of Greece, or the moral greatness of Rome’, architecture in India was still a living art, which could inform in a variety of ways about developments in Europe.3 This was significant, since there was a lack of historical texts in India, and post fifth-century Indian history could only be studied through monuments and inscriptions. It is important to remember that Fergusson’s classification was essentially within a racial-religious framework and the limits of Dravidian architecture were defined by the spread of people speaking Dravidian languages such as Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, and Kannada.

In a perceptive reanalysis of Fergusson’s inputs, and the development of the history of architecture through the works of stalwarts such as D. R. Bhandarkar, E. B. Havell, Stella Kramrisch, Anand Coomaraswamy, S. K. Saraswati, M. A. Dhaky, Krishna Deva, and others, the Chicago-based art historian Pramod Chandra concluded that while James Fergusson and Alexander Cunningham brought in the methodology of ‘scientific’ mapping and documentation of temple sites, they had failed to take into account the large corpus of writings in Sanskrit on architecture.4 It is this ancient wisdom of architectural treatises and oral knowledge conveyed through the system of apprenticeship to traditional craftsmen that Indian scholars contributed. It is also evident from this brief overview that the early study of the temple was based on surviving temples rather than on those recovered through archaeological excavations.

THE SURVIVING TEMPLES


Art historians date the beginnings of Hindu temple architecture to the fifth century, based on surviving stone temples such as Sanchi Temple no. 17 (Figure 1.2) near Bhopal in Madhya Pradesh, or the Kankali Devi Temple at Tigawa about 300 kilometres east of Sanchi. These were modest structures, comprising of a square sanctum with a porch or mandapa in front and a flat roof. Except for ornamentation on the door jamb and the pillars, these shrines were plain both internally and externally.

Contemporary to temple 17 are the twenty rock-cut cave temples located about 10 kilometres from Sanchi, on the hill at Udayagiri near Vidisha (Figures 1.3 and 1.4). On top of the hill is a large platform that once supported a Gupta-period structural temple. The hill is best known for the gigantic image of the Varaha avatara of Vishnu rescuing the goddess earth from the waters of the ocean, as will be discussed in Chapter 3. Another early brick temple, also from fifth century CE, stands at Bhitargaon village in Kanpur district of Uttar Pradesh. It is marked by a tower-like shikhara, or superstructure, on the sanctum. This east-facing temple is constructed on a square base with deep recesses and is best known for the presence of 128 decorative terracotta panels across the walls. Scenes from the epics such as the Ramayana and from the Puranas are vividly portrayed in the terracotta panels.

There are other fifth-century temples such as the Kevalanarasimha Temple at Ramtek, which is the oldest extant temple credited to the Vakataka dynasty (250–500 CE) and the oldest stone temple in Maharashtra, dated to the fifth century, or the Kapoteshvara Temple at Chejerla in Guntur district of Andhra. We will discuss the fifth-century temple at Gop in Gujarat in Chapter 4. The Deh Parbatia Temple on the banks of the Brahmaputra River in Tezpur, Assam, is also dated to the fifth and sixth centuries. How has the archaeological data modified these early beginnings of the temple structure dated to the middle of the first millennium CE?


[image: Image]
Figure 1.2: Temple 17 at Sanchi near Bhopal (courtesy the author).
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Figure 1.3: Rock-cut cave temple 17 at Udayagiri with images of Ganesha and Mahishasuramardini on the façade (courtesy the author).
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Figure 1.4: Shiva linga in cave 4 at Udayagiri, Vidisha (courtesy the author).




THE TEMPLE: BEGINNINGS


When do we have evidence for the presence of a Hindu temple in India? Traditionally Gupta kings who ruled from the fourth to the sixth centuries have been credited with building the first temples, though the archaeological record indicates the presence of shrines dedicated to several deities from the second and first centuries BCE onwards. Perhaps one of the earliest inscriptions indicating a dedication to a Shaiva shrine was found engraved in characters dated to the first century CE, on a flat rectangular red sandstone slab at a place called Chaurasi at Mathura. The epigraph records the donation of a tank, garden, stone tablets, and shrines by a villager named Magakujitakheda for the grace of Lord Shiva. The auspicious symbols shrivatsa and svastika are engraved on the two ends of the inscription. Recent excavations at a 600-acre mound in Sanchankot, in the Unnao district of Uttar Pradesh, have unearthed a complex of five shrines. The earliest of these is an apsidal structure dedicated to the worship of Shiva, as evident from the material artefacts, and dated to the second century BCE to first century CE. Four other temples in the complex belong to a somewhat later first–second century CE period. The site also yielded a terracotta seal bearing the legend ‘Kalanjar peeth’.

Interesting details of an early temple are known from a Brahmi inscription on a sandstone pillar at Besnagar near Vidisha in central India, dated to late second century BCE (Figure 1.5). The inscription refers to the pillar as a Garuda pillar of Vasudeva, the god of gods, and states that it was commissioned by Heliodoros, son of Dion from Taxila, who was a worshipper of Vishnu. The site is about 60 kilometres from Bhopal and about 10 kilometres from the Buddhist site of Sanchi. Archaeological excavations in the area around the pillar yielded remains of a large temple.


[image: Image]
Figure 1.5: The pillar of Heliodoros at Vidisha (courtesy the author).



Significant evidence for an early temple is available from Gudimallam, which is a small village in Chittoor district of Andhra Pradesh. Archaeological excavations that were undertaken in the sanctum of the Parashurameshvara Temple have provided an unbroken sequence of the temple’s long history. The beginnings of the Shiva temple date to the second century BCE when the stone Shiva linga, with an image of Shiva standing on a yaksha, was enshrined within a square stone railing of 1.35 metres length on each side in the hypaethral shrine. In Phase II, dating from the first to third centuries CE, an apsidal brick temple was raised around the Shiva linga, but there is still no evidence for abhisheka, or ritual anointing, of the Shiva linga. In Phase III dating from the ninth century, elaborate arrangements were made for rituals and for regular anointing coinciding with structural activity that added several shrines to the temple complex.

Inscriptions dating from 845 to 989 CE record gifts made by individuals to the god Parashurameshvara. The earliest epigraph that refers to the construction of the temple in stone dates to 1127 CE, but it is evident that by this time several structures such as a number of subsidiary shrines, the brick enclosure wall, and the gateway had already been built. Thus the archaeological excavations at Gudimallam raise several significant issues. These date the origins of the Hindu temple to the second century BCE and indicate the use of stone prior to that of brick. More importantly, the excavations conclude that even though the temple complex underwent several structural variations, the Shiva linga enshrined as the object of worship in the sanctum remained unchanged from the second century BCE onwards.

In addition to shrines to Vishnu and Shiva, there is evidence for temples to the Naga cult and to the fertility deity Lajja-Gauri. An apsidal structure dedicated to the Naga cult was excavated at the site of Sonkh in Mathura district. The site was first settled in 800 BCE, but the earliest evidence for an apsidal shrine (no. 1) of baked brick in the habitation area dates to the first century CE. It was rebuilt and extended several times and was most likely located in the centre of the settlement. A 19-centimetre-high stone relief of a seated Matrika, with two devotees on both sides, was found on the floor of the shrine. Also, a number of terracotta plaques showing the goddess battling the buffalo demon were recovered from either the temple or its close proximity. It would seem that the Mahishasuramardini form of the goddess was a popular deity in Mathura in the early centuries CE, as thirty-four images were found in the area. The fight with the demon was an important part of her cult, though there are no satisfactory references for it either in the Vedas or the Mahabharata. The multiple facets of the goddess are elaborately described in a later text, the Devimahatmya, but there is incongruence between the textual description and the imagery.

A second apsidal temple (no. 2) was found 400 metres north of the main excavated area and dates to a somewhat earlier period in the first century BCE. The early phase of the structure is oriented east-west, with the entrance on the east side. Remains of roof tiles found near the wall indicate a larger, roofed entrance area. The religious affiliation of the first-century BCE shrine is, however, unclear, but most likely it was dedicated to the Naga cult as evident from finds. It is interesting that an image of Nagaraja of the Kushana period is housed in a modern temple on top of the mound and worshipped as Chamaradevi by women of the village. In addition to Mathura, another early centre known for the worship of the Naga cult is Rajgir. Excavations at the site unearthed a brick shrine dated to the second-first centuries BCE and several terracotta figurines of Nagas. Further information for worship of Naginis, or snake goddesses, comes from analyses of four life-sized images dating to the first century CE, probably made in Mathura and taken for worship to Nandan, about 100–110 kilometres from Mathura in the present state of Uttar Pradesh. These figures sculpted of red sandstone in the round are now dispersed in different museums of the world, but a detailed stylistic analysis has traced them to Nandan and has also suggested precedents for them at Sanchi. Nor was the Nagini cult limited to the early centuries CE. The Rauravagama, a Shaiva ritual text from South India dated to the seventh century CE, presents detailed descriptions in two chapters (38 and 57) of the proper rituals to install Naga images and the benefits of such worship.

Another local cult that gained ground in the second and first centuries BCE period was the worship of Lajja-Gauri. This was, in all probability, a fertility cult, which originated from the worship of a supine image, especially during childbirth. It is significant that shrines dedicated to Lajja-Gauri are now known from excavated sites. One of these is the site of Padri in the Talaja tehsil of Bhavnagar district of Gujarat, hardly 2 kilometres from the Gulf of Khambat. The site has Harappan, or Indus valley civilisational, beginnings but was again occupied around the first century BCE. From these early beginnings, the worship of Lajja-Gauri continued into the historical period and often coexisted with the temple. The earliest stone image of a headless female figure termed Lajja-Gauri was discovered in 1881 at Mahakuta in Bagalkot district of north Karnataka, known for its temple complex dated to the seventh and eighth centuries and a major site of pilgrimage, as described in the Puranas. Another example of the coexistence of the fertility deity with the temple is the rock-shelter at Siddhanakolla, 2 kilometres from the village on the Pattadakal-Aihole road, both Pattadakal and Aihole known for the early temples in north Karnataka. It has a natural trough in front, which collects and stores rain water, and the Lajja-Gauri image lying on its back is carved inside the rock-shelter, while two temples, Sangameshvara and Siddheshvara, dated to the ninth–tenth century period, are located nearby. The site continues to be in worship as an annual fair is held at the time of Sankranti, when devotees come in large numbers, and a modern temple has been built at the site. Since its identification in the nineteenth century, knowledge of the chronology and number of images of Lajja-Gauri has increased substantially.
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