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EDITOR’S NOTE

This 28th issue also continues to be very Pan – India in 
character, not only in terms of contributions but also in the  
variety of themes. The papers are not only well – researched  
but are also very detailed. We thank all the contributors of the 
same. 

There are very few papers on Medieval India. Therefore,  
we invite more papers in this area. This is not to be lessen the 
importance of some brilliant papers on Ancient and  
Modern India in this issue. We are grateful to Dr. Nanditha  
Krishna and Dr. S.N. Arya for reviewing books for us. 

We request all our contributors to follow the guidelines  
given on our website https://journalcpriir.com and restrict  
their papers to a maximum of five thousand words. 

I would like to sincerely thank Dr. Nanditha Krishna, 
President of C.P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation, Dr. G. Balaji,  
Dr. Jothymani, Dr. J. Sumathi, Mrs. T. Pichulakshmi,  
Mr. H. Manikandan, Mrs. Lata Ganapathy and all the other  
staff members of the Foundation who have helped in bringing  
out this issue. 

 Dr. G.J. Sudhakar

Editor
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MINES, MINING AND METALLURGY OF 
COPPER IN ANCIENT INDIA

Dr. Mohammad Nazrul Bari
Associate Professor
Department of History, Aligarh Muslim University  
Aligarh (UP)

Abstract

The History of metals and metal technology, 
including its mining, are undoubtedly interlinked. 
After the Stone Age Culture, copper is the earliest 
metals extracted from mines and used by our 
ancestors. The evidence of the abundant use 
of copper objects and its mining all over India 
only indicates that mining and metallurgy were 
important activities during the ancient period. In 
this research paper, an attempt has been made to 
understand the mines, mining and metallurgy and 
other related matters with copper technology based 
on archaeological and available textual evidence.

Keywords: Chisel, Cow dung, Hammer, Harappan 
times, Mines, Mining, Pits
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Introduction

Before the invention of metal and metallurgy, stone axes were 
the most important tools used by human beings all around the world. 
But the stone tools used by our ancestors had serious limitations 
in their production for agriculture and animal husbandry. With 
the invention of metal, it was realised that it was harder, stronger 
and more long-lasting. It is generally believed on the basis of the 
archaeological records that it was only when metal was invented 
that the profession of agriculture and animal husbandry got a new 
dimension in world civilisation and brought greater prosperity and 
well-being. Copper, the first metal used by human beings, takes 
the credit for bringing about a new way of life with fresh ideas and 
new cultural patterns.

The earliest copper metallurgy, according to Bharadwaj, 
is datable to 5000 to 4000 BCE, on the basis of evidence from  
Tal-i-iblis1, near the copper-rich range in Iran. Excavation at  
Tal-i-Iblis has indicated that Kirman mountains, rich in copper  
ore deposits, played an important role in the dissemination of 
metal technology in Afghanistan, Baluchistan and the Indus 
Valley2. However, there is no evidence to prove that the early 
technology of copper and bronze were imported from Iran. 
Mundigak in Afghanistan and several other sites in Baluchistan 
have yielded evidence of the knowledge of copper metallurgy  
in the Indian sub-continent. Evidence from archaeological sites  
like Sindh and Punjab show that people were well conversant  
with this technology even during pre-Harappan times. However,  
the view of Rina Shrivastava, in the light of modern research,  
suggests that the earliest evidence of the use of the copper available 
to us is in the form of cylindrical beads from Mehergarh dated 
around 6000 BCE3.
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It is almost certain that a great spurt in copper metallurgy 

took place in the Harappan times, whereas, after the Harappans, 

Bhardwaj4 sees an actual retrogression in the various chalcolithic 

cultures in existence between c. 2000 – 1100 BCE. With this 

temporary decline, it is further suggested that great activity in 

copper metallurgy begins to show during the period 1100 –  

800 BCE as seen from the presence of a large number of copper 

hoards as well as copper objects from the cultural remains at  

Pandu Rajar Dhibi and Mahisdal (Bengal), Sonepur and Chirand 

(Bihar) and Atranjikhera, Hastinapura, Kausambi and Rajghat 

(UP).

Copper in Ancient Literature

Copper has not been mentioned in the Rig veda, the earliest 

of the Vedas. Rig veda mentions ayas and it has been suggested 

by scholars that it may be a generic name for metals and not 

necessarily copper or iron in particular.  It has, however, been 

mentioned in the Shukla Yajur Veda5  as loha (from lohita or red) 

in a list of six metals. In Atharva Veda, lohitamaya has been used 

in contrast to Shyamamaya or black metal, evidently iron6 . In 

addition to the word lohita, the modern equivalent of copper viz. 

tamra, occurs in one passage of Atharva Veda7 . In later literature, 

terms like krsnayas, kalayasa or syamayas, i.e., ‘dark metal’, 

came in to use, which clearly referred to iron; loha (literally, 

‘red’) or lohayas initially referred to copper, but later became a  

generic term for metal, and often came to mean iron. Rig Veda 

described fire as a ‘cradle of gems’ melting gold, and the blower 
(dhaatari) or the metal smith blowing to produce a sharp flame  
in a furnace8 . Later, Satapatha Brahmana introduced the word 

bhastra meaning the leather-bellow used to blow air into a  

furnace9 .
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Satapatha Brahmana also recorded for the first time the use 
of copper in religious and copper razor (tamra mayah kshurah) 
mentioned twice at shaving10 . The use of copper razor is also  
reported in the context of ceremonies related to shaving 
in Asvalayana Grihasutras11, Parasara Grihasutras12 and 
Sankhayana Grihasutra13 . The term used here for copper is  
loha or lohayasa. Manusmirti14 and Vishnusmirti15 also made  
mention of copper. Ramayana16 recorded that minerals ores 
were found in rocky uplands. In Buddhist literature, especially 
in Jataka, tamba and loha used for copper and a village of  
smith is also recorded in the kingdom of Kasi in Suchi  
Jataka17. The metal is also known to Jaina sources18 .Tamil  
Silappadikaram19  mentioned the copper smiths in context of 
the city of Puhar along with the references to the copper and  
bronze workers in Madura along with furnace of metal  
smelting.

Mines

The copper mines are mostly located along the eastern flank  
of the Aravalli hills extending from the Bharatpur, Alwar 
and Khetri regions in the northeast to south of Udaipur in the  
southwest, reaching as far as Amba Mata on the border of 
Rajasthan and Gujarat. The evidence of copper mining and 
metallurgy reported from Bharatpur are in Nithahar, Bansawar, 
Khareri, Hathori and Khankhera. Interestingly, more than three 
metre deep pits have been reported at Khankhera, and old slag 
heaps are recorded from Khareri.

In the Alwar zone, evidence of mines is recorded from  
Kotri Dariba of about 60 metres in depth. In Pratapgarh, another 
locality closeby, there is a 200-300 vertical shaft similar to  
Kotri Dariba going around 90 meters in depth. In Khetri, an old 
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and well-known copper mine in Rajasthan, old workings are found 

near the top of the narrow mountain range. Near Khetri, Baleshwar 

and near Neem ka Thana, 100 vertical shafts and open trenches are 

found. 

Old working is reported from Bikaner, which was close 

to the Harappan sites. Evidence of copper mining was also 

discovered at Ahar near Udaipur20. Ahar, Birat, Baldeogarh, 

Bhagoni, Jodhawas and Nalladeshwar in the districts of  

Alwar were the other mines utilised by the people during the 

ancient period. Begor, Ajitsagar, Akwali, Gurha, Dhandaota 

were equally important mines of copper located in the  

Jhunjhunu district of Alwar. Chanpura near Rakhabdeo 

in Udaipur district, Mawai ka Poora (Bharapur), Bidasar  

(Bikaner), Baleshwar (Jaipur) and Nathoka (Sikar) were other 

mines that were in use.

In Singhbhum in modern Jharkhand, there is also evidence of 

copper mining reported from Kharsavan, Saraikela and Dalbhum. 

There are traces of old mining activities, including old shafts, 

which are still abundant around Rekha mines near Jamshedpur. 

Surda, Laukesera, Mosabani, Dhobani, Roam, Kendadih, 

Puranapani, Ramchandra Pahar and Rajdeh in Singhbhum district, 

Baraganda (these mines have extensive old workings over a length 

of 1200 metres and slag heaps having 0.08% to 13.04% copper) 

and Geyjadih in Hazaribagh district were the other essential mines 

used for mining as recorded by geologists are now in Jharkhand.

The old Balaghar area of Madhya Pradesh and Kumaon-

Garwal belt in Uttarakhand give us an idea about the use of 

copper mining during the ancient period21. It appears that the  
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Kumaon-Garwal mines were the primary source of copper for  
the upper Gangetic plains.

Mining

Mining of copper has a very long history in India, and our 
nation has always been famous for its mineral wealth. Panini  
used the word khan22 for mine. Even Megasthenes observes, 
“While the soil bears on its surface all kinds of fruits which  
are known to cultivation, it also has numerous underground veins 
of all sorts of metals, for it contains much gold, silver, copper 
and iron in no small quantity, and even tin and others which  
are employed in making articles and accoutrements of war”23.

Kautilya’s Arthasastra is a storehouse of information 
regarding minerals and metals in ancient India of the  
pre-Christian and Christian Era. Mines were of supreme 
importance for the economic welfare of society and the defence  
of a nation against external aggression. Kautilya also mentions 
that “the treasury has its source in mines, from the treasury the 
army comes into being”24.

Regarding the mining of copper, Rina Shrivastava writes  
“the mode of mining in the early stages was a superficial  
grouping of oxide rich gossan cap, as seen in several mining  
areas. Most of the pits measure 7-8 metres in diameter and  
3-4 meters in depth. It seems that fire was built within the pits 
and was rapidly extinguished by throwing water upon the 
heated surface, which caused disintegration or shattering of 
the surrounding rocks. This helped in the extraction of copper  
ore-bearing minerals from mine walls”25.

The copper belt of Singhbhum26 provides us with reasonable 
evidence of copper mining from ancient times. The rich and 
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abundant deposits of copper ores have been a constant source of 
mining, and the mines here have now reached up to groundwater 
level. From the entire underground area, ores have been  
extracted, leaving only a support column. The working was 
approached by a passage made in the hillside. The passage used  
to be 0.9-2.4 metres X 1.2 metres. The miners extracted the 
veinstone with the help of a chisel and a hammer to a maximum 
depth of 18 metres inside the mines; chips of bamboo were  
used for lighting. Evidence of the same type of work is found 
in the Khetri area of Rajasthan. Almost the same technique 
was used for mining by Egyptians in the Sinai Peninsula. Fire  
setting was done to crack the ore, which was extracted manually 
with a chisel and hammer. Singh has presented a graphic 
description of the miners at work: “Seated upon his heels with  
the lamp upon the head, hammer and chisel in hand and a  
small basket upon his knees in which he received all the  
fragments of ore that were struck off by the chisel”27.

Hegde and Ericson28, after undertaking a survey of six  
ancient copper ore mining and smelting sites in the Aravallis 
Hills, of which Ambaji was studied in detail, conclude: “A large 
majority of these pits measure 7-8 metres in diameter and three 
to four meters in depth. There is evidence of fire-treating the  
host rocks on the mine walls to widen the joints rock”.

The above evidence leads us to conclude that mining was 
undertaken to a very great extent by a method that might not be 
very scientific in an age preceding Kautilya and Megasthenes. 
Taking into account the mines and the copper industries of 
northern India in pre-Mauryan times, we have rich evidence to 
postulate that copper played a significant economic role in the  
life of the people. Copper mines in Jharkhand and Rajasthan, 
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it seems, were mainly exploited by the people of ancient India. 
Extensive slag heaps lying in these areas bear testimony to this. 

Metallurgy

Scholars like Aitchison29, Coghlan30, Forbes31, Agrawal32, 
Bhardwaj, and Biswas33 have extensively studied the origins and 
uses of copper metallurgy.  

Unfortunately, literary sources relevant to our study period 
do not help us much about the methods of copper metallurgy. 
But based on the written evidence, we can form an idea of the 
flourishing metal industries during the period under review  
through various articles and implements of specific usage.  
Literary sources say that copper was being utilised for various 
purposes. The social demand reoriented itself from hunting to 
household gadgetry.  

Forbes describes five stages of the evolution of copper 
metallurgy. 

v The first stage consists of the shaping of native copper by  
 hammering, cutting, bending, grinding and polishing.
v  The second stage is annealing native copper by heating and  
 hammering.
v  The third stage consists of smelting the ore in the fire of  
 wood charcoal over a clay-lined pit with air. The slag and  
 regulus are to be separated.
v  The fourth stage involved the melting of native copper, now  
 regulus, over the furnace or fire in a crucible and then casting  
 is done in clay, sand and stone moulds.
v  The fifth stage comprises smelting the sulphide ore. In the  
 same stage other casting properties are alloyed with native  
 copper to improve its hardness and strength.
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Bose34 on the basis of modern practice of smelting copper at 
Singhana near Khetri (Rajasthan) tried to trace it back to remote 
antiquity. According to him, copper ores were crushed to a  
powder and mixed with cow dung to form rolls about 10.16 cm 
long. These rolls are first sun-dried and then roasted in open air 
in the fire, using cakes of cow dung. After roasting, the ore is 
transferred to the furnace to work it at a high temperature and  
this yields molten copper. 

It was essential to remove impurities such as iron, tin, lead, 
aluminium, zinc, sulphur, magnesium, nickel etc., present in 
the ore during the smelting process. However, the quantitative  
figures of the remaining impurities in the metal, as evident  
from chemical composition, may help us understand the  
relative skill with which copper technology was handled at that 
time. According to Roy35, the several techniques of metal forging 
practised in the ancient age, with special reference to India, are 
hammering, spinning and cold work. 

Hegde and Ericson36 have described in some detail the  
process of smelting in ancient India. They state, “The small size 
of the furnace and high yield of metal indicates that the ores  
used to be roasted to the oxide stage and the smelting  
technology was efficient. Many groups of ore-crushing pits  
are found near the foot of the hills. Larger pits among them  
measure 60 cm in diameter and 70 cm in depth. Smaller ones 
measure 30 cm in diameter and 40 cm in depth. The finely  
crushed ore was concentrated by gravity separation at the  
smelting sites invariably located near the banks of the hill  
streams. Ore separation devices found are smooth gently  
inclined rock surfaces, nearly marked with rows of shallow  
round pits, 3 to 4 cm in diameter and 3 to 4 cm in depth.  
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Presumably, the finely crushed ore was allowed to slowly flow 
down the inclined plane, and by repeating this process, much 
of the gangue was effectively separated from the ore. Flowing 
film segregation, settling of the heavier ore particles in the pits 
and elutriating the lighter gangue particles were the principle 
involved”.

They also observed, “Large slag heaps were found spread 
out in the terraces, littered with broken remains of furnaces 
and broken tuyere (a nozzle through which air is forced into a  
smelter, furnace, or forge). Some of the slag pieces revealed 
the cylindrical flow structure and the fact that the tapped slag 
was molten. The examination of the unbroken part of the 
furnaces showed that this was assembled by putting three curved  
segments (made of clay) together, one of them containing the  
luted tuyere, another with the slag tapping hole, and a plain  
third one.”37

Fig.1- Ancient  
Copper-making Furnace  

at Ambaji,  Rajasthan
Courtesy: Biswas,  

A. K., 1996, Minerals and 
Metals in Ancient India,  
New Delhi, V.I,  p.183.
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Based on this observation, the scholars mentioned above 
visualised, “The approximate dimensions of an ancient furnace: 
35 cm in height and diameter 18 cm at the rim, 14 cm at  
mid-level and 10 cm near the base.” According to them, “This 
simple furnace appears to have been continuously used in  
India over the millennia with little innovation”38 (see figure).

Conclusion 

Archaeological evidence on metal working is scanty. 
Nevertheless, the existence of copper slag near ancient mines  
in many parts of India amply testifies to the fact that copper  
smelting was an important industry in ancient India. As there  
was a problem of transportation, it can be concluded that the 
smelting must have been done near the mines, and it was the  
ingot that was brought to the sites instead of transporting the 
enormous loads of ores from the mining region. From the  
above observations, it appears that during the period of our  
study, the copper smelting furnaces were small, crucible shaped, 
clay walled, slag-tapping furnaces worked on forced draught 
blown into it from bellows. It was composite, being made of  
three moulded segments set up on a brick platform and  
surrounded with bricks and earth to keep the three segments 
of the furnace tightly in position and also to conserve the heat  
within the furnace. Lastly, it may be pointed out that the  
above study is based on limited availability of archaeological 
data, as many of the reported sites do not provide us with  
detailed statistical figures for a more definite conclusion.
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Abstract

In a culture where the supreme goal of human life 

remains mokṣa, the journey towards this goal has often 
been symbolised by the “crossing over” of the ocean or 

the river, which crossing is the root of the word tīrtha. 
India’s different schools of philosophies have extensively 

explored this symbolism since the Vedic period, and so 

did Jain philosophy from the earliest known period of 

Jain writing, i.e., the period of the canonical texts, also 

known as the śruta or the āgamas. Until the end of the 
medieval period, āgama texts, their commentaries, and 
later texts of varied genres such as philosophy, narrative 

and ritualistic literatures, elaborated upon the concept 

of tīrtha. Noteworthy is its gradual evolution from a 
reference to the tīrthaṅkarās and their teachings to 
a “sacred location” for the followers, where icons 

of the tīrthaṅkarās are worshipped.1 In the process, 
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pilgrimages to those places became prominent, and  

the practice of tīrthayātrā grew to become a significant 
part of Jainism. 

The current paper explores this transition in the 

light of the above-mentioned texts. 

Keywords: Tīrtha, tīrthayātrā, tīrthaṅkarā, 
Jainism, Jain philosophy, āgama, sacred 
geography.

Introduction

The quest for truth and the meaning of life has steadily 

remained one of the foremost human enquiries and has resulted 

in the progeneration of many philosophies and schools of  

thought across time. One of these philosophies is Tīrthaṅkara 

Mahāvīra’s way of presenting truth which is also known as 
anekāntavāda (non-one-sided method). This idea is based on 

the belief that it is difficult to gain complete understanding of  
a thing or reality, and that even the ones who gain this  

understanding find it difficult to express it in its entirety. 
Anekāntavāda takes conflicting viewpoints into consideration 
and follows that partial or incomplete but true knowledge of  

any person, even if conflicting with another’s perspective of  
such a kind must be taken into account, so as to avoid being  

unjust towards any one (Nyayavijay 1998:xx-xxii). Using this 

concept of anekāntavāda, Mahāvīra formulated a system of 
thought and a code of conduct, which are now commonly known 

as Jaina-darśana (Jain philosophy) and Jaina-dharma (Jain 

religion) respectively.2
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MOKṢA: THE SUPREME GOAL OF LIFE

The nine reals in Jain philosophy and the doctrine of karma

Mokṣa or the liberation of the soul is recognised as the  

highest goal of human life in Jain Philosophy. Thus, the 

fundamental realities (tattvas) which encompass Jain  

philosophy all revolve around the understanding and pursuit of 

mokṣa. Jain philosophy recognises nine tattvas or fundamental 

realities— jīva (soul), ajīva (non-soul), puṇya (auspicious karmic 

matter), pāpa (inauspicious karmic matter), āsrava (inflow 
of karmic matter), saṃvara (stoppage of the inflow of karmic 
matter), bandha (bondage of the soul with the inflowed of  
karmic matter), nirjarā (partial dissolution of the bound karmic 

matter from the soul) and mokṣa (total and absolute dissolution  

of the bound karmic matter from the soul). 

The soul is said to exist in two states: saṃsārī ātmā—the 

wandering or transmigratory soul and the mukta-ātmā— liberated 

soul. The inherent nature of the soul is comprised of infinite  
vision (ananta-darśana), infinite knowledge (anant-jñāna) 

and infinite power (anant-vīrya). These original qualities are  

suppressed in the case of the saṃsārī ātmā—the mundane 

souls because they are bound by a subtle matter called karma. 

This bondage results in the unending cycle of birth and death,  

happiness and misery. By cultivating pure thoughts and actions, 

it should be strived to limit the influx of karma (clinging to and 

binding the soul). The already binding stock of karma must 

be consumed by rigorous religious austerities, and when the  

karmas are completely destroyed the soul becomes liberated, 

manifesting all its natural qualities.
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The Jain Cosmology

An introduction to Jain Cosmology is pivotal for a clear 
understanding of Jain philosophy and religion. As per Jain 
Cosmology, the universe is divided into three worlds and is  
often depicted in the form of the Lokapuruṣa or the cosmic 
man. The Lokapuruṣa is designed as a standing man with his 
arms akimbo. His bottom half is considered equivalent to the 
lower world (adho-loka) where hellish beings reside and suffer  
excessive miseries, and his waist represents the middle world 
(madhya-loka) where humans, including the tīrthaṅkaras, are  
born. The middle world contains innumerable islands surrounded 
by oceans, and the central island is called Jambūdwīpa. 
Jambūdwīpa, its surrounding island Dhātakī-khaṇḍa, and half  
of the next island Puṣkarāvarta are together perceived as the  
aḍhī-dwīpa (two and a half islands). Aḍhī-dwīpa is the space  
where humans can conduct their activities. 

The Lokapuruṣa’s torso symbolises the upper world  
(ūrdhva-loka) where celestial beings live a life full of  
enjoyments, but devoid of the possibility of liberation. The  
siddha-śilā, which is represented by a crescent moon on the 
Lokapuruṣa’s forehead is situated above the upper world.  
As the souls move among the different parts of the world  
depending on the actions of their various births, the theory of  
karma becomes closely entwined with Jain cosmology and 
philosophy.

The ninth tattva: mokṣa
When the influx of new karmas stops and the dissolution of  

the bound karmas reaches its peak, the absolute dissolution of 
karmas which characterises liberation, is attained. When the 
inauspicious (pāpa) karmas are completely removed from the 
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soul, the perfect knowledge (omniscience or kevala-jñāna) 
manifests itself, and it is at this moment that the concerned  
soul attains ananta-darśana and anant-jñāna. When the  
puṇya karmas are also removed from the soul, the soul moves 
upward and reaches the end of the universe. There, above the 
siddha-śilā, it rests forever, and this state is called liberation 
(mokṣa).

In the state of mokṣa, the soul is absolutely free from all 
karmas. Since the soul does not have a body, sense-organs and 
a mind, the bliss or happiness that the liberated souls experience 
remains untainted from the body or the bodily functions. The  
Jain scriptures narrate this happiness as eternal, infinite and pure 
and call it indescribable and matchless, as the liberated souls 
always remain blissfully engrossed in their pure natural state. 

Gods and Godliness in Jainism 

According to the Jain philosophical works, the liberated 
souls with an absence of karma are considered gods. These 
supreme souls are divided into two broad classes. The first  
class comprises of the tīrthaṅkaras also known as the arihantas  
(the destroyer of internal enemies), jina (those victorious over 
feelings of attachment, aversion etc.), arhan (the worthy),  
vītarāga (one free from attachment) and the parameṣṭhī  
(the supreme divinity). Forty-eight tīrthaṅkaras take birth  
within each complete cycle of time3, and after attaining 
omniscience, they guide others on the path to liberation.

The second class of supreme souls, also known as siddhas, 
comprise of the omniscient, attachment-free, supreme souls  
who do not establish tīrtha. All souls, except for those of the  
tīrthaṅkaras, who succeed in the complete removal of karmic 
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bondages fall into this class, and are also anointed as gods. This 

iterates the fact that there exists not merely one ‘God’ within 

Jainism, rather, any ordinary karma-bound soul who achieves 

complete removal from the karmic bondages can become a god. 

Tīrthaṅkaras too, are not different incarnations of one Supreme  

soul or God, rather, each of them are different souls, and  

none of these liberated souls reincarnate into the world as 

they no longer have any binding karma. Unlike other Indian 

philosophies, tīrthaṅkaras as the gods do not play any role in  

the creation, sustenance or destruction of world. Instead, each of 

the tīrthaṅkaras establishes his own tīrtha.

Having renounced their household life and taken to 

monkhood, tīrthaṅkaras, after attaining omniscience, establish 

tīrtha. The term ‘tīrtha’ here implies the fourfold order of  

monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen. The principal direct  

disciples of a tīrthaṅkara compose scriptures on the basis of  

the teachings of the tīrthaṅkara. These scriptures are divided  

into twelve books which are known by a collective name 

‘Dvādaśāṅgī’ (a group of twelve aṅga works). The term ‘tīrtha’  

too, refers to this group of twelve aṅga works. Thus, the 

tīrthaṅkaras are addressed as the founders of the fourfold  

order, and the authors of the meaning embodied in aṅga  

works.

THE PATH TO ATTAINING MOKṢA
Maharṣi Umāswāti in the first aphorism of his 

Tattvārthādhigamasūtra mentions that the combination of  

right faith (inclination and insight), right knowledge (or  

cognition) and right conduct is the path to liberation.4
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Right Faith

Right faith is termed as samyaktva or samyagdarśana  

within Jain philosophy. Right faith results from the use 

of discretionary power of thought accompanied by an  

understanding of the universal law of cause and effect. This  

faith enables the seeker with strength to discriminate good  

from evil, what is worthy of acceptance from what is worthy of 

rejection, and what is beneficial from what is harmful. This type  
of strength is capable of leading the seeker on the path of  

liberation.

Right Knowledge

Right faith generates right knowledge (samyagjñāna). The 

little knowledge—scriptural or ordinary intellect— that the soul 

possesses, converts into right knowledge, if one possesses right 

faith. However, if the faith is wrong, the greatest knowledge or 

intellect will ultimately be misused. Thus, the righteousness of 

one’s outlook is most important for gaining right knowledge. 

Right knowledge also means the knowledge of the nature of  

soul for spiritual welfare.

Right Conduct

Right conduct (samyagcaritra) is cultivated on the basis of  

right faith and right knowledge. Right knowledge of reality 

restrains the seeker from committing vicious acts. Right  

conduct helps make one’s life pure, keeping it aloof from the  

vices and other moral defilements. Jain philosophy insists that  
after recognising the right path, one should start journeying on 

it and that one should translate their knowledge into practice. 

Liberation is attained only when right knowledge and right 
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conduct come together and cooperate. The scriptures instruct on 

the right conduct to both mendicant and laymen with different 
levels of intensity.

Hence it is clear that any one of three above mentioned  
means cannot singularly help one attain liberation, and all three 
paths work in tandem. Out of the three, the first one, i.e., right 
faith is the most important as it is the root of the other two.  
Thus, all conducts or practices instructed to either mendicants 
or laymen aim at generating and strengthening right faith. Such 
righteousness of conduct and related rituals are considered 
extremely vital in the Jain tradition, especially the śvetāmbar 
mūrtipūjaka (white-clad and icon-worshipping) tradition, 
and holds a central place in the most ancient scriptures like 
the Āvaṣyaka sūtras as well as the texts written as late as the  
15th and 16th century, like the Śrāddha-vidhi-prakaraṇa and  
Upadeśa-taraṅgiṇī. These texts provide instructions on  
mandatory and non-mandatory conducts and rituals that can  
offer spiritual guidance to a seeker. 

Two implements that lie at the core of śvetāmbar  
mūrtipūjaka Jain literature as tools for liberation are  
jina-āgama (scriptural knowledge conveyed by the jinas)  
and jina-bimba (icons of the jinas)5, and both are venerated  
as tīrtha in the Jain tradition.

THE JAIN CONCEPT OF TĪRTHA AS A TOOL FOR 

LIBERATION6

The Jain concept of tīrtha has a wide range of meanings  
from a variety of views. According to the Jain tradition, dharma 
itself is considered as a tīrtha and the one who establishes  
dharma is called tīrthaṅkara.7 The etymology of the word  
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tīrtha is found in Abhidhānarājendrakośa as ‘something  
through which one can swim across’.8 The concept of tīrtha  
is discussed in several Jain works over a period of time  
including the canonical literature and later texts. 

Worshipping tīrtha: The Twin approach

Nikṣhepa is a unique concept of Jainism that is often  
employed in the understanding of ‘points of view’, and 
is used to comprehend things from various perspectives.  
Ᾱvaśyakaniryukti defines tīrtha with two nikṣhepas— 
dravya tīrtha and bhāva tīrtha. 

Dravya tīrtha 
Dravya tīrtha is explained as something that can extinct 

combustion, quench thirst etc. and cleanse impurities externally.9 
Since water sources like rivers pacify external burning, quench 
physical thirst, and wash external stains, they are considered 
as dravya tīrtha.10 The expected gain from these dravya tīrthas 
is uncertain and intermittent.11 Thus, these kinds of tīrthas 
are considered secondary as they do not help in the pursuit of  
mokṣa.

Bhāva tīrtha 
Bhāva tīrthas are considered to be the tīrthas of the highest 

value and act as the reason for liberation.12 Bhāva tīrthas 
are classified into two types—jaṅgama tīrthas and sthāvara  
tīrthas.13

a. Jaṅgama tīrthas
Jaṅgama tīrthas are bhāva tīrthas that do not require a  

steady location for their access. The teachings of the jina, 
gaṇadhara of jina (who weaves the meaning of jina’s teachings 
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into sutra) and the fourfold saṃgha where the mendicants  
guide others as per jina’s teachings— are all considered bhāva 
tīrthas of jaṅgama type. Ᾱvaśyakaniryukti identifies pravacana 
(teachings) of the jinas as bhāva tīrtha as they cleanse  
internal impurities like anger and greed, and pacify hatred that 
originates from this anger, and quench thirst born out of the  
greed.14 As mentioned above, the teachings of the jinas are 
documented in the scriptures which are called the āgamās and 
are known by the collective name ‘Dvādaśāṅgī’. These help 
the seeker pursue the three means of liberation which are right  
faith, right knowledge and right conduct. When seekers study  
these scriptures, they act according to what is instructed in the 
works and attempt to purify their soul by removing karmas 
through tapa (austerity) and saṃyama (asceticism).15 Thus, 
the teachings of the jina are called bhāva tīrtha as it acts as a  
device for liberation. 

This idea is further explored in Viśeṣāvaśyaka Bhāṣya, a  
Prakrit commentary on Sāmāyikādhyayana of Ᾱvaśyaka  
Niryukti. The text identifies caturvidha saṃgha as a bhāva  
tīrtha and says that the gathering of monks, nuns and laymen, 
also known as saṃgha is a bhāva tīrtha as prescribed in the 
śruta (sacred knowledge).16 Bhagavatī sūtra, the fifth aṅga of 
the śvetāmbara canonical literature, also mentions the same.17 
Saṃgha, where the śramaṇa or sadhu (mendicant) is in the chief 
position, is established as a bhāva tīrtha as the members of the 
saṃgha and the undertakings of the saṃgha aim at pursuing  
the three means of liberation.18 Eleventh century Jain  
monk Ācārya Hemacadra shows in his epic poem 
Triṣaṣṭhīśalākāpuruṣacarita how the concept of tīrtha holds  
an immensely important position in the Jain tradition and that  
even the tīrthaṅkaras bow down to the tīrtha in the  
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commencement of their deśanā (teachings)19. Vinayavijayaji’s 

Lokaprakāśa, amalgamates these ideas by stating that the term 

‘tīrtha’ can be applied to sacred learning (śrutajñāna), fourfold 

saṃgha or the first gaṇadhara.20 The text also defines tīrtha as  

the tool through which the ocean of worldly sufferings can be 

crossed. Śubhaśīla Gaṇi, in his Śatruñjayakalpavṛtti, explains 

tīrtha in a similar way and re-establishes the canonical idea 

that tīrthas are capable of extinguishing the burning caused by  

worldly life.21 Tīrtha is called so as it ceases three types of 

sufferings, i.e., ādhi, vyādhi and upādhi which emerge throughout 

the course of life (Nyayvijayji 1949:2). 

b. Sthāvara tīrthas 
Sthāvara tīrthas are the bhāva tīrthas that are located at a  

fixed place. They are physical spaces which are considered  
sacred and are associated with various tīrthaṅkaras or great  

men. Śāśvata jinālayas (eternal temples), kalyaṇaka bhūmis  

(lands of five major life events) and places where some other 
significant life events of the tīrthaṅkaras have taken place are 

considered sacred in the Jain tradition. Landscapes such as the 

vihāra bhūmis (places where the tīrthaṅkaras passed by during 

their life as a mendicant, especially during the monsoon season), 

the ponds and trees in proximity of which the seekers have 

meditated, hills like Śantruñjaya, Sammetaśikhara, Aṣṭāpada, 
Ābu, Girnar etc. are also considered sacred. Nalini Balbir  

explains that the sanctity of these sacred places is transferred  

into various forms including footprints, temples and images.  

She further says that these sacred spaces are anointed multiple 

meanings and are associated with various mythical events and 

legends (Balbir:undated webpage). They are also connected 

to important episodes from Jain universal history22 and are 
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disseminated in oral and written forms. These places are quite 

celebrated and highly venerated in the Jain tradition as sthāvara 
tīrthas. 

Three of the most prominent types of sthāvar tīrthas are:

i. Śāśvata jinālaya
According to Jain cosmology, śāśvata jinālayas are the 

temples of jinas that have always existed and will always  

exist.23 These kinds of temples exist in specific locations in all  
three worlds, though they do not fall in the region of the  

Bharata kṣetra. In the upper world, śāśvata jinālayas exist in  

each of the twelve paradises, and beyond that in the nine 

graiveyaka vimānas, and the five anuttara vimānas. In the 

middle world, śāśvata jinālayas exist on mount Meru (also 

considered as the cosmic axis/ Axis Mundi), on heavenly  

bodies like the suns and the moons that rotate around mount  

Meru and on islands or mountains such as Jambūdwīpa, 

Dhātakīkhaṇḍa, Puṣkarāvardhadwīpa, Mānuṣottara-parvata, 

Nandīśvaradvīpa, Kuṇḍala-parvata, and Rucakaparvata. Just 

below the middle world, in the first hell known as Ratnaprabhā, 

live the lowest group of deities known as the Bhavanapati. 

Śāśvata jinālayas also exist in their dwellings. In each of these 

śāśvata jinālayas of Ratnaprabhā, deities worship icons of  

jinas (jinabimba). Out of these, the temples of Nandīśvaradvīpa 

are often mentioned within Jain literature as a sacred place,  

which the deities visit to celebrate the Kalyāṇaka days of the 

tīrthaṅkaras. These temples are often represented through carved 

stone models or slabs in Jain temples built in our part of the  

middle world. 
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ii. Kalyaṇaka bhūmis
Kalyāṇakas are the five most significant events of 

a tīrthaṅkara’s life.  These are cyavana (entering of the  

tīrthaṅkara’s soul into his mother’s womb), janma (birth), 

dīkṣā (accepting vows of monkhood), kevalajñāna (gaining 

omniscience) and mokṣa (liberation). Kalyaṇaka bhūmis are  

the locations where any of the five kalyāṇakas have occurred, 

and it is believed that these places become sacred due to the 

occurrence of kalyāṇaka and the presence of the tīrthaṅkaras  

in the form of their bodily pudgalas24. Within the five  
kalyaṇakas, mokṣa or the nirvāṇa kalyāṇaka is considered the  

most important. Thus, the places where the souls of the  

arihantas or the siddhas attain liberation (state of a siddha)  

are considered the most sacred and are worshipped as a 

siddhakṣetra or siddhabhūmi. 

Apart from these siddhabhūmis, the locations that are 

associated with the tīrthaṅkaras’ or other great monks’ vihāra 
(travel from a location to another as a part of mendicant life), 

tapas (penance), and anaśana (accepting death by ceasing to  

take food) as well as the locations which contain miraculous 

images that have survived long periods of time, are also  

considered as tīrthas (Nyayavijayji 1949:1). 

iii. Recent tīrthas 
The more recent tīrthas are the temples which have been  

built by laymen under different circumstances in the years 

following the nirvāṇa of the last tīrthaṅkara of the present  

time-cycle. These tīrthas have survived centuries of adverse 

conditions and outlived many ages of history. The surviving 
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temples are present in almost every part of India where  

individuals practicing Jainism once lived, or live in present  

times. Often, jina icons that were buried for safety from the 

iconoclastic invaders were dug out causing revival of tīrthas.25 

Sthāvar tīrthas that are accessible by the humans living in 

Bharatakṣetra i.e., the kalyaṇaka bhūmis and the more recent 

tīrthas, are often commissioned or built by the devotees. Some  

of these, though accessible geographically, remain less known  

to the Jain devotees due to a variety of reasons including  

migration of the Jain population, cultural disputes that made  

these places first inaccessible and later unknown to the Jain 
community. Excluding these circumstances, devotees often 

contribute to the development and restoration of the tīrthas, 

including the construction of rest stops for mendicants and the 

construction of manuscript libraries for the preservation and 

propagation of knowledge present within the scriptures. These 

activities are undertaken as per the means of the devotees who  

are keepers of these tīrthas coupled with external contributors.  

The sthāvar tīrthas play a major role in pursuing the jaṅgam  

tīrthas, as it is relatively difficult for any seeker to directly 
approach the jaṅgam tīrthas. Thus, the sthāvar tīrthas provide  

a firm foundation to chart the path to liberation.

Significance of jina icons 

Two āvaṣyaka sutras26— the Tīrtha-vandana-sūtra (Jankici) 
and Sarva-caitya-vandana-sūtra (Jāvanti ceiāiṃ) are recited 

during multiple essential rituals (āvaṣyaka kriyā) to worship  

all tīrthas, jina images, and jina temples collectively situated in  

the three worlds. This implies that the physical locations  
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associated with the jinas or siddhas; objects of veneration 

such as the stūpa, pāduka and other representations of the jina  

situated at these locations; jina icons of all types; and jina 
temples— all become objects of worship within the Jain  
tradition.

a. The purpose of worshipping jinas

According to Jainism, liberated souls (including souls of 
the jinas and the siddhas) are free from all karmic bondages, 
and are above the feelings of passion and aversion (rāga and  
dweṣa respectively). They are free from worldly attachments and 
cannot be pleased or displeased with anyone. Thus, the liberated 
souls of both kinds, arihanta and siddha, are worshipped as  
Īśvara or Paramātma, for the purpose of purification of one’s  
own self. By worshipping paramātma, the feeling of non-
attachment arises in the worshipper and while gradually 
advancing on the path shown by him, the worshipper too, can 
become attachment-free. This outcome is the prime and true 
fruit of worshipping Paramātma. As mentioned, jinas cannot 
be pleased by worship, thus, nothing is expected from the  
devotees nor are they favoured in any way. This also implies  
that worship cannot be used as a means to obtain the jinas’ 
favours, and that the fruits gained from their worship are purely  
a result of the person’s spiritual state. Hence it can be surmised  
that it is not an external object, rather only the internal power 
which is responsible for the outcomes within one’s life. An  
external object however, can help the process. 

b. Ways of worshipping jinas
A jina is worshipped in the Jain tradition through four 

nikṣkepas—nāma, sthāpanā, dravya and bhāva.27 Jina, only in the 
form of his name, is worshipped as nāma jina. An icon of jina,  
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or any other object that is used as a representation of a jina, 

is referred to as sthāpana jina. The soul which was once a  

tīrthaṅkara but resides currently in a siddha state, or a soul 

destined to become a tīrthaṅkara in the future is called a  

dravya jina. The soul of a tīrthaṅkara during his aihanta state, 

i.e., the lifespan between kevalajñāna kalyāṇaka and mokṣha 
kalyāṇaka, is called a bhāva jina, i.e., the jina who is present  

at the preaching assembly in person.28 Ācārya Hemacandra, in 
the opening ślokas of his epic poem Triṣaṣṭiśalākāpuruṣacaritam 

worships the tīrthaṅkaras in these four forms.29 This suggests 

that these four forms of worship are equally effective in the  

three spaces and across time (Khubchand Mastar 1955:2).

Presently, in the fifth spoke of the Jain cycle of time,  
tīrthaṅkaras are not present in the Bharatakṣetra. Thus, 

worshipping the tīrthaṅkaras in-person, i.e., through bhāva 

-nikṣepa is not possible. In this scenario, the Jain scriptures 

recommend to worship the tīrthaṅkaras through the remaining  

three nikṣkepas. A jina icon is proposed to be the most useful  

tool for the same. From various archaeological and literary 

sources, we gather that the tradition of worshipping the 

jina through icons started during the lifetime of tīrthaṅkara  

Mahāvīra (6th century BCE) (Shah 1987:33-37). This fact is 

further supported by the discovery of a highly polished torso of 

a jina image from Lohanipur, near Patna, which belongs to the 

Mauryan period (Shah 1998 [1955]:5). The tradition continued  

to flourish during the Kuṣāṇa period from where we find  
evidence of multiple devices used in the worship of the jinas,  

like the stūpa, the caitya-tree and āyāgapaṭas (Shah 1998 

[1955]:10-11). Over a period of time however, practices such as 
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the erection of stūpas and consecration of āyāgapaṭas ceased to 

exist in most parts of India. Simultaneously, other practices like 

padchinha (footprint) worship emerged, accompanied by the 
spread of icon worship, a practice which lives on even today.

Ancient jina images long buried, continue to be found 
during farming or construction activities in various parts of 
India30, which makes one curious about the factors which  
might have influenced the wide-spread and long surviving practice  
of jina icon worship. Some possible answers lie within the  
writings of the early 20th century Jain monks, who extensively 
corroborated the authenticity of jina icon worship from the 
canonical texts. They explain that the icon of a jina is considered 
as an ālambana (support) for meditating on the qualities of a 
jina (Labdhisuri 1935:29). In the primary stages of his sādhnā, 
a seeker may see a jina icon only as an inanimate object at first, 
but with progress to the later stages he would start to see the 
icon as Paramātmā. Ācārya Buddhisagarsūri notes that affection 
is a pivotal reason for icon worship. He mentions that a seeker  
would only create an icon if he feels affection for the person 
whose icon he makes. Affection for a person through his shape 
or form ultimately leads to affection for that person’s shapeless 
form, i.e., his inner qualities (Buddhisagarsuri 1925:19), and 
it is only through this affection that a seeker can imbibe these  
qualities. Contemplating on the qualities of a jina, the seeker  
ultimately realises that what he is looking at is not 
someone much different than himself, rather, the 
purest form of the same kind of soul that resides  
within himself. He realises his true self, his capabilities, and 
the qualities hidden inside him. Thus, by meditating upon the 
real nature of his own soul, a seeker commences his search of  
attaining that self (Prashmitashriji 2010:209). The efforts that he 
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makes in this direction frees him from karmic bondages, and the 
calm façade of the jina icon empowers him to remain calm and 
detach his inner self from the disturbing external surroundings. 
This peace of mind is essential for evoking the latent strength 
of the soul and for developing the qualities necessary for the 
attainment of mokṣa.

Jain temples are commonly known as caityas in most  
ancient Jain scriptures, and these temples hold jina icons 
consecrated using guided rituals like añjana-śalākā (the  
ceremony of opening the eyes of the icon by applying an  
ointment with a stick) and prāṇa pratiṣṭhā (ceremony of  
putting life into an icon). There exist different systems which  
deal with subjects pertaining to temple building and icon  
making, such as the Vāstu śatra and Sāmudrika śatra. Thus, 
the land chosen for building the caityas and the stones or other  
material selected for creating the icon require a sanctity and 
quality as necessitated. Along with these considerations, the 
rituals pertaining to the consecration and the consistent worship 
of the icon charge the space and its surroundings with purer 
pudgalas. The years, centuries and time cycles of worship 
eventually turn these sacred spaces into tīrthas. The canonical 
commentaries dating from the 7th century such as the Ācārāṅga 
cūrṇi, Ācārāṅga ṭīkā of Ācārya Śīlāṅkasūri and Niśitha cūrṇi  
of Jinadāsa Mahattara, mention that visiting, worshipping 
or praising the kalyāṇaka bhūmis of the tīrthaṅkaras purify  
and strengthen one’s faith (samkita, samyakttva or samyak 
darśana).31 

As stated in the second section, right faith is of utmost  
importance for gaining right knowledge, and is also the firm 
foundation of right conduct. Together right knowledge and 
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right conduct enable the seeker to attain liberation. Thus, right 
faith, which is an essential cause for liberation, is put before 
the other two in the opening sūtra of Maharṣi Umāswāti’s 
Tattvārthādhigamasūtra. Since the canonical texts attribute 
sthāvara tīrthas for strengthening right faith, it can be derived  
that they play a major role in helping the seeker in his journey 
towards mokṣa. Also, in the absence of the jinas, their  
consecrated icons or footprints at the sthāvara tīrthas become 
helpful tools for the seeker to cross the ocean of worldly  
existence.32

As tīrthabhūmis started arriving at the centre of Jain  
worship, the tradition of visiting these places as a pilgrimage 
gradually took form. Jain literature too, started describing  
these sacred places, the legends and miracles associated with 
them, and the historic pilgrimages to these places organised by 
prominent Jain laities in much detail. This development resulted 
in devotees partaking in long journeys to the sthāvar tīrthas and 
performing the rituals associated with them. This collective idea 
came to be discussed as a tīrthayātrā in the early to the later 
medieval texts. 

EVOLUTION OF THE IDEA OF ‘PILGRIMAGE’

The concept of tīrtha is prevalent across most Indian  
traditions with the idea of spiritual upliftment constant at its  
core. Despite having differing approaches towards the same 
concept, tīrthayātrā remains an integral part of Indian culture  
as one of the oldest and the most prominent features of the  
Indian religious life (Eck 1981:323).

In the Ṛgveda, waters, rivers in general and certain named  
rivers are deified (Kane 1953:554), and apart from the rivers, 
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mountains and forests are also regarded as sacred (Kane  
1953:559 and 561). Kane notes that tīrthas do not occupy 
a prominent position in the sūtras and the smṛtis such as  
Manusmṛti or Yajñavalkyasmṛti, but are highly celebrated 
in the Mahābhārata and the Purāṇas and are even placed 
before sacrifices (Kane 1953:561). In the Vanaparva of the  
Mahābhārata, sacrifices to the gods and pilgrimages are  
compared and it is said that sacrifices can only be performed by  
a wealthy individual as it requires numerous implements, 
collection of material, the co-operation of priests, large fees to  
be paid to the priests and presence of a wife. A poor man devoid  
of wealth, friends and wife cannot perform such sacrifices, 
therefore, visiting holy places is superior to sacrifices.33 Thus, 
going on a pilgrimage was considered a major dhārmik rite  
for the masses.

The concept of tīrtha further evolved into possessing  
certain virtuous qualities which were requisite for the fulfillment 
of one’s pilgrimage. The Mahābhārata, Skandapurāṇa 
and Vāyupurāṇa specify that to obtain the full reward of a  
pilgrimage one must possess control over his mind, speech  
and actions. He must also be kind and faithful (Kane 1953:562-
563). Thus, the cultivating qualities that are harmonious with  
the soul are essential for reaping the fruits of a tīrthayātrā.  
Along with the concept of tīrthas being geographical locations, 
the idea of tīrthas being human qualities is also described in 
the Purāṇas such as the Skandapurāṇa (Kāśīkhaṇḍa) and the 
Padmapurāṇa (Uttarakhaṇḍa). These type of tīrthas are known 
as mānas tīrthas. The Skandapurāṇa (6.29-38) mentions that, 

“Truthfulness, forbearance, restraint of the senses,  
compassion for all beings, straight-forwardness, 
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charity, self-control, contentment, celibacy 
(brahmacarya), sweet speech, knowledge, 
patience, austerity, are tīrthas and the highest tīrtha  
is purity of mind. A man who is avaricious, wicked, 
cruel, hypercritical and immersed in pleasures of the 
senses remains sinful and impure even if he bathes in all t 
īrthas. Fish are born and die in holy waters but they do 
not go to heaven because their minds are not purified. 
Even charity, sacrifice, austerity, cleanliness, frequenting 
sacred places, learning— all these are not tīrthas, if the 
mind is not pure. A heart that is wicked is not purified  
by baths at holy places, just as a vessel in which surā  
liquor was carried remains impure even after being  
washed with water hundreds of times.34” 

Thus, essentially a tīrtha is something that takes the soul to a 
higher level, be it a physical space or human qualities.

THE JAIN CONCEPT OF PILGRIMAGE

Significance of pilgrimage sites in Jain texts
Allusions and references to sthāvar tīrthas by their 

proper names start appearing in Niryukti, Bhāṣya and Cūrṇi 
literature around 4th century BCE (period of composition). In 
Ᾱcārāṅga Niryukti, the pilgrimage sites of Aṣṭāpada, Urjayanta,  
Gajagrapada, Dharmacakra and Ahicchatra are worshipped.35 

Haribhadrasūri’s Pañcāśaka Prakaraṇa (7th century CE) 
contains an extensive chapter on Jinayātrā, where Jinayātrā 
is considered to be one of the major types of prabhāvanā.  
Prabhāvanā is a means to generate respect towards the doctrine  
of the jina, and is also understood as the eighth type of 
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samyagdarśana. Here however, Jinayātrā refers to the festivities 
dedicated to the jinas, exclusively on Kalyāṇaka days and  
there is no mention of pilgrims travelling to a sacred site.36 From 
the description, it is evident that during the Jinayātrā, an image  
of the jina is placed on a chariot that is a part of a procession 
through the city. 

The detailed descriptions about the donations, penance, 
wardrobes, scenes of people playing musical instruments and 
singing songs of praise, and performances of various spectacles 
are not limited to the śobhā-yātrās of recent times but also to the 
tīrthayātrās.

Sārāvali Prakīrṇaka, the composition time of which is 
estimated between the 10th to the 14th centuries37, places itself 
among the earliest texts that describe a pilgrimage. It narrates 
the traditional concepts of Śatruñjaya as a Puṇḍarika tīrtha, 
its significance, the pilgrimage along with the result of the  
penance, and the donations and worship performed there.

Sakalatīrth Stotra38 of Siddhasenasūri (of the Bappabhaṭṭisūri 
tradition) mentions pilgrimage sites in the eastern, central and 
western parts of India. This work is composed in the latter half  
of 11th century CE. Jinaprabhasūri (13th century) narrates  
pilgrimage sites of north, western and south India in the 
Vividhatīrthakalpa. Further references of pilgrimages are found 
in texts such as several tīrthamālās written between 12th century 
and 19th century, and many caityaparipāṭis, which continue 
to be written even today. There also exist epigraphic evidences 
of tīrthayātrās initiated by kings, merchants and other laymen  
after this period.  
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In the Digambar tradition too, references to pilgrimage sites 
are not found in the oldest texts. The Tiloyapaṇṇatti however, 
mentions Kalyāṇaka Bhūmis, and the Saṃskṛtinirvāṇabhakti 
and Prākṛtanirvāṇakāṇḍa of Daśabhaktipāṭha are also renowned 
for illustrating pilgrimage sites. Padmacarita of Raviṣeṇa too, 
mentions pilgrim sites of eastern India. 

Sagarmalji Jain refers to the Niśīthacūrṇi and derives a 
practical intention behind pilgrimages apart from the spiritual  
one. He mentions that the one who does not move out of his 
residing space becomes a frog in the well, i.e., narrow-minded. 
As opposed to this, the one who travels becomes worldly-
wise and practical by visiting many places, while also gaining  
visual pleasure by beholding the rivers, lakes, hills, etc. Most 
importantly, he gains the purity of faith by vising the places 
associated with the auspicious events of the tīrthaṅkaras. He  
also benefits by the company of the monks and gets the opportunity 
to learn about their code of conduct (Jain 1974:19). 

In Kūmārapālabhūpālacaritam of Jayasiṃhasūri (Vikram 
year 1422), the fruit of a tīrthayātrāfala is stated through  
Ᾱcārya Hemacandra’s character in the poem. It is said that, 

“By thinking about tīrthayātrā, pāpa generated since 
a thousand palyopama39 years is destroyed; by taking a 
vow of doing a tīrthayātrā, pāpa generated from a lakh 
palyopama years is destroyed; by walking towards it,  
pāpa generated from a sāgaropama years is destroyed. 
Taking refuge in a tīrtha results in the person’s welfare;  
by seeing the god, the person receives wealth; by 
worshipping the image, the person is destined to be 
celestial being and by having intense feelings of revering 
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the god, he achieves liberation. It is foremost of the 
auspicious rites. All the other duties such as charity/
donation are included in pilgrimage. Wealth spent in a 
pilgrimage site fetches welfare (becomes a reason of 
welfare) just like water that has rained over a field of 
sugarcane turns sweet. A wise man gains prosperity by 
even by a solitary pilgrimage. Then what can be said if 
someone visits the pilgrimage place as a Saṃghapati i.e., 
leading and financing a saṃgha?40” 

This quote is later followed by a mention of Bharat  
Cakravartī organizing and leading a saṃgha and Ᾱcārya 
Hemacandra’s attempt to inspire the King Kumārapal to follow  
the footsteps of great men. 

In the Upadeśataraṅgiṇī (16th century), tīrthayātrā is said 
to be one of the five major dharma along with prabhāvanā,  
building jina’s temple, consecration of jina’s image, and the 
announcement of prevention of animal slaughter. In a further 
example, Ᾱcārya Hemacandra’s teachings to Kumārapāl specify 
that a tīrthayātrā results into retiring from activities involving 
violence, fulfilment of wealth, affection (or respect) for the 
caturvidha saṃgha, renovation of ruined temples, etc. All these 
further result in obtainment of the future birth as a tīrthaṅkara 
gotra (future birth as a tīrthaṅkara) and mokṣa.41

Ᾱcārya Ratnaśekharasūri gives a detailed account of 
the process of fulfilling a tīrthayātrā in the commentary  
Śrāddhavidhi Kaumudī (Vikram year 1506) of his work 
Śrāddhavidhi Prakaraṇam. Here, three types of yātrās 
are mentioned—Aṣṭāhnikā, Rathayātrā and Tīrthayātrā.42 
Interestingly, here the pilgrimage places such as Śatruñjaya and 
Giranāra are mentioned before kalyāṇaka bhūmis, as well as  
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the vihāra bhūmis of the tīrthaṅkaras. This displays a major 
shift from the ancient texts where the bhāva tīrthas and later  
the kalyāṇaka bhūmis were prioritized. This reflects the fact that 
gradually physical spaces became necessary as a foundation to 
carry out one’s sādhanā. Even in the later period as a significant 
population of Jains shifted to western India, pilgrimage places 
in the vicinity became more and more important. The idea of 
tīrtha as a tool for crossing the ocean of worldly circle of life  
and death, however, remains the same. It is justified that these 
places help generating śubha bhāva (auspicious thoughts) in 
the heart of bhavya souls and ultimately crossing saṃsāra. It is  
further suggested that one should go for a pilgrimage to these  
places for the purification of faith and for a prabhāvanā of 
jinaśāsana (promotion of the order of the jina), and further 
procedure of undertaking a tīrthayātrā from its conception to 
completion is also described in detail.43 

Thus, the term tīrthayātrā does not merely apply to the 
pilgrimages that are undertaken by individuals, rather also to the 
pilgrimages organised by the people who take along with them  
a large group of pilgrims, providing them with all possible  
facilities. This too, is called a saṃgha. In the context of 
pilgrimages, the term saṃgha means ‘a group of pilgrims’  
which include members from the four-fold Jain saṃgha. The 
person, who organizes this type of saṃgha is the financer 
and the leader of the saṃgha, and thus called saṃghapati.  
Guidelines given in Śrāddhavidhi Kaumudī is for this kind of 
tīrthayātrās that are undertaken as a saṃgha. 

Rituals and Conduct observed during a pilgrimage

The detailed guidelines for the pilgrimage start with the 
six vows widely known as Cha ‘Ri in the Jain tradition. These 
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six vows are Ekāhārī (eating once a day), Sacitta Parihārī 
(abandoning consumption of live food or water), Bhūmisanthārī 
(sleeping on the floor), Śuddhasamyakttvadhārī (having  
complete faith in the teachings of the jina), Pādaviharī (walking 
on foot) and Brahmacārī (observing the vow of celibacy)44.  
These vows are to be followed by every pilgrim until the  
completion of the pilgrimage.

After accepting the above-mentioned vows, the saṃghapati 
must offer gifts to the King to please him and to seek his  
permission. He should prepare grand temples on wheels that 
can be taken on the journey. He should also organise pūjas 
and mahostavas in the jina-temples around him. Afterwards  
he should ask his relatives and co-laities, and invite monks and 
nuns with great respect to join him in the pilgrimage. Along  
with the invitation, he should also provide them with necessary 
food supply and other resources as per their requirement, and  
must also try to encourage and assure people who are unsure of 
joining. He should also prevent animal slaughter.

For stays on various stops during the journey, grand tents 
should be kept. Adequate food and supply to last during the 
journey should be arranged. For the security of the saṃgha, brave 
warriors should be called and should be given good weapons  
and protective arms. After all this preparation. 

The saṃgha should commence with much fanfare and the 
journey should continue with good management and much 
precaution. All the jinālayas (temples of the jina) that fall on 
the way should be revered. Snātrapūja (a ceremony of the ritual 
bathing of the image of the tīrthaṅkara) and caityaparipāṭi 
(visiting and worshipping all the local temples with caturvidha 
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saṃgha) festivities should be observed there, and the caityas  
are to be gifted with a large flag. And if any of the temples lie  
in state of decay, they should be repaired and renovated.

Upon seeing the pilgrimage site, it should be worshipped  
with golden, silver and jewelled flowers. Sweets should be 
prepared and distributed among the monks; co-laities should be 
attended to; and appropriate charity should be done. Also, upon 
reaching the pilgrimage site, an extravagant entry should be  
made. 

In the pilgrimage place, multiple pūjas can be performed 
coupled with various offerings in the temple to express  
devotion. Decorations should be done, and dance and musical 
performances can also be organized. The members of the  
saṃgha should observe fasting, look after the mendicants and  
co-laities, and donate charity to the needy. The pilgrimage site 
should be repaired if necessary and should be provided with 
necessary utilities required in the temple.

Upon returning from the pilgrimage, a grand festival should 
be carried out while entering into the city or village where the 
saṃghapati lives. The saṃghapati should fast for one following 
year to commemorate the tīrthyātra.

CONTINUITY OF THE PILGRIMAGE TRADITION

In the contemporary times pilgrimages are often undertaken 
using modern modes of conveyance. Unlike the ancient times, 
when months were spent on a single pilgrimage with large groups  
of pilgrims, today the devotees make pilgrimages that span 
maximum upto ten to fifteen days. The pilgrimage places are 
often visited in hired or private vehicles with smaller groups of 
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people, which may include friends, family or other community 

members. These days, travelling agencies also offer tour  

packages for pilgrims. At pilgrimage places too, pilgrims use 

lodging and boardings that are equipped with modern facilities. 

Generally, two or three days are spent in performing the  

tīrthayātra of a single pilgrimage place. A week or ten days 

are spent to cover nearby pilgrimage sites of major pilgrimage  

places. Often the total number of places visited becomes five. 
This concept is known as Pañcatīrthī, and this way, multiple 

pilgrimage sites of a region are covered in a single visit. Even 

until a few decades ago, pilgrims would often undertake a kind  

of pañcatīrthīs, wherein they would stay in the dharmaśālās of 

any of the major sites and then visit the nearby tīrthas.

However, the ancient style of going on a pilgrimage as a  

saṃgha is still prevalent among the Śvetāmbara Jains. The 

Jain devotees still organize the long or short saṃghayātrās for  

various tīrthas such as Śatruñjaya, Śaṅkheśvara, Sammeta  
Śikharji, Girnāra and many others. The rituals and other  
ceremonies of the modern day saṃghayātrās follow the  

tīrthayātrā vidhi mentioned above closely. The yatra is  

undertaken either entirely on foot or partly on foot, wherein the 

pilgrims reach a nearby destination by other transport and then  

walk towards the pilgrimage site. The pilgrims join these 

saṃghayātrās in large numbers and face the hardships of the 

journey together. Mendicants also join these saṃghayātrās as  

they are considered an essential part of the caturvidha saṃgha. 

Apart from these saṃghayatrās, mendicants also cover as  

many tīrthas as possible on foot during their vihāra. Thus, the 

tīrthayātrā and the practices included within it are considered  

as one of the primary pious deeds of the Jain community. 
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Despite the wide presence of Jain tīrthas and their yātras in 
the present times, it is important to note that most of the ancient 
tīrthas have undergone serious decay, and with the exception  
of the Aṣṭāpada tīrtha (which did not face decline, rather 
disappeared), every other tīrtha lies in ruins. Even today, the 
signs of the existence of a Jain pilgrimage site can be found in 
multiple places, and Jain images and fallen temple sections  
often reveal themselves during excavations in these locations. 
Such tīrthas include Badri Pārśvanātha, Takṣaśīla (Taxila of 
Pakistan), Mathura, Mithilā, Kauśāmbī, Prayāga, Ahicchatrā 
(near Ramnagar fort, Bareilly), Śrāvasti (near Ayodhya), caves of 
Udayagiri, Jonapur, etc. 

Those which survive have multiple stories attached to 
them. While some places were chosen by the followers and the  
people who built these temples, some are chosen after getting 
associated with the miraculous appearance of the deity’s image. 
Some of these have survived the tides of time and some are  
left in ruins. Ancient pilgrimage places in the eastern Indian  
states of Bihar, Jharkhand and Odisha are rarely visited. Many  
of these sites are associated with the vihāra of the last  
tīrthaṅkara Bhagvān Mahāvīra. In his recently published  
spiritual travelogue Prabhu Tamārā Pagale Pagale (2019),  
Arpit Shah relates his experiences of visiting these less trodden 
sacred sites. Centuries of neglect have left the sites in a miserable 
condition and they remain in dire need of conservation and 
restoration.

Today, the Jain population which has largely migrated from 
eastern India visits the ancient sites that are either situated  
nearby or are easily accessible. Some of the nearby ancient 
tīrthas include Śatruñjaya, Girināra, Śankheśwara, Taranga 
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and Kumbhariyaji in Gujarat and Ranakpur, Delawaḍa and 
Osian temple in Rajasthan. Sammeta Śikharji tīrtha is situated 
in Jharkhand, but many tours are organised to visit it, hence, 
it remains a much-visited ancient tīrtha in eastern India. Some  
new sites are also being developed as tīrthas, and the  
Pavapuri tīrtha (not the ancient tīrtha of eastern India) in  
Rajasthan is an example of the same which has gained  
popularity during recent times. Places like Kulpakaji in  
Telangana, Antarikṣaji in Maharashtra, Ᾱdinātha temple of 
Kangara fort, Himachal Pradesh are also frequently visited by  
the Śwetāmbar Jain community.

Conclusion

The meaning of the word tīrtha has evolved over a period 
of time in the Jain tradition. Presently, the meaning of tīrtha  
is firmly associated with sacred geography and the rituals  
associated with the sites, so much so, that the original idea of 
liberation is almost inscrutable for the layperson. However, if  
one attempts to investigate the origins of a tīrtha and the  
underlying meanings of the rituals performed at the tīrtha  
bhūmis, they can easily attain the essence of the word tīrtha. 
The remarkable fact in this transition is that even though  
tīrtha contains a variety of interpretations, they are all tools for 
liberation. Another common factor between these varied tools  
is that none of them can solely help the seeker directly across  
the ocean of saṃsāra. In every scenario, the seeker is expected  
to make efforts to change internally with the help of the tīrtha—  
be it the scriptures carrying the teachings of the jina, the  
caturvidha saṃgha where the mendicants convey the teachings 
of the jina, or the sacred locations which provide an appropriate 
atmosphere to introspect about the lives and teachings of the  
jina.
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Both, Jināgama and Jinabimba exist since tīrthaṅkara 
Mahāvīra attained nirvāṇa, and even the locations associated  
with the lives of the jinas are worshipped as sacred spaces 
in the oldest Jain literature. However, the amalgamation of  
sacred spaces with temples holding consecrated jina icons,  
where the Jain doctrine can be practiced through various  
rituals, is the result of a gradual development. This development 
reflects the inherent philosophy of anekāntavāda, as it confirms 
that there exist multiple ways to attain mokṣa, and that each  
path across time and space is equally affective in the attempt to 
attain the ultimate goal of liberation.
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with the gradual decrease in the life-span, etc. Either of 
these halves is divided into six spokes called ‘aras’, which 
are similar to the concept of four yugas. In each of these 
two halves are born, in the Bharatkṣetra (where we live), 
twenty-four Tīrthaṇkaras, at different intervals. The first 
tīrthaṅkara is born at the end of the third ara. The other 
twenty-three tīrthaṅkaras are born in the fourth ara. Thus, 
in each complete cycle of time forty-eight tīrthaṅkaras take 
birth. And like there are infinite covisīs (a set of twenty-
four) of tīrthaṅkaras who have taken birth till now and will 
continue to born in the future. Each of them will establish 
a tīrtha and show path of liberation to other human beings. 
In the present avasarpiṇī, twenty-four tīrthaṅkaras have 
already lived. 

4. samyagdarśanajñānacāritrāṇi mokṣamārgaḥ ॥ 
Tattvārthasūtra, 1.1 ।

5. arūpī paṇa rūpāropaṇaseṃ, ṭhavaṇā anuyogadārā; 
viṣamakāḻa jinabiṃba jināgama, bhaviyaṇakuṃ ādhāra. 
Vīravijayaj’s Cosaṭha Prakārī pūjā. aṣṭama divasa – 
aṃtarāya karma nivāraṇa pūjā aṃtargata saptama 
naivedya pūjā. ḍhāḻa. gāthā pāṃcamī. Mastar Khubchand 
(1955:73) and Sadhvi Prashamitashriji (2010:208) also 
refer to this gāthā in their respective works.

6.  This topic is previously discussed by scholars Sagarmal Jain 
and Suresh Sisodiya in the preface of the English translation 
of Sārāvalīpaiṇṇayam (2004), pages XXXI-LXV.

7. logassa ujjoagare, dhammatitthayare jiṇe । arihaṃte 
kittaissaṃ, cauvīsaṃ pi kevalī ॥1॥ caturviṃśati-jina-
stavaḥ (logassa sūtra) । [Śrī Arāddhapratikramaṇa Sūtra 
(Prabodha Ṭīkā), vol. 1, pg-131]

8. tīryate’neneti tīrtham । [Abhidhāna Rājendra Koṣa, vol. 4, 
Second edition, pg 2242]
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9. dāhovasamaṃ taṇhāicheaṇaṃ malapravāhaṇaṃ ceva I  
tihi atthehi niuttaṃ tamhā taṃ davvao titthaṃ II 1066 II 

Āvaśyakaniryukti I
10.  bāhyadāhādereva tata upaśamasadbhāvāt ॥ gāthā 1066 ॥ 

Āvaṣyakaniryukti, Harībhadrīyavṛtti I
11. ṇegaṃtāṇaccaṃtiyaphalaṃ ca to davvatitthaṃ taṃ II1028 II 

Viśeṣāvaśyakabhāṣya I

12. mokṣasādhanatvāditi... II1068 II Āvaṣyakaniryukti I
13. tīratha sevī bahu janā, pāmyā bhavano pāra; jaṃgama 

thāvara tīrathanā bhāṣyā doya prakāra. Rūpavijayajī’s 
Vīśasthānaka Pūjā, dohā of 20th pūjā. 

14. kohaṃmi u niggahie dāhassa pasamaṇaṃ havai tatthaṃ 

I lohaṃmi u niggahie taṇhāe cheaṇaṃ hoi II1067 II 

Āvaṣyakaniryukti I
15. Aṭṭhavihaṃ kammarayaṃ bahuehi bhavehiṃ saṃciaṃ 

jamhā I tavasaṃjamena dhuvvai tamhā taṃ bhāvao titthaṃ 

II 1068 II Āvaṣyakaniryukti I
16. bhāve titthaṃ saṃgho, suvihiyaṃ tārao tahiṃ sāhū I 

nāṇāitiyaṃ taraṇaṃ, tariyavvaṃ bhavasamuddo’yaṃ 

II1032 II Viśeṣāvaśyakabhāṣya I

17. goyamā ! arahā tāva niyamaṃ titthayare, titthaṃ puṇa 
cāuvannāinne samaṇasaṃgho, taṃ jahā – samaṇā, 
samaṇīo, sāvayā, sāviyāo I Bhagavatīsūtra – śataka 20, 

uddeśaka – 8, paragraph no. 13

18. jaṃ nāṇa-dasaṃṇa-carittabhāvao tavvivvakkhabhāvāo । 
bhavabhāvao ya tārei teṇa taṃ bhāvao titthaṃ ॥1033॥ 

Viśeṣāvaśyakabhāṣya ।
19. ’tīrthāya nama’ ityevamuccairuccāritastutiḥ । 

ratnasiṃhāsane pūrvābhimukho nyaṣadat prabhuḥ ॥ 

Triṣaṣṭhīśalākāpuruṣacarita, parva - 3, sarga - 4, śloka -  
68 ।
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20.  tīrthaṃ nāma śrutajñānaṃ yadvā saṃghaścaturvidhaḥ । 
ādyo vā gaṇabhṛttena tīryate yadbhavāmbudhiḥ ॥30.633॥ 

Lokaprakāśa.

21. tīryate saṃsārāmbhodhiraneneti tīrtham, 
bhavodbhūtatāpaśāmakatvāt tīrtham । Commentary on  

the first gāthā.

22.  Jain universal history consists of the biographies of  

specific categories and numbers of heroes and other 
characters, who are thought to recur in every half-cycle of 

time.

23. Details on śāśvata jinālayas are summarized from Triloka 

Tīrtha Vandanā (2008) by Ācārya Hemacandrasūriji.  
This is a book gives a detailed explanation of śāśvata 
jinālayas situated in various parts of the Jain universe 

with the help of digitized illustrations. Jain Cosmology 

by Caillat and Kumar (1981) has miniature paintings 

from Jain manuscripts that depict Jain cosmology. 

Charitraratnavijayji’s Jain Cosmology - sarvajña kathita 

viśva vyavasthā (2012) also has pictorial explanation of 

Jain cosmology. These three books can be referred for  

better understanding of the location of śāśvata jinālayas.
24. Matter (pudgala) has the characteristics of touch, taste, 

smell, and colour; however, its essential characteristic is 

lack of consciousness. The smallest unit of matter is the 

atom (paramanu). Heat, light, and shade are all forms of fine 
matter. (Definition sourced from Encyclopedia Britannica)

25. Meenakshi Jain has focused on the extraordinary efforts 

devotees made to safeguard icons over centuries in her 

book Flight of Deities and Rebirth of Temples: Episodes 

from Indian History (2019).
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26. Āvaṣyaka sūtras are a part of the Dvādaśāṅgī. As  

discussed in the section 1.4, Dvādaśāṅgī is the oldest 

surviving Jain literate and is composed by the gaṇadharas, 
(the direct disciples of the tīrthaṅkaras) on the basis of  

the teachings conveyed by the tīrthaṅkaras.

27. jiṇanāmā nāmajiṇā kevaliṇo sivagayā ya bhāvajiṇā । 
ṭhavaṇājiṇā paḍimāo davvajiṇā bhāvijiṇajīvā ॥ pravacana 

sāroddhāra, gāthā – 453 ।
28. nāma jiṇā jiṇa nāmā, ṭhavaṇa jiṇā puṇa jiṇida paḍimāo 

। davva jiṇā jiṇa jīvā, bhāva jiṇā samavasaraṇaththā ॥ 

Quoted by Acharya Vijaylabdhisuriji in his article titled 

Saṃtabālanī Vicāraṇā ane Mūrtipūjā Vidhāna published in 

Śrī Jaina Satya Prakāśa (Book-1, issue-6, 1935). 

29. nāmā’’kṛtidravyabhāvaiḥ punatastrijagajjanam I 
kṣetre kāle ca sarvasminnarhataḥ samupāsmahe II 

Triṣaṣṭhīśalākāpuruṣacarita, parva - 1, sarga - 1, śloka - 2. 
 (Translation - We worship the Arhats, who at all the times 

and all places purify the people of the three worlds by their 

name, representation, substance, and actual existence. By 

Helen Johnson, 1937)

30. Mital Lalal, the owner and administrator of a Facebook  

page titled Jainism Revival verifies and curates current  
news about finding of jina images.

31. Following references from Jain canonical texts and their 

translations are kindly shared with me by Pujya Acharya 

Bhagavant Ajaysagarsuri Maharaj Saheb.

 jaṃmābhisega’gāhā jaṃmabhūmī, abhisego, abhi0 yattha, 
jattha rāyābhiseo vā, nikkhamaṇaṃ jahiṃ ṇikkhaṃto, 
caraṇaṃ kammāragāmā aṭṭhiyagāmādi, jattha hiṃḍaṃto, 
ṇāṇuppabhūmī ṇivvāṇabhūmī bhāveṃtassa āgāḍhaṃ 
daṃsaṇaṃ bhavati I ācārāṃgacūrṇiḥ I 
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 (Translation - Janmābhiṣeka stanza - The birth place of 
the tīrthaṅkaras, the place where they were crowned as 
kings, where they gave up the material world and took 
dīkṣā, places where they have roamed, attained the ultimate 
knowledge (kevalagñāna), attained mokṣa (nirvāṇa), etc., 
are pious places. By worshipping these, one’s (darśana) 
faith in dharma gets strengthened and purified.)

 tīrthakṛtāṃ janmabhūmiṣu tathā 
niskaramanacaraṇajñānotpattinirvāṇabhūmiṣu tathā 
devalokabhavaneṣu mandareṣu tathā nandīśvaradvīpādau 
bhaumeṣu ca pātālabhavaneṣu yāni śāśvatāni 
caityāni tāni vande’hamiti eteṣu ca sthāneṣu 
yathāsambhavamabhigamanavandana pūjanotkīrttanādikāḥ 
kriyāḥ kurvato darśanaśuddhirbhavatīti I ācārāṃga ṭīkā I 

 (I humbly worship/pay reverence to the pious places 
(tīrthabhūmis) of birth, dīkṣā, kevalagñāna kalyāṇakas 
of the tīrthaṅkaras, the eternal (śāśvata) temples of the 
devaloka, the ones on the mountains, in Nandīśhvaradvīpa, 
on the flat land and the temples of the lower world/inferno 
(pātāla), as well. By going for yātrā to these pious places, 
worshipping and praising them, one’s faith is purified.)

 titthakarāṇa ya tilogapūiyāṇa jammaṇa-ṇikkhamaṇa-
vihāra-kevaluppāda-nivvāṇabhūmīo ya pecchaṃto 
daṃsaṇasuddhiṃ kāhisi I Niśītha sūtra  cūrṇiḥ I

 (One can purify and strengthen one’s faith by visiting the 
pious places of birth, dīkṣā kevalagñāna, nirvāṇa of the 
tīrthaṅkaras who are worshipped by all the three lokas.)

32. jina pratimā jinasarīkhī kahīe sūtra upāṅga māṃhījī…e 
jina āgama vacana suṇīne lahīe sukha anaṃtajī. From a 
Gujarati thoya composed by Śrāvaka Ṛṣabhadāsa Kavi  
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(c. early 17th century). Also, devacandra jina pūjanaa, 
karatāṃ bhavapāra, jina paḍimā jina sārakhī, kahī sūtra 
majhāra. From Snātrapūja Kalaśa of Upādhyāya Śrīmad 
Devacandra (V.S. 1746-1812). 

33. tīrthābhigamanapuṇyaṃ yajñairapi viśiṣyate  || 
Mahābhārata, vanaparva 82.13-17

34. satyaṃ tīrthaṃ kṣamātīrthaṃ tīrthamindriyanigrahaḥ 
I sarvabhūtadayātīrthaṃ tīrthamārjavameva ca II 30 II 

dānaṃ tīrthaṃ damastīrthaṃ santoṣastīrthamucyate I 
brahmacaryaṃ paraṃtīrthaṃ tīrthañcapriyavāditā II31 

II jñānaṃ tīrthaṃ dhṛtistīrthaṃ tapastīrthamudāhṛtam 
I tīrthānāmapi tattīrthaṃ viśuddhirmanasaḥ parā 
II 32 II na jalāplutadehasyasnānamityabhidhīyate I 
sasnātoyodamasnātaḥ śuciḥ śuddhamanomalaḥ II33 

II yo lubdhaḥ piśunaḥ krūrodāmbhikoviṣayātmakaḥ 
I sarvatīrtheṣvapi snātaḥ pāpo malina eva saḥ II34 

II na śarīramalatyāgānnaro bhavatinirmalaḥ  
mānase tu male tyaktebhavatyantaḥ sunirmalaḥ II 35 

II jāyante ca mriyante ca jaleṣveva jalaukasaḥ I na 

ca gacchanti te svargamaviśuddhamanomalāḥ II36 II 

cittamantargataṃ duṣṭaṃtīrthasnānānna śuddhyati 
I śataśothalajairdhautaṃsurābhāṇḍamivāśuci II38II  
Skandapurāṇam – Kāśīkhaṇḍam – Sixth adhyāyaḥ I 

Translation from Kane (1953), page - 563.

35. aṭṭhāvayajumujjiṃte, gayaggapaya-dhammacakke ya I 

pāsa-rahāvattaṃ ciya, camaruppāyaṃ ca vaṃdāmi ॥332॥ 

Ācārāṃga Niryukti ॥
36. jattā samahūsavo khalu uddissa jiṇe sa kīraī jo u I so jinajattā 

bhaṇṇai tie vihāṇaṃ tu dāṇāi II (Pañcāśakaprakaraṇa – 

9/4)
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37. In the preface that accompanies the Sārāvalī Prakīrṇka’s 
English translation by D. S. Baya, Sagarmal Jain and 
Suresh Sisodiya proposes this wide time span to assume 
composition date of the text. Please refer to pages XVI, 
XXI and LVI.

38. An elaborated Gujarati commentary on Sakalatīrtha 
stotra can be found in the third volume of Śrī Śrāddha-
pratikramaṇa-sūtra Prabodha Ṭīkā.

39. Palyopama and sāgaropama are time-units of innumerable 
years. One Palyopama is the time which is measured through 
the equivalence with Palya (cylindrical pit or vessel), which 
is filled with hair and emptied. The time taken to empty 
such Palya cannot be computed in number. Similarly 
sāgaropama is comparable to ocean, inconceivably long 
period. Explained with the help of Jaina Pāribhāṣika 
Śabdakośa (2009), page - 175.

40. dhyāne palyasahasrasaṃbhavamaghaṃ 
prakṣīyate’bhigrahe, tallakṣotthamanekasāgarakṛtaṃ 
mārge samullaṃghite I  tīrthasyāśrayaṇe’bhyupaiti 
sugatirdevā’’nanā’’lokane, śrīsaukhyādi tadarcane 
surapadaṃ tattīvrabhāve śivam II284 II agraṇīḥ 
śubhakṛtyānāṃ, tīrthayātraiva niścitam I dānādidharmaḥ 
sarvo’pi, yasmin sīmānamaśnute II274 II kiṃca 
śreyaskaraṃ dravyaṃ, bhavet tīrthaniveśanāt I kiṃ 
mādhuryakaraṃ nīraṃ, na hīkṣukṣetravarṣaṇāt ? II276 II 

ekākyapi namaṃstīrthaṃ, śreyaḥ saṃcinute sudhīḥ I yadi 

saṃghapatībhūya, namasyet tarhi vacmi kim? II277 II 

Kumārapālabhūpālacaritam sarga - 9 II 
41. ārambhāṇāṃ nivṛttirdraviṇasaphalatā 

saṅghavātsalyamuccairnairmalyaṃ darśanasya 
praṇayijanahita jīrṇacaityādikṛtyamI tīrthaunnatyaṃ 
jinendroditavacanakṛtistīrthakṛtkarmabandhaḥ 



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 61

siddherāsannabhāvaḥ suranarapadavī tīrthayātrāphalāni 
II2 II taraṅga – 4, yātropadeśa – 2 II 

42. yathā prativarṣaṃ jaghanyo’pyekaikā yātrā kāryā I 
yātrā ca tridhā I yaduktam - aṣṭāhnikābhidhāmekāṃ, 
rathayātrāmathāparām I tṛtīyāṃ tīrthayātrāṃ 
cetyāhuryātrāṃ tridhā budhāḥ II Śrāddhavidhiprakaraṇam 
- pañcamaḥ prakāśaḥ II

43. yathā prativarṣaṃ jaghanyo’pyekaikā yātrā kāryā I 
yātrā ca tridhā I yaduktam - aṣṭāhnikābhidhāmekāṃ, 
rathayātrāmathāparām I tṛtīyāṃ tīrthayātrāṃ 
cetyāhuryātrāṃ tridhā budhāḥ II Śrāddhavidhiprakaraṇam 
- pañcamaḥ prakāśaḥ II

44. ekāhārī bhūmisaṃstārakārī padbhyāṃ cārī 
śuddhasamyaktvadhārī I yātrākāle sarvasaccittahārī 
puṇyātmā syād brahmacārī vivekī II Upadeśataraṅgiṇī II 
taraṅgaḥ – 4, yātropadeśaḥ – 3, śloka – 1 II
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Abstract

Suyambunathaswami temple at Narasingan 
-pettai is known  for its unique  architecture.  
The  main  shrine is a pure vēsaravimāna, rarely 
seen in Tamil Nadu. Narasinganpettai, a hamlet  
in the Thiruvidaimaruthur area, is about 65 kms  
from the district headquarters, Thanjavur. The  
presiding deity of the temple is Suyambunatha-
swami and the Goddess is Lokanayaki. Among  
the vimāna types, nāgara was popularly  
followed in the temple architectural tradition of 
the Tamils and it is conspicuous through its rich 
presence in the Tamil country. The other types viz., 
śālā, gajaprishtha, vēsara and especially drāvida, 
are sparsely seen. Only seven vēsaravimānas  
are known at present in Tamil Nadu. The 
Suyambunathaswami temple of Narasinganpettai 
is one of the finest and earliest examples of a 
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pure vesara vimana. This article entitled ‘Vēsara 
Vimāna of Suyambunathaswami Temple at 
Narasinganpettai – A Rare Architecture’ is a 
revelation of a rare type of architecture by the 
scholar of this article. The author is the first 
to explore this temple and bring to light the 
architectural excellence of the vesara vimana in 
detail and the temple complex in general. 

Keywords: Vimāna, Vēsara Vimāna,temple 
architecture, Narasinganpettai, 
Swayambunathaswami temple, 
Suyambunathaswami.

The temple complex – an overview
The temple complex is a spacious single prākāra  

complex with the main shrine in the middle and a huge 
compound wall encompassing it with a gōpura in the east. 
Thiruchur̩r̩umālika is present only on the western side  
and houses various sub-shrines. A Chandeswara shrine is  
seen on the northern side of the circumambulation. 
Shrines of Goddess Lokanayaki and Aadavallan are on the  
northern side of the mahā-maṇḍapa. The main shrine  
consists of a vimāna, mukha - maṇḍapa and two  
mahā-maṇḍapas. In  front of the mahā-maṇḍapa, a  
Nandimaṇḍapa and balipīṭha are seen. The madapalli is on the 
south-eastern side of the temple complex. The vimāna of the  
Suyambunathaswami isa pure vēsaravimāna; vēsaratalas  
crowned with vēsarasikhara. The vimāna of goddess 
Lokanayaki is a pure nāgaravimāna; nāgara tala crowned with  
nāgarasikhara. Three fragmented inscriptions  are found in this 
temple complex.
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The vimāna of the Suyambunathaswami temple

The ashtānga (dvitaḷa) pure vēsaravimāna has an  

adhishṭhāna (basement), bhitti (wall), prastara forming the  

āditaḷa and above that the hara of the āditaḷa, second tala, 

 grivā (neck) and śikhara (crown of the vimāna) forms the 

superstructure of the vimāna. The superstructure is fully  

refurbished with a modern finish but retains its soul.  It is 
richly adorned with stucco figures. The diameter of the outer 
circumference of the vimānaāditaḷa is 19 feet.

Upō-upāna, upāna, jagatī, octagonal kumuda, gālā complex  

and paṭṭikā are the components of the pāda-bandhaadhishṭhāna.  

The upāna is ornamented with a padma series. Gala with pādas  

flanked by kampas forms the gala complex. Above the paṭṭikā  

is the vēdika complex which carries the components of gala and  

pādā flanked by kampas and the vēdika forms the upper  

component. A thin kampa is shown above the vēdika component.  

The bhitti that rises above the vēdika is cantoned with 

brahmakāṇṭha pilasters. The cardinal directions viz., west, 

north and south are adorned with koshthapañjaras while  

the eastern cardinal direction forms the doorway of the sanctum. 



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue68

Journal of Indian History and Culture

The pilasters are distributed at equal intervals in between the 
kōshṭhas, five on each division.

Plan of the temple complex

The brahmakāṇṭha pilasters possess capital components 
of kaṭṭu, kalaśa, tāḍi, kumbha, pāli, phalaka and vira-kāṇṭha.  
Above the pilasters rests the veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikās bearing the 
prastara elements of uttira, vājana, valabhi and kapōta. The  
outer faces of the veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikās are ornamented with  
a flower medallion. Shallow kūḍus are shown at frequent  
intervals in the kapōta. The tala ends with bhūmi-désā and is 
represented with yāzhi frieze.

The kōshṭhapañjaras of vimānaāditaḷa
The kōshṭhapañjaras are formed above the paṭṭikā  

piercing the vēdika complex. It has a pair of brahmakāṇṭha  
split pilasters carrying the same features of the pilasters of 
the mother wall. The pilasters bear the prastara of the pañjara  
which carries all usual features. The pañjaras are crowned  
with a plain śikhara. The kōshṭha in between the pilasters is  
3’2” height, 1’5” width and 7” depth. Dakshinamurthy,  
Lingodhbava and Brahma adorn the kōshṭhapañjaras on the 
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south, west and north respectively. The kōshṭhapañjaras of 
Dakshinamurthy on the southern side is added with a small 
maṇḍapa in the front.

The hāra of the āditaḷa
Above the bhūmi-désā, set a little deeper, the hāra (string  

of miniature shrines over a taḷa) of the āditaḷa is seen, an  
appliqué from the harmaya of the second taḷa i.e., the arpita-hārā. 
Bhadra-śālās-pañjaras-vriṭṭa-kūṭas form the hāra elements;  
while the former occupies the cardinal directions, the latter  
occupy the sub-cardinal directions, and the pañjaras are in  
between them. The hāra elements are interconnected by the 
hārāntara. It is interesting to note that even the kūṭas of the  
hāra are of the vēsara type.

The hāra elements, karṇa-kūṭas and bhadra-śālās possess 
six aṇgās. A common vēdika complex runs for the hāra  
elements and above that bhitti with pilasters and praśtara  
with the usual elements are shown. Each hāra element is  
crowned by a śikhara and surmounted by the finial stūpi. The 
alpa-nāsikās of the hāra elements are adorned with stucco  
figures of various deities. Siva with his consorts, Viṣhṇu with  
his consorts, Brahma and Dakshinamurthy are adorning the 
nāsikās of the bhadra-śālās on the east, west, north and south 
respectively. The nāsikās of the vriṭṭa-kūṭas and the pañjaras  
are adorned with Siva and Vishnu in various forms, Muruga, 
Ganesa, goddess, erotic figures or other purānic themes.

 
Second tala

Since an arpitahāra, only the praśtara elements of the  
second tala viz., uttira, vājana, valabhi and kapōta are visible. 
The valabhi is ornamented with maddalas at frequent intervals. 
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Bhūmi-désā is shown above the roof of the tala. A pair of  
bracket figures is shown at each direction bearing the roof of  
the second tala. 

Śikhara
Above the bhūmi-désā of the second tala, the vedika  

complex is shown on which rests the grivā of the śikhara. The  
grivā is adorned with kōshṭhas at the prime directions and  
nāsikās in between. The kōshṭhas are crowned with kirtimūkhās 
and adorned with prime deities of the direction as like the hāra 
of the first tala. Besides the grivā wall is decked with dikpālās. 
A pair of nandi is shown seated in the four corners. The dome-
shaped śikhara is ornamented with geometrical patterns, 
chandramandalas at the ridges and a lotus blossom at the apex.  
A metal stūpi is seen at the pinnacle.  

The recession

In between the vimānaāditaḷa and the mukha-maṇḍapa a 
recession is seen. The recession is 1’8” in the east-west direction 
and 14’10” in the north-south direction. It has an adhishṭhāna, 
bhitti and praśtara carrying the same features of the āditaḷa of  
the vimāna. Pañjara adorn the recession on both sides and it is 
6’3” in height and 1’10” in width. 

The pañjara of the recession

Unlike the kōshṭhaspañjaras of vimānaāditaḷa, here the 
pañjaras has an adhishṭhāna, denoting a full-fledged vimāna. 
The adhishṭhāna of the pañjara is kapōtha-bandha type with the 
components of upāna, jagatī, rudra-kumuda, gala complex, the 
kapōtha, followed by a thin kampa. The kapōtha is decked with 
a pair of kūḍus, central and corner paṭṭas. Above the kapōtha-
bandhaadhishṭhāna rests the vēdika complex and above that  
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rises a pair of brahma-kāṇṭha split pilasters carrying the  
usual capital components. The praśtara directly rests on the  
vīra-kaṇṭha. Like the kapōtha of the adhishṭhāna, here also it  
is decked with a pair of kūḍus. Bhūmi-désā is shown above 
the roof. The pañjaras are crowned with a śālāśikhara. A 
vēdika complex is shown above the bhūmi-désā and above that  
rests the grivā. The grivā is decked with a nāsikā and the 
śālāśikhara carries five stūpi at the pinnacle. 

The mukha maṇḍapa
Next to the recession is the mukha-maṇḍapa, extending 

14’10” in the east-west and 15’ in the north-south directions. It  
has an adhishṭhāna, bhitti and praśtara carrying the same  
features of the vimānaāditaḷa. The bhitti is cantoned by four 
brahma-kāṇṭha pilasters on the north, south and east. In  
between the middle pair of pilasters, kōshṭhaspañjaras are  
shown in the northern and southern sides. On the eastern side 
of these pilasters, flank the entrance of the mukha-maṇḍapa. 
On either side of the spaces between them is adorned with  
a kōshṭhaspañjaras. The pilasters and the pañjaras of the  
mukha-maṇḍapa carry the same features of the āditaḷa  
of vimāna. The kōshṭhas of the pañjaras is 2’11” height,  
1’3” width and 9” depth. Lord Ganesa and Goddess Durga 
adorn the kōshṭhaspañjaras in south and north, respectively.  
The pañjaras in the eastern side are empty, but in  
correspondence to the kōshṭhas, Lord Subrahmanya with his 
consorts in the north and Lord Ganesa in the south are placed on  
a platform on the floor of the mahā-maṇḍapa. 

The mahā-maṇḍapa
Next to the mukha-maṇḍapa is the mahā-maṇḍapa a  

pillared hall, extending 36’ in the east-west and 35’10” in the 
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north-south directions. It has a basement, wall and roof. Proper 

adhishṭhāna features are absent in the basement, but the wall is 

cantoned by plain brahma-kāṇṭha pilasters at frequent intervals. 

Veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikā that rests above the pilasters bears the  

usual praśtara components and above that the bhūmi-désā is 

shown. The roof of the maṇḍapa is refurbished. The shrine of 

Aadavallan is on the northern side of the mahā-maṇḍapa. 

The outer mahā-maṇḍapa
Next to the mahā-maṇḍapa is another pillared maṇḍapa 

having a common outer wall with the mahā-maṇḍapa. The 

maṇḍapa measures 28’6” in the east-west and 35’10” in  

north-south directions. The basement, wall and the roof of the 

maṇḍapa possess the same features of the mahā-maṇḍapa. 

Doorways are seen both in the east as well as in the south.  

Besides, the shrine of Goddess Lōkanayaki is on the northern  

side of the maṇḍapa facing south. 

Innerside of the maṇḍapas
The outer mahā-maṇḍapa is 25’11”in the east-west and  

30’6” in the north-south directions. Four pillars are seen 

in the maṇḍapa and it is interesting to note that the pillars 

are not monolithic but are constructed out of stone blocks. 

They are segmented as three squares and kaṭṭu in between.  

Veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikā rest above the pillars and bear the uttira.  

The Goddess’ shrine is on the northern side. Sculptures of  

Sri Surya, Sri Chandra, Sri Kalabairava, Sri Saniswara are  

seen on the eastern side of the maṇḍapa. The sthalapurana of 

the temple Yōga Narasimha worshipping the Lingā is shown as  

a miniature on the western wall of the maṇḍ apa. 
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The inner mahā-maṇḍapa is 30’10” and 30’6” in the  
north-south and east-west directions respectively, supported by  
six pillars. Unlike the outer maṇḍapa, here the pillars are 
monolithic, segmented as three squares and kaṭṭu in between. 
Some of the pōtikās above the pillars are veṭṭu-taraṅga  
while some are madalai-nānudal. On the southeast corner 
of the maṇḍapa, a small chamber is seen. Sculptures of  
Sri Dakshinamurthy, Sri Subrahmanya with his consorts and  
Sri Vinayaka are observed here. The Nandi and balipīṭha are  
seen on the floor of the maṇḍapa oriented towards the  
sanctum.

The mukha-maṇḍapa is 11’6” in the north-south and 11’9” 
in the east-west directions. Pillars are absent in this maṇḍapa. 
The plain walls of the maṇḍapa directly bear the uttira which  
is followed by vājana and valabhi. The valabhi is ornamented 
as padmavari. The roof of the maṇḍapa is covered with stone 
slabs. The mukha-maṇḍapa while adjoining with the sanctum 
reduces 7” on both sides that creates the recession on the  
outer side. The diminution of size has both engineering and 
architectural significance. On the engineering aspect, the 
diminution is made to connect the wider rectangular structure  
with the cylindrical structure whereas architecturally it adds 
elegance by creating a recession. The curvature of the cylindrical 
sanctum extends on the floor of the recession.

The sanctum

An aperture of a width of 4’2” and height of 10’5” is 
seen on the wall of the cylindrical sanctum which forms its  
doorway. A pair of plain brahma-kāntha pilaster flanks 
the entrance. The pōtikās that rest above the pilasters are  
veṭṭu-taraṅga and bear the lintel. Above the lintel is the vājana 
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and valabhi that adjoins the roof. The cylindrical sanctum is  

12’6” in diameter and the wall of the sanctum is plain but  

possesses the praśtara elements of uttira, vājana, valabhi above  

it. The sanctum houses Lord Siva as Suyambunathaswami in  

the form of a Lingā. The vēsaraavuḍaiyār of the Lingā carry 

the features of a pāda-bandhaadhishṭhāna viz., upāna, jagatī, 
and octagonal kumuda, gālā flanked by kampas, paṭṭikā and 

uparikampa. The upper three components of the adhishṭhāna 
features are followed for the long gōmukhā that extends in  

the north. The bānā of the Lingā is rudrā (cylindrical) in type. 

The goddess Lōkanayaki shrine 

The goddess shrine is on the northern side of the outer  

mahā-maṇḍapa facing south. The shrine consists of a vimāna  

and mukha-maṇḍapa, the vimāna is an ashtānga pure 

nāgaravimāna. It has an adhishṭhāna, bhitti, praśtara forming 

the āditaḷa. Above that is the hārā of the āditaḷa, second talā  

and grivā; śikhara forms the superstructure of the vimāna.  

From the kapōtha of the āditaḷa, the entire superstructure is  

fully refurbished with modern plastering and painting. 

The āditaḷa of the vimāna is 11’6” in the east-west and  

north-south directions. The vimāna is segmented as karṇa- 
bhadra-karṇa divisions demarcated by a pair of pilasters. 

The bhadra divisions on the east, west, north are adorned  

with kōshṭhapañjaras. The adhishṭhāna is pādā-bandha type  

with upō-upāna, upāna, jagatī, octagonal kumuda, gala  

complex and paṭṭikā forming its components. The upāna is 

ornamented with padma series. The vēdika complex rests  

above the adhishṭhāna and above that rise the bhitti cantoned  

by the brahma-kāntha pilasters.   
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Karṇa-bhadra-karṇa segments are demarcated by a 
pair of pilasters. The brahma-kāṇṭha pilasters possess upper 
ornamentation of kaṭṭu, kalaśa, tāḍi, kumbha, pāli, phalaka  
and vira-kāṇṭha. Above the pilasters rests the veṭṭu-taraṅ  
gapōtikās with medallion ornamentation on its face. The  
pōtikās bear the uttira and above that run the vājana and  
valabhi. The roof of the āditaḷa extends on sides as flexed  
hanging kapota. 

Above the bhūmi-désā the hārā of the āditaḷa is seen. 
The arpitahārā has karṇa-kūṭas in the corners, bhadra-śālā 
in the middle and pan͂jara in between and these elements  
are interconnected by the hārāntara. Similar to the hārā of  
the vēsaravimāna, the hārā here also has elements or six angās. 
The kōshṭhas of the bhadra-śālā are adorned with the goddess  
in a seated posture whereas the same in the karṇa-kūṭas and 
pañjara show a standing goddess. Female bracket figures are 
shown on the roof of the hārā bearing the second taḷa. The 
harmaya of the second taḷa is veiled by the arpitahārā and  
hence the praśtara of the second taḷa alone is visible. The  
praśtara of the second tala carry all the usual components and  
the tala ends with a bhūmi-désā. Above the bhūmi-désā in the 
vēdika complex rests the nāgaragrivā and śikhara. 

The mukha-maṇḍapa
The mukha-maṇḍapa is 11’6” in the east-west and 11’4”  

in north-south directions and adjoins the northern wall of 
the outer mahā-maṇḍapa of the main shrine in the south. 
The adhishṭhāna, bhitti and prastara of the mukha-maṇḍapa  
carry the same features of the āditaḷa of the vimana. The  
kōshṭhapañjaras in the eastern and western wall of the  
mukha-maṇḍapa possess the same features of the  
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kōshṭhapañjaras of the vimānaāditaḷa. The southern wall of  
the mukha-maṇḍapa is sectioned by four brahma-kāṇṭha  
pilasters; the inner pair of pilasters flank the entrance and the  
space in between them on both sides are adorned with 
kōshṭhapañjaras. Inside the mukha-maṇḍapa it is 6’6” in the 
north-south and 7’3” in the east-west directions.

The sanctum

The sanctum is a 7’3” cubical chamber housing a standing 
goddess Lōkanāyaki. The goddess is standing in sama on a 
pedestal with the front hands in abhaya and varada while the  
back hands are in kataka and hold the lotus flower. The  
goddess is clad in a silk attire and decked with jatāmakuta, 
kundalās and all the usual ornaments. 

The Sculptures 

Sculptures are found in the kōshṭhapañjaras of the 
vimānaāditaḷa and mukha-maṇḍapa, shrines in the thiruchur̩r̩u, 
and are also found inside the mahā-maṇḍapas. Besides, stucco 
figures are found in the superstructure of the Suyambunathaswami 
vimāna and the goddess Lōkanāyaki vimāna. Among the 
sculptures in this temple complex, Suryā and Chandeswara in  
the shrine of Atchyanathar, Achyambigai and Sri Gnanambigai 
in the thiruchur̩r̩u, and Chandeswara in the Chandeswara shrine 
belong to Chōlā period.

Highlighting architectural features – an overview

Suyambunathaswami vimāna of Narasinganpettai is a fine 
example of a pure vēsaravimāna. Even though the superstructure 
of the vimāna sports a modern finish, it explicitly brings to 
the fore the traits of the original framework over which the 
refurbishment is made. The highlights of the architectural features 



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 77

of this temple complex are vēsaravimāna, veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikās, 
kōshṭhapañjaras, vriṭṭa-kūṭas. The segmentation of Karṇa- 
bhadra-karṇa is demarcated in the superstructure, though 
the āditaḷa is simply left with an equal distribution 
of pilasters. Jvaraharéswarā, yet another example of  
ashthangāvēsaravimāna has only karṇa-kūṭas in the hāra  
whereas in the Suyambunathaswami vimāna, vriṭṭa-kūṭas are  
shown in the hāra. 

Periodisation of the temple

The absence of defining inscriptions makes us rely only on  
the architecture to assign the period of the temple. One of the 
defining elements in the temple architecture is the pōtikā, the 
variety of its presence in a temple complex helps us understand  
the expansion of the complex through the ages. Hence, the 
presence of veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikās throughout this temple  
complex from the gōpurā to the vimāna, signify that the entire 
temple complex belongs to same period.  It can be assigned to  
the second half of the 11th century C.E. or early part of 12th 
century C.E. The kōshṭhapañjaras forms the major element 
of ornamentation in the shrines of the god and goddess. It is a  
significant feature of the later Chōlā architecture which also 
corroborates the above mentioned period. The sculptures 
of Surya, Chandeswara and the Goddess in the thiruchur̩r̩u 
undoubtedly place them to the later Chōlā period. Among the 
two Chandeswaras, the one in the shrine is earlier than the 
Chandeswara in the thiruchur̩r̩u. 

It is quite interesting to see that the shrine of the Lord is  
a pure vēsaraashthāngavimāna whereas the shrine of the  
goddess is pure nāgaraashthāngavimāna. Presence of  
veṭṭu-taraṅgapōtikās, kōshṭhapañjaras in the goddess shrine  
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also substantiates the theory that the  shrine is a near  

contemporary of the vēsaravimāna. 

The madapalli and the maṇḍapa addition to the 

Dakshinamurthy kōshṭha denote that the temple was 

under the patronage of the Nāyaks or the Marāthās in the 

later period. The presence of Marāthā inscriptions in the  

maṇḍapa of the main shrine also authenticates it. A blessing 

in disguise to this temple complex is that there is not 

much of an addition later which would have collapsed the  

original soul of the temple. Besides, at present, the  

temple remains under the efficient management of 
Thiruvavaduthurai Aadhinam that helps to retain the glory 

of the temple in all its originality. The Suyambunathaswami 

temple lying in the midst of the meadow, exhibiting the  

artistic mastery of the Chōlās in all its magnificence  
undoubtedly presents a great ambience to its visitors.

End notes:

1 This article is purely based on field visits. Field visits on  
03-05-2015, 17-12-2017, 26-12-2017, 10-04-2018.
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Abstract

This article is primarily concerned with the 
traditional system of maintaining reservoirs in south 
India. Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka  
have thousands of old tanks. However, the 
mismanagement of the maintenance and reward 
mechanisms in place earlier has led to a  
corresponding deterioration of these tanks. In  
earlier days, the tanks (eri) were considered as 
a structure built to store seasonal rain water.  It 
was constructed as infrastructure serving various 
needs and depended on different resources that the  
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ecosystem provided such as water, aquatic organisms, 
trees, grass, silt, soil etc. Hence, the proposed 
studies focus on various aspects of traditional tank  
management systems and usage of reservoirs. 

Keywords: tanks (eri), irrigation, traditional 
method of water management

Introduction

The monsoons in India provide enough rains with an  

average rainfall of 1,215 mm per annum. Eighty percent of  

the rainfall is distributed in the four months of southeast  

monsoons from June to September. Out of this more than 50%  

of the rainfall occurs during the day. The heavy downpour  

during the short time period leads to floods during the rainy 
season and water scarcity during summer months. The per  

capita availability of water over the years has reduced  

drastically. In 1901 it was 9400 cubic meters, in 1941 it went  

down to 7000 cubic meters and in 1981 it was further reduced 

to 3200 cubic meters. This has affected human consumption 

of water. The WHO recommends a minimum requirement of 

the availability of 70 litres of water per capita per day whereas  

only 10 litres per capita per day is available in reality. This  

signifies a scarcity of water and which in turn shows the need  
for rain water harvesting infrastructures. 

Need for tank irrigation

Water scarcity and famine were experienced in earlier times 

also. There are inscriptions on extreme weather and scarcity 

of water. The first record on water scarcity goes back to the  
Sangam Period (300 B.C.). There are records on the construction 
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of water harvesting structures. These were constructed to  
support irrigation as it needed a lot of water. Tank irrigation 
is one of the most important and oldest irrigation systems in  
India. Southern parts of India such as Andhra Pradesh, Tamil 
Nadu and Karnataka, where the average rainfall is around  
700 mm account for about 1,27,000 tanks (Narayanamoorthi, 
2004).

Tank irrigation is also gaining importance in other states  
like Maharashtra, Gujarat and Rajasthan. However, over the  
years, the area under tank irrigation has been declining and  
policy makers and planners are exploring the possibilities to  
revive this system. 

Tank irrigation is a very good example of water harvesting 
technique. This is primarily managed by the local communities 
as a common resource for all the people in the locality. The 
maintenance of this resource depends on the available budget 
and the local community participation to maintain the tanks. 
Poor community participation and low budgets result in the 
unsustainable performance of the tank. The possible solution 
would be to identify the appropriate investment strategies and 
give more responsibilities to the local administrative bodies for 
the operation and maintenance of such tanks. In order to make  
this workable, mobilisation of resources and participation of  
the local public is very essential (Vaidyanathan, 2001).

Water harvesting through tank 

Tanks and any other kind of storage structures act as  
reservoirs of rainwater in the regions where there is less  
rainfall. The way in which the water is managed for irrigation 
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decides the efficiency of the tank. The management of these 
structures involves multiple integrated processes that include 
diversion, conveyance, measurement, distribution and  
application of a rational amount of water at the appropriate time.

South India is the pioneer for tank irrigation which is  
centuries old. Karnataka is recorded to have a greater number 
of tanks and the management of these tanks was done by  
local panchayats and Nirgantis. Both these social institutions  
are classified on the basis of water management on and off  
the field. The Panchayat plays its role on the field and  
Nirgantis are the institutions that are off the field (Janakarajan, 
1996.).

The availability of water and its utilisation during 
adverse drought conditions will decide the efficiency of water  
management in irrigation. Hence, water management primarily 
aims at maximum production by utilising available resources. 
But the resource availability at that point of the agricultural 
season may be scarce. Hence these tanks have undergone  
various transformations from time immemorial in terms of  
their capacity, extension of the command area, number of 
stakeholders, the socio-economic conditions of the beneficiaries 
and most importantly, the rainfall pattern in that specific  
region. 

Technological aspects of tank irrigation

A tank is a smaller storage reservoir, a miniature of a dam, 
technically. Water is impounded behind an earthen embankment  
to be released through sluices into canals to be further distributed 
to irrigated lands. Excess water from a reservoir is allowed to 
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escape through waste weirs. Tank embankments are usually  
semi-circular curved in shape. They could be a few hundred  
meters to a few kilometres long depending upon the shape and  
size of valleys they are bridging.

The tank irrigation system has three technological aspects, 
namely, construction, distribution and lift technology. The  
water conserved through tank irrigation is used for two main 
purposes - first for crop management, irrigation and land 
improvement. Water conserved through tanks is also used for 
drinking, domestic and religious purposes as well. 

As the pumping and lifting technology has gained  
momentum, the groundwater crisis has also increased. 
Further the yield of the electric pumps is much higher than the  
traditional methods. The consequences of such lifting methods  
are excessive withdrawal of underground water which is greater 
than the recharge rate. This further leads to the decrease in the 
water table below the natural depth of water. These are the  
reasons for drying up of 30% to 40% of active wells in the dry 
areas.

History of tank irrigation

In ancient times there existed a high level of technical  
thinking in terms of building structures. Scientific rationale, 
technical parameters and user-friendly management techniques 
were involved in the water works in the times between 937 A.D 
to 1336 A.D. Hence that period was called the ‘Golden Age 
of Tanks’. In order to glorify themselves, the Kings in that era  
used to erect the Jal Stamba (liquid pillar of victory) instead of 
Jaya Stamba (victory pillar). 
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Benefits of traditional method of tank system
The traditional methods are found to be suitable for the 

cultivation of paddy and are found to have natural flood  
control mechanisms. From various research findings it has  
been found that there are innumerable benefits of tank  
irrigation and it is essential that this system is rehabilitated and 
restored to serve various agricultural activities. 

1. Earlier, tank irrigation was promoted by rulers and  
 administrators as it was known to replenish groundwater.  
 This is found to be more helpful in drought-prone areas  
 that are dependent on well irrigation.

2. In some of the places, both well and tank irrigation is used  
 in conjunction with each other. In such places, there are  
 mutual benefits in maintaining the hydrological balance.  
 So, both need to be maintained equally.

3. The concept of tank irrigation has become beneficial to  
 everyone irrespective of their social status and whether  
 they are rich landowners or poor landless labourers. The  
 farm activities have become independent of rainfall. They  
 are no longer dependent on the rains as these storage  
 structures provide the necessary irrigation. Therefore, the  
 farm activities are able to continue unabated throughout  
 the year as the water is available for perennial irrigation  
 and the production of crops is uninterrupted.  

4. Due to the increased benefits of tank irrigation, the small  
 and marginal farmers are motivated to invest in the tanks  
 due to their sustainability and higher returns from their  
 investment.
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5. Apart from being a critical source of water for irrigation  
 they also cater to the needs of the local residents in  
 remote villages by catering to their requirements of  
 drinking water, rearing cattle and fish culture.

The tanks that were built in ancient times have created 
an unprecedented interest in the construction of artificial  
reservoirs of different sizes. There are options for customisation  
of the tanks as per the needs of the individual farmer and the 
region for storing water for the purposes of irrigation. Today  
the trend in tank irrigation is witnessing an unprecedented  
interest in artificial reservoirs of varying sizes. They can be 
customised as per the need of the individual farmer and the  
region can be used to store rainwater for irrigation. 

Ancient traditional water conservation systems

The prevailing water crisis has resulted in the development 
of different water conservation practices. The fluctuations in the 
rainfall pattern have forced the administration to look out for  
ways and methods for water conservation practices and also  
for ways to revive these ancient water storage systems. The  
main reasons for adopting these traditional methods are because  
of their eco-friendliness and simplicity. 

In ancient history, there were instances of drought and  
floods. This is the reason for every region of the country to have  
its own water harvesting techniques with respect to the  
geography of the region making it unique for that region. In  
all these structures, the main concept was to harvest or conserve 
every bit of water that is in the form of rainfall (Palanisami et al, 
2001).
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Various archaeological evidences reveal that the practice 
of water conservation is deep-rooted in the science of ancient  
India. The excavations of the Indus Valley cities show that  
they have an excellent system for water harvesting and  
drainage. The settlement of Dholavira is an excellent example.  
The settlement is found to be laid in-between the slope of two  
water channels. Irrigation using water harvesting systems is 
mentioned in Chanakya’s Arthashasthra. Most of the ancient 
structures use the natural geographical features in harvesting 
water. A typical example is Sringaverapura where they had  
a sophisticated water harvesting system using the natural slope  
to collect the floodwaters of River Ganga. In Tamil Nadu, the 
Grand Anaicut is a classic example of architecture used for 
water Storage. Grand Anaicut or Kallanai was built across  
River Cauvery to divert the water for irrigation which is  
functional even today. Whereas in Bhopal, the King Bhoja built  
the largest artificial lake in India. So, we have enough history 
to quote to reveal the knowledge of architecture used in  
water conservation techniques.

Downfall of tank irrigation

Tank irrigation was prominent during the period before  
British rule. The British rulers renovated these structures 
selectively. Over a period of time most of the tanks have gone  
out of use due to weed and silt and due to people’s negligence  
and ignorance. The growth rate of well irrigation was 21.9% 
in 1961 which further increased to 63.06% in 1971. This later 
increased to 63.06% in 1971 and then decreased to 49.19% 
in 1981. From the above, it can be inferred that the growth of  
tank irrigation was 26.23% before the end of the second  
five-year plan and reduced drastically showing a negative  
growth rate of about -22.2% in 1981 (Palanisami, 2003).
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Over the years a lot of changes happened due to floods and 
other natural calamities. Many bunds were destroyed. Several 
residents of villages were displaced due to famine and wars  
which in turn broke the rural fabric. The rulers levied high and 
oppressive taxes in order to defray the expenditure for their 
warfare. Apart from this, the British rulers levied irrigation  
cess towards repair work. 

The first half of the 19th century saw a sharp decline in tank 
irrigation. This in turn forced the Government of Madras to look 
into the revival of these structures. During this process only  
the major tanks gained attention leaving the rest of the tanks 
neglected. It was then that the Tank Restoration scheme was 
adopted in 1883. The main agenda of the scheme was to repair  
the tanks and to make arrangements to regain their original  
shape and structure.

The main reason behind the decline of tank irrigation 
was the colonial government. They had adopted the river-
based irrigation systems. All the private landowners  
adopted well-based irrigation. The major notable reasons are 
neglect by the colonial government in order to favour the 
river-based canal irrigation.

Timeline For Emergence & Decline of Tank Irrigation

Origin of Water Harvesting to Irrigation Structures 

Ramayan
Mentioned two lakes Panchapsarotataka & 
Pamasaras

1500 B.C.
Earliest evidence of water reservoirs in the  
Deccan plateau

300 B.C. Water scarcity was felt during Sangam Period 

230 B.C.
Shatavahanas kingdom- existence of lakes & 
tanks 
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350 A.D.
Kadamba ruler Mayura Varma constructed a 
tank at Chandravelli near Chitradurga

430-450 A.D.
Kakusthavarma constructed Talagunda tank in 
Shimoga district in front of Pranaveswar temple

485-519 A.D.
Kadamba king Ravi Varma excavated a big tank 
called Guddatataka in Uttara Kannada district

600-639 A.D.
Pallavas in the fifth century promoted some 
tanks and wells

670 A.D.
Chalukya ruler Vikramaditya granted rice land 
below a tank to subjects

670-700 A.D.

Paramesvaravarman I excavated Paramesvara 
tanks for irrigation purposes
Paramesvaravarman II constructed famous Ten-
neri Tank near Kanchipuram

707 A.D.
Vidyaditya constructed tanks surrounding 
villages

Golden Age of Tanks (937-1336 A.D.)

973-1184 A.D.
Kalyana Chalukya took up vigorous tank 
bunding activities benefiting Dharwar, Bellary, 
Chitradurga & Shimoga district

1068-76 A.D.
Someswara I constructed several tanks in Dhar-
war, Bijapur & Bellary district

1080 A.D.
Vikramaditya constructed a number of tanks & 
repaired a breach tank of Tambasamudra

1108-52 A.D.
Hoysala kings Vishnuvardhana, Visa Ballala II 
promoted construction of tanks practically all 
over Karnataka

1204 A.D. Two tanks were constructed in Belgaum

1242 A.D.
Hosakere of Dharwar & Beenihilla of 
Hubli were built

13 th Century Yadavas built  many tanks
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Post Golden Age of Tank Irrigation

1336-1565 
A.D.

Biggest milestone of Vijaynagar Empire 
was Kaveri delta project and Suekere 
tank

1410 A.D.
Devaraya I built  a dam on Harihara 
river benefiting five villages

14 th Century
Several tanks, reservoirs and canals 
were constructed

15 th Century
Renovation & maintenance of tank 
through co-operation & contribution of 
people 

16-18 th Century
Period of prosperity & great boom of 
activities in water works 

1638-1799 
A.D.

Hyder Ali &Tipu Sultan fought several 
wars and destroyed the time earned 
system of water harvesting

Pre-
Independence 
Era

Decline of tanks was set in permanently 
during the British period

Pre-
Independence 
Era

The government emphasised initially 
on construction of dams, promoted 
tubewells and more or less ignored 
traditional water harvesting structure as 
tank irrigation.

Source: Traditional water management system of India

Some of the traditional water conservation techniques used  
in ancient times are discussed below.

Panam Keni

 The tribes of Wayand (Kuruma) use a wooden cylinder  
made from a palm tree that is soaked in water for a long time.  
They are soaked till the core of the palm rots away and the  



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 91

hard outer layer will remain. 
These are 4 feet in diameter 
and depth. They are immersed 
in the groundwater springs 
located in the fields and  
forests. This will help them  
with the resource even during 
the hot summer months.

Jackwells

These are found in the 
Nicobar Islands. The shompen 
tribe live in a region with 
rugged topography. They have 
their own means of harvesting 
water where they build  
jack wells in which pits encircled 

by bunds are made from logs of hardwood in the low-lying  
regions of the island. The water is led to the jackwell with a  
full-length bamboo cut longitudinally.  These are placed under  
the trees to collect the runoff water from leaves. All the 
jackwells are interconnected with each other to collect the  
excess overflow from one to another.

Eri 

Eri or the tank system is  
one of the ancient water 
management systems in India.  
An eri acts as a flood control 
system, preventing soil erosion 
and wastage of runoff during  
heavy rains. Tanks are an 
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effective groundwater recharge system. Eris can be either 

fed by channels from rivers or simply fed by rain water.  

All these tanks are interconnected which enables access to  

distant villages and helps maintain water level balance  

in case of excess inflow. This Eri system has been the  
lifeline of Tamil Nadu where people are completely  

dependent on irrigation, without which the cultivation of  

paddy would be impossible.

Johads

These are the oldest systems 

found in the states of Karnataka 

and Odisha but called by different 

names. They are called madakas 

in Karnataka and pemghara 

in Odisha. These are small 

earthen check dams constructed 

in an area with high elevation on three sides and a storage pit 

on the fourth side. In some places these are interconnected by  

deep channels with a single outlet opening to the river or  

stream.

Talabs

Water storage structures called Talabs were built for 

domestic purposes of local people. These are natural or 

artificial structures built by the residents of a village for  
their own needs. Pokhariyan ponds of Tikhmargh are a  

classic example of natural Talabs, whereas the lakes 

of Udaipur are man made structures. They are named  

differently based on their size. Storage structures less than  
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5 acres are called Talai 

whereas a medium sized 

structure is called a bandi  

and a bigger lake is called a 

sagar or samand.

Ahar Pynes

Ahar Pynes are artificial 
harvesting systems in South 

Bihar are storage structures 

with embankments on three 

sides. They are usually built 

at the end of the diversion 

channels like pynes. 

Artificial rivulets are led off 
from the rivers in order to collect water in the ahars for 

irrigation in the dry months. Most of the paddy cultivation  

is dependent on this system.

Jhalara

These wells are found near an upstream reservoir or 

a lake. These are typically rectangular shaped step wells 

on four sides. These Jhalaras are found in Jodhpur. They 

were used to ensure easy and regular supply of water for 

religious rites, royal ceremonies and also for the use of  

local community people. There are 8 Jhalaras around  

Jodhpur city. Mahamandhir Jahalara is the oldest one built  

in 1660 AD (Sakurai et al, 2001).
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There are other local versions of storage structures  
available all over India like keres in Karnataka, cheruvus in  
Andhra and dongs in Assam which are the traditional systems  
of irrigation in our country. These traditional systems are 
ecologically viable and cost-effective and can be the best  
alternative to rejuvenate the depleted resources. The traditional 
methods could be combined with modern techniques like 
percolation tanks, injection wells and subsurface barriers  
which will enable us to find a solution to India’s perennial  
water woes (Wade, 1988).

Problems faced by tank irrigation

Our country is entirely dependent on monsoons. With 
uncertainties around rainfall, the performance of the tanks 
may decline over a period of time. The structures may be 
poorly maintained above the outlet. Both the command and  
the catchment areas are mismanaged and if the forest land or  
other vegetation covers are present adjacent to the catchment 
area, it is likely that they are encroached by the settlements.  
Lot of siltation has happened in the beds that has reduced 
the storage capacity. If the channels are not maintained, they  
may break resulting in an enormous wastage of water  
(Gomathinayagam, 2005).

In the late 1970-s, under a scheme funded by the European 
Economic Community (EEC), the PWD initiated a programme 
for Tank Modernisation. The work of modernisation was  
carried out by two departments of the government, the PWD  
and the Agricultural Engineering Department. Over the years, 
the share of tank irrigated area compared to the net irrigated  
area has reduced. The poor maintenance of the tanks has  
resulted in reduction of the storage capacity thereby the 
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dependability of the farmers on these tanks has reduced. To 
compensate for the supply, the farmers have resorted to well 
irrigation (Raj, 2005).

Most of the tanks are found to be functional only during 
years when there is normal or excess rainfall and not otherwise. 
In many places, tank agriculture is found to be abandoned by  
most of the villagers due to the uncertainties in supplies and  
also due to the excessive growth of prosopis trees. The  
maintenance costs involved in maintaining the structures are 
found to be high. That is another major reason for abandoning 
tank irrigation. 

The Watershed Development program initiated by the 
Government has been intensive. Hence various small check  
dams and percolation ponds have been developed upstream of  
the tanks in several locations thereby affecting the inflow of  
the tanks. There has to be a clear-cut demarcation of the  
watershed and tank improvement programs. In many places,  
the supply channels are obstructed due to housing construction 
and village development activities like roads, buildings that  
are built in common areas which act as the main source of  
inflow into the tanks. Even if the rainfall were normal, the inflow 
into the tanks is obstructed leading to insufficient recharge of 
water.  

The major challenges faced by tank irrigation are as follows: 
(Sakthivadivel, 2005)

1. Lack of community co-operation and participation in the  
 maintenance and management of the structures.
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2. Uncertainties in the water supply to the tank. 
3. Non-availability of the local institutions for the management  
 of the structures. 
4. Uncontrolled growth of weeds, thereby leading to the loss of  
 grazing land in the tank bed. 
5. Sprawl of the population that led to the encroachment of  
 the tank bed and the catchment area. 
6. Silting of the tank water spreads to the catchment areas.
7. Shutters of the sluices getting lost.
8. Weeds that choke the sluices and damage the weirs.
9. Inappropriate allocation of resources for the maintenance of  
 the tank systems.
10. Development of the groundwater resources in an  
 unsustainable way thereby reducing the gravity flow in the  
 tank-fed irrigated area. 

Conclusion

The tank system is found to be prevalent from time 
immemorial. Over time, it has faced a lot of challenges in 
terms of maintenance and monitoring of the tank system.  
Those ancient structures that could be revived should be  
identified for restoration. The boundaries of the tank system 
have to be resurveyed and demarcated. The encroachments, 
if any, have to be cleared well ahead of restoration activities.  
Local communities should be involved in such activities and  
they should be motivated to plan and undertake the  
implementation of the tank restoration program. Even the  
SHGs (Self Help Groups) could be involved in undertaking  
the repair and maintenance works. The cascade approach has 
to be followed in the restoration of tanks. Small and large 
tanks irrespective of the size of the command area have to be  
renovated by restoring the link canals between them. Desilting 
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activities have to be carried out to enhance the storage and 

recharge of the existing systems. Tanks close to the cities  

should be protected from environmental pollution and further 

be improved as groundwater recharge structures for domestic 

purposes. Strict regulations and penalty mechanisms should 

be imposed on the encroachers in the catchment area, supply  

canal and also the foreshore areas.
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Abstract

A wooden strut sculpture in Kerala recently comes 

to discourse of confusions surrounding identification, 
iconography and semantic layers, exclusive to the  

Šrī Rāma temple at Kadavallur, an ancient river  
basin culture and intellectually active Hindu society 

sharing the borders of Thrissur and Malappuram 

districts. This research paper discusses the 

interpretations and iconography of the Earth-Water 

divinity found in a medieval Hindu Temple at India’s 

tropical Malabar Coast.
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Kerala-wood-carving, Kadavallur-ŠrīRama-temple,  
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Introduction

A carved wooden sculpture of a woman with hair wringing 
and tossed forward, is found depicted as a roof strut exclusively 
at the Kadavallur Šrī Rāma temple in Kerala, along with other 
twenty-eight wooden strut figures around the square shaped 
double storeyed sanctum (Šrīkōvil). It is a rare representation in 
wood carvings of Kerala’s medieval temple arts. Since ancient 
times in India, figurines with wringing hair gesture have been 
portrayed in a number of ancient and medieval temples (mainly 
Buddhist but sometimes Jain and Hindu) as minor divinities, 
found on architectural units like niches, corners, gateways, and 
railings. A woman tossing her hair to wring out water, creating 
a flood to drown māra (temptations) and his army, and becomes 
a sentient witness at the time of Buddha’s enlightenment, is one 
of the most ardent form of an Earth goddess portrayed as part 
of Buddha’s Māravijaya (the conquest of māra) episode, which 
is widely manifested in the mainland of southeast Asia in the 
medieval times. Earth and Water spirits manifested to worship 
found expression in several forms since the long history of  
human civilisation throughout the world’s distinct cultures,  
myths, religions, folklores, visual and performing art forms.

Šrī Rāma Temple in Kadavallur

Kadavallur Šrī Rāma temple is situated in an ancient 
village near Kunnamkulam, in the border land of Thrissur  
and Malappuram districts, near Ponnani seaport (one of the 
medieval maritime centres). This temple does not have a 
typical Namaskāra maṇḍapa, but two storeyed square Šrīkōvil 
with Mukha maṇḍapa. The temple is known for Kadavallur  
Anyōnyam, which is a traditional Rigveda chanting ceremonial 
contest for Nambūdiri Vedic scholars. This is identified as a 
unique Vedic chanting technique (for instance recitation in  
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rátha style, and Játa style) by Malayali Nambūdiris, which 
differ from mnemonic (phonetic patterns of chanting) techniques 
elsewhere in India.

Stylistically, the strut wood sculptures of this temple can 
be dated to twelfth-thirteenth century AD. Subject exclusive to  
this temple in Kerala, is the image of this Earth-Water minor  
divinity in the form of a roof-strut showing a woman drying  
wet hair by gathering it in the front and patting it with the back 
of her hand. Though, Kirātārjunīya-Rāmāyana episodes, and 
independent figures like Aṣṭāvakra, and Yakṣī are repeatedly  
found in many temples, this figure has not travelled to other 
temples in Kerala. However the iconographic similarity to the 
representations of the Earth goddess found across Southeast  
Asia probably carries traces of ancient trade relations within  
the Indian Ocean region which merits our attention.

Discussion 

The question arises of the significance of a lady figure with 
the hair wringing gesture. Is this a representation of Earth-
Water divinity or a human lady? What does it represent in this  
particular context, as this iconography has not been widely  
used? 

This is depicted without the presence of either Buddha 
or haṃsa (swan), but near the višvarūpa Šiva in the Šrī Rāma 
temple. As stated earlier, at Kadavallur, this figure is found  
along with the other twenty-eight roof strut figures including 
episodes related to Ravana’s abduction of Sita, Kirātārjunīya,  
and figures such as Aṣṭāvakra as well as yakṣī. Here, the  
hair-wringing lady figure is not a small-scale representation, 
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as in the other such figures of Indian temple carvings. Thus the 
sculptor of Kadavallur temple gives prominence to this figure.  
The significance and interpretations of this particular  
representation of this sculpture is to be analysed in the context  
of connoisseurship.

This exclusive lady figure is in a natural standing posture;  
with bare chest, simple earrings, thin necklace and long thin  
chain, one bracelet on each wrist, and two types of anklets 
on each foot. She wore muṇṭ/dhotī under her waist, which is  
simply representing the typical way of fastening the cloth  
(muṇṭ) in medieval Kerala. The right hand is on the tied  
portion of the cloth on her waist, so naturally that the right leg  
is raised a bit. Her left hand touches her long tresses of hair 
wringing in the fore part, suggesting to drain Water from  
head towards the Earth/ground. 

The realistic representations are typical in the wooden 
sculptures of Kerala temples, especially for its narrative aspect. 
Characterisation is given importance in each sculpture. For 
instance, the attire of  śūrpaṇakhā at Triprayar Šrī Rāma  
temple of Kerala is in a muṇṭ/dhotī with bare chest as this  
character in this particular temple is depicted shown after  
her mutilation. Whereas at Kadavallur Šrī Rāma temple, 
śūrpaṇakhā is depicted as a rich lady with elaborate jewellery 
while the narrated situation is:  śūrpaṇakhā advising Ravana  
to abduct Sita. On the other hand, minor divinities such as  
Yakṣī, Aṣṭāvakra, and others are widely shown in less  
ornamentally with realistic Kerala attire of the medieval 
times. So a character showing wringing hair after her bath is  
obviously depicted in a simple attire.
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As the figurine with hair wringing gesture is not much 
discussed in the Indian iconographical studies, identification 
of the figure at Kadavallur temple was easy referring to the  
Southeast Asian iconographies. The context of such  
representation in the mainland of Southeast Asia, comes from  
the episode māravijaya (the conquest of māra or evil), while 
Buddha in meditation posture, at the time of his enlightenment 
touches on the Earth (bhūmisparšamudrā). When māra and  
his army attempt to prevent Buddha attaining enlightenment,  
Earth personified as a young woman, engulfed by the evil 
forces by the flood of Water from her hair. This Earth deity has  
different names in different locations, which include;  
Vasundharā, Dharaṇī, Nang Thorani, Phra Mae Thorani, and  
so on. Today Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Sipsòng 
Panna, the places where the Earth deity can be found wringing  
her hair follow Theravāda Buddhism. According to some 
Buddhists and scholars, ‘she is absent from the extant Pali Canon 
as well as Vasundharā is a product of local genius, an amalgm  
of local beliefs and Brahmanic legends about the Earth with the 
biography of the Buddha’. The Brahmanic legends probably  
have travelled from India along with the Sanskrit tradition. 

Mahābalipuram and Kāñcipuram were seaports in ancient 
days. ‘Ships sailed from there to Ceylon and also to the islands  
of the Far East.’ The Pallavas were instrumental for Indian  
culture and Grantha script to reach Southeast Asia. 

The Bālijātrā (travel to Bāli) and other Boita Bandana 
(churning of ocean) tradition of Eastern India on Karthik  
Purnima (full moon day) sets an indigenous maritime history  
time immemorial connected the eastern nationalities to  
complete the form of Jambudvipa geography in Indian  
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mythology. In Thailand, the same day is celebrated as  
loikrathong festival, which is the com-memorial forgiveness  
day to goddess Gaṅgā, and also the remembrance day of the 
ancient mariner ancestors.

The Pallava country can be comparable to medieval Kerala 
in many ways, such as; spread of Brahmanical religion, Sanskrit 
language and learning, equally worshipping Šiva and Viṣṇu  
while tolerant to other creeds, maritime activities and rich 
in various cultural aspects. At the time of the Pallava rule in  
about seventh-ninth century AD, ‘the University of Kanchi  
became the citadel of Aryan-Brahmanical influence in the 
South’. Keshavan Veluthat citing a reference from the text 
Avantisundarīkathā of Dandin, ‘the author, eighth century poet 
from Pallava capital in Kanchi, speaks of his friends including 
Mathrudatta, the best of Brahmanas from Kerala’.

According to Jātaka stories, especially in Vessantara Jātaka 
Buddha in his birth as vessantara, had attained the perfection 
of generosity. Buddha said, ‘You have sentient witnesses, while 
in this place I have no sentient witness... But to my gifts this 
solid Earth, though insentient, is a witness’. At this he withdrew  
his right hand from inside his robe, extended it towards the  
Earth, and asked her whether or not she was his witness. With  
the words ‘I was your witness then’ the Earth made so great a 
noise that Māra’s elephant mount knelt before the Buddha 
and Māra’s forces fled in every direction’. In this version of  
Jātaka narrations, there is no reference to flood of Water. 

Rather in India, the hair-wringing Earth deity associated  
with māravijaya episode was not found, but the gesture of hair-
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wringing was common in the early Buddhist sites and a few 

temples in south India as minor divinities. ‘George Caodes, the  

first scholar to write about Dharaṇī, noted that Dharaṇī with  

the hair-wringing gesture had no counterpart in Indian 

iconography. He also noted that although the legend was well 

known in Cambodia, Thailand, and Laos in a Pali work called 

the Pathamasam bodhi, none of the classical biographies of  

the Buddha (Nidiinakathii, Mahiivastu, Lalitavistara) contained 

the episode’. 

The image of Earth goddess next to Buddha in his 

bhūmisparšamudrā while winning māras, portrayed at Sanchi 

Stupa and other Buddhist narrative carvings is a lady figure  
holding a vase (kalaša), which has no direct similarity with  

this form. But the vase denotes Water in it. It is to be noted 

that earlier even in Southeast Asia, the image of the Earth deity  

holding kalaša was seen at the Borobudur Buddhist site in 

Indonesia. 

In India, myths related to Earth deities of Hinduism are 

connected to Vāmaṉa-avatāra and Vārāha-avatāra narrations. 

Viṣṇu took the form of a dwarf to regain the entire universe  
from the demon King Mahā-bali for Indra and other gods.  
Vāmaṉa is often portrayed as a deformed dwarf, otherwise as  

a Brahmacārin (monastic student) with sacred thread, tufted 

hair, a staff or Water-vessel in his hand and an umbrella. In the 

Brahmanas, Viṣṇu appears as a dwarf who assumes a giant form 
and expels the demons from three worlds. Whereas in the epics, 

the demons are replaced by King Bali, who dethrones Indra.  

Viṣṇu, born as a Brahmin from Aditi and shaped as a dwarf, 
approaches King Bali begging for some land which covers his  
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three footsteps. Bali grants the request. Soon Vamana takes the 

form of a giant. With one step, he covers the whole Earth and  

with the second he covers the world between the Earth and 

heaven. So for Vāmaṉa’s third step, Bali has to show his head  
and with that step on his head, Bali is sent to the netherworld.  

This form of Viṣṇu is known as Trivikrama (God of the three 
strides). The iconography of these episodes is found in three 

images of the striding Viṣṇu, since the early Gupta period of 
fourth-fifth century AD. The strides are symbolically represented 
in three angles, where mostly, the Vāmaṉa story is portrayed 
in a minor way on the bottom of the main Trivikrama carving. 

Representation of personified Earth deity is not found popular. 
But in Nepal, the Vikranta (Trivikrama) on the Changu hill of 

the Kathmandu Valley, Adalbert J. Gail identifies a representation 
of the Earth deity in female form related to this story, but not in 

a hair-wringing gesture; ‘A naga representing the netherworld 

holds Viṣṇu’s right foot, which is worshipped by a female  
offering a basket with flowers, who could be the Earth  
representing the sphere of Viṣṇu’s second step. A third male  
person clasps the god’s shank as if restraining it from his stride 

and, at the same time, worshipping it’.

Bhaviṣyaparva of Mahābhārata connects Vāmaṉa avatāra 

and Vārāha avatāra on behalf of Earth. After regaining three 

worlds, stricken by the consequences, Vārāha is lifting the  
Earth deity. The mythical story told in Bhāgavata Purāṇa goes  

like this; the Earth was at a time captured and hidden beneath 

the ocean by a demon. While there was a discussion to solve  

the issue among the gods, Viṣṇu assumed the form of a giant  
boar to save the Earth. He dived into the ocean, killed the  

demon and raised the Earth with his tusks. Iconography of  
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Vārāha raising the Earth deity is a repeatedly portrayed carving 

in India. Vārāha is in an anthropoid-zoomorphic form, a human 

body with a boar’s head lifting little-Earth-goddess, typically 

personified as a young woman, while he rests on a Nāgarāja, 
who symbolises ocean. The representation of the Earth deity as 

standing on the hand of the Vārāha can be seen carved in the  
caves in Ellora, Badami, and Udayagiri. In the south at 

Mamallapuram, Bhūdevi/Šrīdevi is seated on Vārāhavatar’s  

knee, while in Orissa and Aihole, she is seated on his shoulder. 

There are several Yakṣī figures with long plaited hair in front, 
earliest from Kuṣāṇa period though not wringing wet hair.

Thus the enquiry of references to lady figures with hair-
wringing gestures from India since ancient times leads to minor 

divinities and those are not represented with the hair tossed  

forward in front of the head suggesting a water flow. Elizabeth 
Guthrie gives reference to such representations from ancient 

and medieval India of Buddhist contexts as well as others; 

‘sadyahsnata, a woman who has just bathed (and is wringing out 

her wet hair): A railing from the Buddhist site at Sanghol, first-
second centuries AD, shows such a figure. And other images of 
hair-wringing divinities, often with a haṃsa (swan) drinking  

the drops of Water from her hair, have been found at Mathura,  

and at the southern sites of Vijayanagara and Hampi’. 

The other images in discussion were from Mamallapuram,  

a seventh century rock carving of the Pallava śaivaite monument 

depicts the story of the descent of the Ganges. ‘In the cleft of the 

rock, where the Water pours down, a figure is standing, receiving 
the Water of the Ganges on a long tress of hair which she is  

wringing out’. Another image is a surasundarī wringing Water 
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from her hair from Khajuraho of tenth-eleventh century AD. 
Next images are door jamb carvings from Nalanda. One is a 
representation of a female wringing water from her long hair; 
another is a male with long tresses of hair wringing water  
from his hair. This male figure has an inscription ‘that dates  
the carving to the reign of Mahipala of mid eleventh  
century A.D’. 

In Kerala, sadyah Snata is not just wringing her hair in  
normal way, but with tossed hair forward while standing next 
to viswarupa Šiva, who was giving Pashupatastram to Arjuna 
after Arjuna’s surrender to Šiva in their fight regarding a pig  
trail (Kirātārjunīya episode). This image is more close to the  
above discussed Southeast Asian Earth deity. So, in this  
particular context, the iconography could suggest this as Gaṅgā 
who witnessed the moment Arjuna was blessed by Šiva. At 
Mamallapuram, one can notice the diverse narrative carvings 
on both sides of the rock cleft in different-scale related to the 
Gaṅgāvatāra episodes and the descent of Gaṅgā visualised 
as a waterfall. On the cleft area for natural waterfall, nagās in 
anthropoid-zoomorphic forms, symbolises streams. On the top;  
to the right side of the cleft, is situated the carved iconography  
of Šiva, Bhagiratha on tapaš (austerity). And at the bottom,  
there is a representation of Viṣṇu temple, where devotees are 
portrayed around it. The cosmic event Ganges descending to  
Earth, is witnessed by the whole world; gods and goddesses, 
gandharvās, kinnarās, nāgās, apsarās, ganās, human beings, 
animals, etc. In this extensive narrative rock-canvas, a small  
figure standing at the bottom of the right side parallel to the  
Viṣṇu temple, on the edge of the cleft, is a lady with long  
tresses of fastened hair. Her right hand is on the top of hair 
(uṣṇīṣa), and the left hand is on the bottom of the lengthy tied  
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hair, which she is carefully holding to keep tight. One standing 
male figure near this lady has matted locks and is probably 
holding a pot with one hand on the shoulder. Apart from these 
two figures at the bottom edges of the waterfall cleft, people  
have been represented with bowing (añjali mudrā) hand  
gestures and offering prayers. At the same time, on the cleft  
portion Nāgarāja and Nagayakṣī are also seen offering prayers  
with the same hand gestures. So the unique lady figure with  
long tresses of fastened hair, possibly the personification of  
Gaṅgā, and the man is Šiva.  This symbolises the moment of  
Gaṅgā descending on Earth and not allowing even one drop of 
water to fall on Earth and cause flood. In Kerala, the Kadavallur 
sculptor would have imagined the personified Gaṅgā with  
wringing hair open through which water flows to Earth, just 
like the Earth deity icon of the mainland southeast Asia. The 
other context to the referred sculpture in a Šrī Rāma temple is 
the allegorical presentation of Sita being born from the Earth  
and Water. Her adoptive father, King Janaka, found her while 
ploughing the Earth. There are several versions about Sita’s  
origin, but all have somehow got connected to Earth and Water. 
And Sita herself is associated with fertility, and treated as an  
Earth deity. 

The mythification of the Earth deity from the stories such  
as descent of Gaṅgā, Trivikrama, and Vārāhaavatāra reached 
south east Asia in the middle ages during the Anghor period 
through south india. Elizabeth Guthrie writes; ‘Today, many 
Cambodians believe that treatises such as Trai Bhet, contain 
Brahmanical rather than Buddhist ideas, and by and large they 
have not been re-copied, and are no longer studied. A mural in  
the modern vihara at Wat Nokor, Kompong Cham portrays the  
four personified elements: Brah Dharaṇī represents the  
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element Earth but also wrings Water from her hair while the 

element representing Water, Brah Kanka (Gaṅgā) clutches  

a lotus flower. The Trai Bhet text of seventeen-eighteen  

century gives some insight into the ideas held about the  

Earth deity during the Cambodia’s Middle Period, and sheds 

some light on the connection between the Earth deity and  

the epic Ramayana’ (Ramaker, Khamer Ramayana). 

From the above discussion, the interpretations of this 

particular iconography related to the personification of Earth  
and Water concepts reveals the syntactic complexities of this 

visual image.  This lady figure with the hair-wringing gesture  
at Šrī Rāma temple is read according to the Dhvani, Sanskrit  

theory of poetics. The literal meaning, abhidhā here suggests 

sadyah-snata. Laksanā, the metaphoric meaning, the extended 

abhidhā, gives the identification of the image personified as  
Gaṅgā next to Šiva. Now, the context unravels the suggestive 

meaning, vyañjanā; as Sita, the mother goddess, wife of  

Šrī Rāma, daughter of Earth. Also, Kerala is a place where 

floods are frequent, and reverence to this Earth-Water deity  
was believed to be cleansing from their sins and to avoid the 

drastic consequences of flood.

Poeticity is the basis of reading a medieval sculpture in 

Kerala, as Sanskrit literature and dramaturgy dominated all the 

other aspects of this culture. This poeticity in visuals (citra) 

is coherent with the other medieval syntactical instances. The  

first patala (cantos) of Rāmacaritam by Cheerāman about  

eleventh century AD, is citational to several archaic Hindu 

mythologies. The poet achieves this citation encoding multiple 

meanings to verbal-imagery. In the first cantos, the poet seeks 
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the blessings from gods in writing Rāmacaritam, based on 
Yuddakāndam. 

vativu cheravanimaathumayanum vinnavarum
mayitanaachiniyum mukkannarkanalkkannilezhum
kotiya pairaviyum aananangalaarullavanum
kuthumavaananu menikku thunayaakayithine 
   (Rāmacaritam, First Cantos, Malayālam)

The above stanza refers to several gods from whom the  
poet seeks help and protection. He uses the syntax of poetry in  
the form of pāttu sāhityam of early Malayalam literature, and  
makes use of multiple meanings. One meaning of this stanza 
states: The eternal architect, god Mayan, who created beautiful/
proportionate Kerala; and the gods of heavens; the goddess 
Tripurasundari; and the goddess Bhairavi who was born from 
the third eye; the god Ṣaṇmukha; and the Šiva, are my help  
and protection. For instance, the other meaning of the first line 
indicates the handsome King of Cēra country/Kerala and the 
Vaiṣṇava sect, in this case, probably the patron. This is a typical 
way of poetical syntax used in verbal-images, which is found 
reflected even in the visual art of medieval Kerala, just like in  
the Earth-Water divinity of Kadavallur Šrī Rāma temple.  

Conclusion

This strut figure portraying a lady with the gesture of  
wringing hair tossed forward at Šrī Rāma temple in Kadavallur, 
confirms the tradition of poetry and aesthetics of medieval  
times. The tossed hair gesture of this Kerala strut figure 
comparatively bears more resemblance to the Southeast Asian 
Earth deity with flowing Water via her tossed hair witnessing 
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the enlightened moment. Thus, this iconography indicates the 

flow of Water towards Earth. Even the descent of the Ganges  
at Mamallapuram symbolises the same theme in a different 

context. So the Earth-Water divinities of this Kerala strut  

figure suggests it as a regional variant of the narrative. 

Apart from that, the depiction of a ‘native body’ doing 

her hair is a thing repeated in the art of several cultures at the  

wake of enlightenment in corresponding elite societies. As 

a centre of Rigvedic discourses and passing the tradition to  

younger generations, this temple at Kadavallur is already well 

established. But we know very little about how this temple 

has had a role to play in the dissemination of awareness about  

building a civic society. The image symbolises individual  

identity in the form of a woman looking at her palm while  

doing her hair. As a reminder of several kāvyás, the protagonist 

is thinking about one’s own identity while her finger touches  
the hair. As an individual, one of the first paintings to discuss  
modernity in terms of individual formation in western art  

history is of people grooming after a bath. The representation 

of a semi-divine figure in such terms shows the transformation 
of humanity towards a higher self with the help of individual 

awareness. There is a possibility of this image being the  

centre of all these discussions after each ceremonial bath  

which occurs in this temple. And the Kadavallur temple bridges  

different sects of people with the presence of a very large  

man-made tīrtha (tank). 



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 113

Figure 1 - Earth/Water divinity,  

Kadavallur Šrī Rāma temple, Kerala,
Image source: Seethal C P
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Abstract

Archaeology is the specific study of ancient history 
based on fragments of human life activity using  
scientific methods. The main task of this study is to 
compare the nature of various fragmental remains 
and explain their past. The materials may include 
human artifacts, tools made of stone, iron and bone, 
other equipment, funeral burials, flora and fauna 
fragments and so forth. These sources shed light on 
the prehistoric and historic age of social, political  
and cultural histories. Compared to other countries,  
India has plenty of archaeological material;  
documentations and explorations of various 
archaeological zones are in abundance. The 
documentation of Mesolithic and Neolithic sites  
were concentrated in the northern part of Tamil 
Nadu. With regard to the Iron Age, there are  
works of approximately 3000 archaeological sites of 
which, nearly 75% of them are Megalithic sites. In  
case of early historical sites, the documentation is kept 
to the minimum.



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue116

Journal of Indian History and Culture

In Tamil Nadu, more than 160 sites were excavated by  
Archaeology Survey of India, Tamil Nadu State Archaeology 
Departments, Madras University, Chennai, Tamil University, 
Thanjavur, and Pondicherry University, Pondicherry. Nine sites 
were excavated in this region. Among them, one is from the  
Iron Age, another is from the Early Historic period, and the  
third belongs to the Medieval period.

Keywords: Excavation, stratigraphy, rock paintings, micro lithic, 
exploration, habitation mound

Introduction

The history of Tamil Nadu can be traced from the  

Prehistoric period with the chain of discoveries made by Sir 

Robert Bruce Foote, who accidentally discovered a stone tool 

at Pallavaram in the year 1863 CE, followed by the finding of  
a number of artifacts in Dharmapuri and Krishnagiri districts.

The present Krishnagiri district was formed as the 30th  

district of Tamil Nadu on 9th February, 2004. Krishnagiri is 

the headquarters of Krishnagiri district. The earliest known  

historical name of Krishnagiri region was Kalnadu which is  

known as a hilly nation. One of the regions of Krishnagiri, 

Kattiganapalli, was called Kallnadu and Kanaganadu during  

the Sangam age and finds mention in the Sangam literature  
Purananuru. The name Krishnagiri originated from the word 

‘Krishna’ meaning the colour black and word ‘giri’ meaning hills. 

Hence, the black granite hillock surrounding the area was called 

Krishnagiri. 
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Mallappadi Excavation  
This historical site lies in Krishnagiri district, 2 km from 

Bargur enroute to the Krishnagiri–Thiruppathur Main Road.  
The habitation mound covers an area around the hills,  
excavation carried out  by the Department of Ancient History 
and Archaeology, University of Madras, under the direction  
of Professor K. V. Raman, assisted by C. Krishnamurthy,  
A. Swamy, S. Gurumurthy and P. Shanmugam as well as the 
students of the department. A megalithic habitational site and 
rock-shelter were found.

A total of six trenches, MPD-1 to 6, at various places and  
a rock-shelter were excavated. The excavation revealed that  
the earliest occupation belongs to the megalithic culture but  
with some lingering traits of the neolithic culture represented  
by the pottery of black and red, red, red-slipped and black  
wares. A pottery head-rest along with the Neolithic grey ware  
is particularly interesting. Two fragmentary saddle querns of 
granite were also recovered from this level.1

The next occupational level also belongs to the Megalithic 
Culture but without any Neolithic elements, and yielded black 
-and-red ware, red-slipped, red and black ware. The third 
occupational level is datable to the early historical times, 
and yielded russet-coated painted ware along with black-and 
-red, red and black ware. The fourth occupational level belongs  
to the medieval times.

A rock-painting in white kaolin, depicting the scene of  
two horse-riders, fighting with poles in their hands was noticed 
on the low ceiling of one of the rock-shelters. Another human 
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figure with an upraised arm holding a stick or a weapon was  
also observed2.

Togarapalli Excavation
The village Togarapalli is situated about 20 km south- 

southeast of Krishnagiri, on the Krishnagiri-Mattur road. The 
ancient site is nearly 2 km north of the village Togarapalli.  
The megalithic and early historic settlement is found on the  
terrace of the hill the Neolithic cultural remains were found 
on the foot of the hill. A stream, a tributary of Pennaiyar runs  
2  km west of the site. The stratigraphical section scraping 
conducted at Togarapalli by Narasimhaiah on the terrace of the  
hill brought to light megalithic habitation on layers five and  
six. The charcoal sample collected from layer five, which  
overlies the 0.25 mts thick layer 6 has been given a date of  
290 BC, (calibrated). B. Narasimhaiah concluded that the  
0.25 mts thick habitation deposit below layer five would mark  
the beginning of the black and red ware in this region and has 
dated it around 500 BC3.

Memorial stones

K. Rajan found the present exploration memorial stones  
were brought to light near the hillock locally called mandu4.
v An ornamented tiger bouncing upon a goat is depicted.
v  Hero holds a sword pointing downwards.
v  Hero pierced with an arrow holds a tuft of an enemy and  
 thrusts the vel into the body of the enemy. On his right a lady  
 is shown.
v  Two men shown in fighting posture. One penetrates a vel  
 into the body of the enemy. Another launches an arrow that  
 enters the body from the front to emerge from the back. The  
 slab has Tamil inscriptions.
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v  This is identical to the fourth one with additional features  
 like Shivalinga, a man, a sati and an attendant on the top  
 panel. On the bottom panel an additional sati is seen.
v  Hero mounted on a horse holds a sword.
v  Hero holds a bow and shield. Sati is shown at his side.
v  The sculptures are depicted in two panels. The lower panel  
 has a hero mounted on a horse who penetrates a vel into the  
 body of a soldier holding a bow and sword. The horse has  
 its hoof on the slain man. Behind the hero two lady attendants  
 stand with a royal umbrella. In the upper panel, a sati, a hero  
 in the anjali posture and three female attendants are shown.  
 Besides this, a northern slab has a man praying in front of  
 the linga.
v  Hero rides a horse and is holding a sword. There is a one-line  
 Kannada inscription engraved in the top panel.
v  This is identical to the one described above except for the  
 inscription.
v  Hero holds a bow and sword and stands in front of a wild  
 buffalo pierced with an arrow.
v  Hero rides a horse and a lady is depicted below him. 
v  Hero and a lady are depicted. Hero rides a horse and the lady  
 holds an unidentified object.
v  Hero holds a bow and sword, and stands against a tiger.
v  Hero stands in the anjali posture and a sword is tucked at his  
 waist.

Mayiladumparai Excavation
This place is situated 20 km from Krishnagiri enroute to 

the Krishnagiri-Pochampalli main road. The historical place 
excavations were conducted by the Department of Epigraphy 
and Archaeology of the Tamil University at Mayiladumparai 
in the Krishnagiri taluk & district have shed new light on the 
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archaeological history of Tamil Nadu, according to the Vice-

Chancellor, E. Sundaramurthy. Talking to the press here, he said 

an important outcome was that for the first time in the State’s 
archaeological history, all four cultural phases - Microlithic, 

Neolithic, Megalithic and Early Historic - had been encountered. 

These phases covered the period between 10,000 BC and  

3000 BC, 3000 BC and 1000 BC, 1000 BC and 300 BC and  

300 BC and first century AD, respectively. 

Mayiladumparai lies on the southern side of Sanarappanmalai, 

1 km east of Cenrayanayakkanur and 4 km northwest of 

the Togarapalli cross road. It lies on a perfect ecological  

background, which explains the presence of all four phases. 

Mountains, perennial ponds, fertile soil formed in the valleys, 

availability of raw materials such as quartz and dolerite for  

making stone age tools (Microlithic and Neolithic, respectively) 

facilitated the settlement of ancient settlers for a long period. 

Five trenches were laid in the habitation mound, of which  

two were in the rock shelters. Besides, a megalithic burial 

was opened to understand the beginning of the megalithic 

culture in Tamil Nadu. The pattern of dwellings suggests the 

smooth transformation of a hunting economy to an agricultural  

economy. 

The rock shelter, kusigundu, yielded a 75 cm cultural  

deposit of the microlithic period dating back to 10,000 BC. 

Another rock shelter located on the top of the Sanarappanmalai 

yielded rock engravings at the entrance of the shelter5. More  

than 10 rock shelters have been identified in the hillocks. 
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Rock painting

A perennial pond locally called Negul cunai is found at  

the foothill. This pond is covered with two big boulders which 

turned into a rock shelter. On the roof of the rock shelter  

paintings were noticed. For the first time it was observed that  
the white pigment was superimposed on the red indicating  

that the latter was earlier in date. These rock paintings were 

observed in five groups. The first group had paintings applied  
with red ochre depicting a man seated or standing on an animal  

and he was covered by a house-like structure. Besides this, the 

human figure held weapons such as swords and daggers. The 
second group had six men, two animals and one unidentified  
figure. In the third, six pairs of men were shown in a fighting 
scene. One man was killing an animal with a long lance. In 

the fourth one, two men were shown holding a bow or shield  

standing against each other. One man was shown killing a wild 

pig. Another man was raiding an animal. In the last one, two 

human figurines were shown in a sexual posture6.

Habitation mound

The habitation mound was discovered at five places on  
the terrace of the hillock enclosed by big boulders. It yielded  

red ware akin to Neolithic pottery besides the usual black and  

red ware of the megalithic period. 

Though they were found in the flat area or terrace of the 
hillock enclosed by big boulders, the available space was  

limited. Each terrace housed not more than 20 huts so five  
terraces at close proximity were selected where habitation  

material was recovered7. The excavators also found more  

than 1,000 megalithic burials, covering an area of about  
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100 acres in the cultivated land between Cenrayanayakkanur  

and Mayiladumparai. A cairn circle entombing a cist burial  

opened in the northern part of the burial complex yielded the 

earliest form of burial. 

At the early historic level, a Tamil-Brahmi inscribed 

potsherd, reading ‘ca’ ‘ta’, was unearthed, showing that the 

settlers belonged to a literate society. “This is the first time such 
an inscribed potsherd has been recovered in Dharmapuri and 

Krishnagiri districts,” the Vice-Chancellor said.  

Panaikulam Excavation
Panaikulam is situated about 20 km northwest of  

Dharmapuri on the Dharmapuri-Palacode road near  

Papparappatty. This historical place yielded an early  

memorial stone locally called Pulikuthipattankal near the  

historical mound. The hero facing north, holds a bow in his  

left while the stone faces east. At present this is housed in the  

State Archaeology Department Museum at Dharmapuri. 

Earlier, the State Archaeology Department laid a trial pit 

on this mound. The mound covering an area of more than 100 

acres raised almost 5 m above the ground level yielded black  

and red ware, red ware, black ware and red slipped besides a 

number of terracotta objects. Antiquities like potsherds, terracotta 

figurines, bones, and bricks. Terracotta figurines are assignable 
to 8th century CE. There is a big tank near the mound called 

panikulam eri. The sluice of this tank had an inscription. The 

excavation proves the continuous occupation of the site from  

3rd century CE to 13th century CE8.



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 123

Thailamalai Excavation
Thailamalai is located at Harur taluk in Dharmapuri district. 

It is 6 km from Pappireddipatti. The archaeological findings 
discovered here belong to the Neolithic Age, Iron Age and the 

historical period. The village is surrounded by hills and here, 

axes, hammers, Neolithic pottery, and micro stone tools were 

found in small excavation trenches. B. Narasimhaiah from 

the Central Archaeological Department made a small trench 

where he discovered burials, cairn circles, red ware and black 

ware9.  Thailamalai and its surroundings were continually under 

occupation by the people starting from the historical period to 

till date.  The historical findings were placed at the Dharmapuri 
museum10.

Mullikkadu Excavation
Mullikkadu is located at Pappireddipatti taluk in Dharmapuri 

District. This place is 6 km from Venkatasamudram enroute to 

Dharmapuri-Pappireddipatti main road. The village is situated  

on the bank of the Vaniyar Dam. The village is flanked by hills  
on both sides. Vatthal Malai, the closest point to the village is 

where the Neolithic Celts 11 were discovered.

In the course of the excavation, one trench was laid in 

Mullikadu village by archaeologist B. Narasimhaiah, who 

found five layers of soil indicating different occupational levels 
and uncovered remains of Neolithic pots and stone tools12.  

Microlithic stones and tools were used by the people and  

black–red pots were found in Mullikadu. Many dolmens were  

also found here.13
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Guttur Excavation
 Situated on the north western side of Tamil Nadu, bordering 

Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, the district of Krishnagiri 

witnessed the diffusion of iron technology into Tamil Nadu from 

its northern border. Chronologically, the earliest megalithic type 

associated with people practising iron technology appeared in 

Tamil Nadu in the north western region around 500 B.C located  

at a distance of 20 km in the north eastern direction from 

Krishangiri. The industrial site Guttur lies (12o25’N& 78 o 15’E) 

on the right bank of Guttur channel and is spread over a wide  

area covering the base of the Guttur hill14.

Trench GTR-1 (10 x 7 cm) revealed 10 layers interrupted  

by several pits and yielded a rich variety of antiquities  

assignable from Megalithic period up to the modern times. 

On the basis of the pottery and other antiquities, three cultural 

periods could be made out. Three Neolithic Celts recovered  

from this trench and those from the surface do not suggest the  

clear existence of a Neolithic period. The following cultural 

periods were observed:

Period I — Megalithic 300 BC-200 AD

Period II — Early Historic and Early Medieval 200 AD- 

 900 AD

Period III — Late Medieval 

 From ninth century onwards a cultural sequence in the 

trench GTR-3 was similar to GTR-1. The structures exposed  

were three rooms partitioned by three cross walls. The remains 

were made of two to three well-aligned courses of large-sized 
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dressed stones. Rubbles and brickbats were found scattered  

nearby, suggesting a superstructure over the stone basement.

Archaeologists under the direction of K.V. Raman, Professor 

of Ancient History & Archaeology, University of Madras,  

surveyed the area in and around Guttur in the year 1982. 

The exploration revealed the presence of a few disturbed  

megalithic burials besides a large number of Black and  

Red Ware. Black Ware, Russet coated Painted Ware from the 

surface level. Iron slag’s cinders blow pipes and tubers in 

large numbers were strewn over a wide area on the disturbed 

ashy white soil around the Guttur hill, indicating the industrial  

activity from the early period. The sections of cultivated land  

in the lower reaches of the mound showed fragments of bones, 

tiles, spindle wore etc15.

Structure

Based on the field work, four trenches were laid in the year 
1983, of these trenches GTR-I, GTR-III and GTR- IV were  

laid on the foothills of the Guttur hill and GTR-II some  

100 meters east of the hill near the Vishnu temple. The  

excavation brought to light structures in all the trenches.

The structure in GTR-III was 0.18 m below the surface and  

is of recent origin. The triangle shaped stone structure in  

GTR-II was found 0.87 m below the surface in layer 4 between  

the locus  II and VII, projected out of the northern section 

to about 3.5 mts towards south and then runs towards south  

eastern direction about 6 mts. Thickness of the slabs is  

0.05 m, and the width of the structure is 0.80m. The inner and  
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outer wall surfaces were kept in parallel lines. The presence of  
post holes indicates that the structure was covered with a  
thatched roof. The structure in GTR-II can be assigned to the 
period I (c.500 to 100 BC) as was found in association with  
Black and Red Ware pottery.

The section scripting conducted at Togarapalli, a 
megalithic habitation site situated 6 km south west of Guttur by  
B. Narasimhaiah has provided the date for the Black and  
Red Ware level of the region. The charcoal collected from layer  
5, which overlies the 0.25 m thick layer 6, is dated by the  
C-14 method to 290 BC. Both the layers belong to the Black  
and Red Ware level. Based on this finding, Narasimhaiah  
dated the beginning of Black and Red Ware culture in this area  
to around 500 BC16.

The structure in GTR-I was set in a globularly elongated 
design between the locus III and IV and runs to a length of 3 
m. The structure was found at a depth of 0.75 to 0.80 m below 
the surface in layer V. The thickness of the slab is 0.05 m. The 
slabs are interspersed with rubbles and mud plaster. The presence 
of post holes at this level reveals that the structure may be a  
covered one. The potteries found associated with the structural 
remains are Black and Red ware, Black ware, Russet coated  
ware and Red slipped ware. On the basis of the presence of  
potteries and other associated objects, the structure in GTR-I  
can be dated to the transitional period from I to II c. 100 BC to 
300 AD.

Furnace

The trench GTR-IV revealed a twin elongated oval shaped 

iron furnace measuring 2.02 m lengths, 0.63 m width and  



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 127

0.45 m depth. The thickness of the wall portion measures  

0.04 m on its northern side and 0.08 m on its southern side  

along with Black and Red Ware shards and iron slag’s in 

stratified layers. The exposed portions of the furnace reveal  
three openings with earthen pipes. The one at the bottom  

indicates the arrangements made for the retrieval of molten iron 

on its side. One of the other two openings near the top was for  

the bellows and for removing the slag from its front side. The 

author during exploration at Guttur has identified exposed  
portions of fourteen twin furnaces. Some of them are in a  

straight line and others are at right angles with provision for 

bellows in the middle near the base of the Guttur hill.

The methods employed for smelting wrought iron and 

steel have been described by writers like Bruce Foote, Thomas  

Hollana and others. According to Bruce Foote the method of 

smelting ore was sample, the apparatus used was very cheap 

and the iron produced was of excellent quality. The shape and 

construction of the furnaces varies slightly, but those generally 

used are nearly cylindrical, tapering into an irregular cone at  

the top. The height of the furnace varied from 1 to 2 meters  

with a diameter of the interior of about 0.22 to 0.30 m, the  

furnace itself at the ground was about 60 m wide and tapered 

sometimes from the ground and sometimes from about  

one-third to fourth of height. The furnaces that Bruce Foote 

described above resembled, very nearly, the one excavated at 

Guttur17.

The furnaces were made of Red clay mixed with sand they 

constantly required to have the inside renewed by fresh lining  

of clay which could not stand more than three or four days 
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of work. Bearing this in mind, the iron smelters at Guttur 

constructed a twin furnace so that the production of iron could 

continue uninterrupted in either furnace while one of them 

was under reconstruction. The furnaces mentioned by the early  

scholars produced either wrought iron or were used to carburize 

wrought iron into steel with carbon content of 1 to 1.5%.

Location of the Source of Ore 

 The site selected for smelting in the early period c.500 

BC had to satisfy two important prerequisites viz., 1) proximity 

of the ore deposits and 2) availability of an abundance of fuel, 

because the transportation of either of them over a long distance 

was beyond the resources of the early community18. This naturally 

restricted the location of the iron smelting industry. The native 

practice of collecting the black iron sand from the rivulet  

after the rain was referred to by Buchanan19.  The channel 

near Guttur hill probably was the source from which the  

early smelters collected the black sand washed down from the  

hill after the rain. 

Fuel for Smelting 

The early smelters mostly used wood-charcoal as fuel for 

smelting. The ash in the wood- charcoal finds its way into the  
slag and most of its constituents lower the free running  

temperature of the slag20. Heath while reporting the native  

method of smelting iron in south India refers to the use of  

wood-charcoal as fuel throughout the different stages of  

making iron and steel. The smelters of Guttur probably used  

wood-charcoal from Acacia articulate which is still densely 

available in the Guttur hill21. 
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Summary  

Various grades of iron were known and recognised by 

their property in India from early times. The knowledge of 

iron metallurgy was much advanced in the last part of 1st  

millennium BC. The Sangam literature refers to the superiority 

of steel iron over iron – wrought and also objects made of cast 

iron.  Rasa tantra samuccaya, a thirteenth century literary work 

mentions three kinds of iron viz. munda (cast iron), tikshna  

(steel) and kanta (wrought iron) 22.

The exploration at Guttur brought to light a habitation cum 

burial site near the base of the hill. The excavation, though  

limited in scale, revealed the existence of an iron smelting  

centre that continued over two cultural phases, covering a  

period of 400 years from the last quarter of the 1st millennium  

BC. Chemical analysis and metallographic study on the iron  

object showed that it was a cast iron with carbon content  

varying from 3 to 5%. Since there is evidence of solidification  
of metal from the molten condition, it can be inferred that the 

smelters probably maintained high temperatures around 13000C 

for a long period using high ratio of fuel to the ore and also  

by blowing air by a pair of efficient bellows. This resulted in 
the fusion of carbon with iron, producing an alloy of iron and  

carbon similar to the present day cast iron. The melting point of 

cast iron is lower than that of steel and therefore it would have  

been easier to produce cast iron. The Sangam anthology 

Kurunthokai refers to the manufacture of cast iron bells using  

the wax method, a process the early iron metallurgists inherited 

from bronze metal casting.
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Abstract

In the present article, an attempt has been made 
to reconstruct the history of Cãhamãnas of Nadol  
(a census town in Desuri tehsil of Pali district of 
Rajasthan) by re-examining various epigraphic 
evidences. The paper revisits the early medieval 
period through the study of Nadol plates and various 
inscriptions and aims to highlight the historical 
process of emergence and consolidation of the  
socio-cultural-political identity of the region. Apart  
from reconstructing the dynastic history and  
genealogies with the help of given inscriptions, the  
paper also studies the influences of the environment 
(in terms of physiographic conditions) on the various 
aspects of agricultural economy and its effect on the 
nature of socio-political economy. The paper analyses 
the various types of the land grants provided in the region. 
It also examines how irrigation was socially organised 
and the royal initiatives taken in the management of 
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agriculture in the region leading to the utilisation of 
agrarian and non-agrarian resources. In this paper,  
politico-administrative structure has been studied 
by highlighting the history of local governance, 
ruling elites, etc. Further, the  religious elements, the  
festivals celebrated, rituals, traditions followed, 
tolerance policy, etc. are discussed as these represent 
thoughts and ideals of the community. The paper 
undertakes an extensive inscriptional study to explain 
the economic, social, political, cultural edifices in  
the region during early medieval times.

Keywords: Environment history, Politico-administrative 
structure, Early Medieval Rajasthan, Inscriptional  
study.

Before moving forward, it is necessary to mention here 
that the following survey is not an exhaustive one and does 
not cover the entire range of inscriptions available but include  
some necessary inscriptions chosen majorly from Epigraphia 
Indica (official publication of Archaeological Survey of India) 
Vol. IX and XI. Various inscriptions are examined to study  
socio-religious, political as well as agro-economic aspects  
during the reign of Cãhamãnas of Nadol. Also, I have taken 
the liberty to include a few inscriptions from the Jalore line of 
Cãhamãnas, like the Bhinmal inscription of Udayasimhadeva  
(V. 1306)1 to draw a complete picture.

Dynastic History

In the first half of the tenth century, the Sakambhari (modern 
Sambhar) family branched off from another line of Cãhamãnas 
and established itself in south-east Marwar. It was founded by  
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the Sakambhari Prince Lakshmana Lakha or Lakhana2 and the  
seat of this government was at Nadol for a long time. The 
Achalesvara inscription of Luntigadeva, Kirti Pala’s Nadol 
Plates (V. 1218)3 and the still earlier fragmentary inscription 
of Sahajapala, however, mention Vakpatiraja of Sakambhari 
as Laksmana’s father; and as these happen to be our earliest  
records on the point, their testimony must be accepted in  
preference to that of the others. This epigraphic evidence also  
helps to determine the earliest order of succession and the 
beginning of the line of Cãhamãnas of Nadol. The evidence 
regarding the reign of Lakshmana is not sufficient but  
according to Todd, he was the contemporary of Guhila  
Saktipura of Atpur4. G.H. Ojha highlights the temple of 
Laksmanasvamin mentioned in Jojaladeva’s Sadadi and Nadol 
inscriptions of V.S. 11475, was also believed to be constructed 
by him. According to the local legend, Laksmana started 
from Sakambhari with two companions only, his wife and a 
Harijan, and at night took shelter in a temple outside Nadol. His  
fighting, almost single handed against the Medas, who had been 
terrorising the country all around with their freebooting raids,  
so pleased the Brahmana masters of Nadol, that they gave him 
the job of guarding the town. Gradually Laksmana built up  
a small band of troopers and so harassed the Medas in their  
own territory that they agreed to keep off from villages paying 
tribute to Laksmana6. The stories of his chivalry can be seen in 
various folk tales and local literature written by the Cãhamãna 
bards. This legend brings us to our question - why in the initial 
stage of Nadol Cãhamãna state formation, it was economically 
and politically imperative to control a local tribal population of 
the Medas? This was because as the climatic conditions were 
already harsh in the region, the control over Medas provided a 
precondition for the processual development, sometimes at 
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the expense of tribal settlements.  Territorial expansion was  
achieved which led to a transition towards state formation by 
controlling their resources and territory within an arid zone, 
which further led to ‘political evolution’ through an increase 
in settlements, boosting rural economy, trade and urbanisation 
and development of exchange centres as evident from the  
later inscriptions.

Lakshmana was succeeded by his son Shobhitã or Sohitã  
or Sohiyã. The ruler’s mention can be found in the Sundha 
inscription7 stating, he took away the glory of the ruler of  
Mount Abu. Even the Sevadi plates of Ratnapala8 call him the 
‘lord of the Dhara’. Dasharath Sharma in his book ‘Early  
Chauhan Dynasties’9 presumes that he might have fought  
against the Paramaras of both Malwa and Abu. He asserts that 
during the time, ‘Rajputana, Malwa, and Gujarat formed at this 
time the scene of a triangular fight among the Chauhans, the 
Chaulukyas and the Paramaras. The Cãhamãnas of Nadol, who 
were behind none in this race for power and it appeared, for  
the first thirty years or so, to have sided with the Chalukyas of 
Gujarat. Mularaja I of Gujarat attacked and uprooted  
Dharanivaraha of Abu. Sobhitã took away his glory and  
occupied Dhara, while Mularaja fought against the Paramaras  
of Malwa. Shobhitã was succeeded by his son Baliraja in  
whose times the struggle continued, and he is said to have  
defeated an army of Munjaraja, who was the Paramara King.  
On the other hand, the Paramara court poet Parimala suggests  
that Munja was successful in this campaign. According to the 
Sundha Hill inscription, Baliraja seems to have had no son (only  
an assumption) and the throne passed on to his paternal uncle 
Vigrahapala’s son Mahindu. Prof. F. Kielhorn identifies this 
Mahindu with Mahindra or Mahendra of the Bijapur inscription  
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of the Rashtrakuta Prince Dhavak of Hastikundi who assisted  
the former against a prince named Durlabharaja. According to 
R.B. Singh, the contemporaneity of Mahindu with Munjaraja 
(974-95 A. D.) gives us the date of his accession to the throne  
in c. 994 A. D. And, as the last date of King Lakshmana was  
c. 982 A. D., he says that the three predecessors of Mahindu, 
namely Sobhitã, Baliraja and Vigrahapala reigned in all for  
about twelve years between c. 982 and 994 A. D. Now  
Mahindu’s son Asvapala succeeded to the throne (though the  
Nadol plate of Alhanadeva and Kirtipala omits his name, but  
the evidence can be found in Sundha hill inscription.  
Asavapala’s successor was his son Ahiladeva, who is again  
omitted in the Nadol plates of Alhanadeva and Kirtipala. He is 
credited to have won a victory against an army of the Gurjara  
King Bhimadeva I. Ahiladeva was succeeded by his paternal  
uncle Anahilla (the similarity of names is often misleading). 
Hence, G.H. Ojha, based on this similarity between the names  
of the uncle and the nephew, has dropped the name of the  
former from the genealogical table of the Cãhamãnas of  
Nadol. Anahilla seems to have been a powerful and successful 
King according to the Sundha hill inscription. He continued the 
struggle and defeated King Bhima (Bhimadeva I of Gujarat  
1022-64 A. D.), took Sakambhari, and slew (or defeated)  
Sadha, a general of the Malwa King Bhoja (Paramara King 
Bhojadeva, c. 1000-55 A. D.) and the Turushkas (either some 
general of Mahmud or Mahmud of Ghazna). Anahilla’s  
successor was his son Balaprasada, who forced King Bhima 
(Bhimadeva I of Gujrat) to release a king named Krishnadeva 
from prison. Dr D. C. Ganguly in his ‘History of Paramara 
Dynasty’ places Krishnaraja (Krishnadeva of the inscription)  
in the line of the Paramaras of Bhinmal or Marumandala and  
calls him the son and grandson of Dhandhuka and Devaraja 
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respectively. While Dr. Kielhorn also calls him a Paramara  
King10 and observes that Krishnadeva is most probably the 
Paramara King Krishnaraja, the son of Dhandhuka and  
grandson of Devaraja of whom we have two inscriptions at 
Bhinmal dated CE 1060 and 1067. Further, Balaprasad was 
succeeded by his younger brother Jendraraja, also known as 
Jenduraja, Jendrapala and Jayasaladeva. According to Sevadi 
plates of Ratnapala11, the temple of Jendrarajesvara, was perhaps 
built by him and he was also described as the giver of horses  
and gold. Now what we notice is the continuation of the  
genealogy of his sons. He was succeeded by his eldest son, 
Prithvipala who continued his father’s policy of hostility  
towards Gujarat. According to the Sundha Inscription, he  
destroyed the army of Karna, the lord of Gurjaras. Prithvipala  
also attacked a ruler named Mandalika in a battle, ‘the subjects  
of Mandalika, struck with spearheads by Prithvipala’s troopers, 
left far away their shame, sons, wives as well as property, and  
fled away in all directions’12. Prithvipala was succeeded by  
his younger brother Yojaka or Jojalka or Jojaladeva who is 
described in the Sundha Inscription as having ‘by force’, enjoyed 
himself in Anahillapura, with the white umbrella adding to  
his splendour. ‘We have two inscriptions for this ruler, both of 
them dated in V. 1147’13. The inscriptions lay down the orders of 
the King regarding the management of festivals in connection 
with all the gods, such as Lakshmanasvamin and others (more 
details will be discussed in the later part of the paper). His  
reign period seems to have covered nearly twenty years, for his  
earliest known date in 1090 A.D. Whereas that of his successor  
is 1110 A.D. Further, Jojalladeva was succeeded by his brother 
Asaraja, who according to the Sundha Hill inscription, 
pleased Siddhadhiraja, Karna’s son and successor of Jayasimha 
Siddharaja, by the assistance which he rendered to him in the 
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country of Malwa. However, he was apparently on hostile  
terms with him afterwards. The claim was also found in the  
Nanana grant14 which informs us that by the orders of his  
overlord Siddharaja, Asaraja went to fight at Dhara.  Its ruler 
Naravarman shut himself behind the walls of his fort in fear  
as soon as he saw Asaraja. If we analyse these epigraphic  
evidences one would realise that though the earlier rulers were 
maintaining cordial relations with the Paramars of Malwa,  
Asaraja took the hostility route against them and was cordial  
with Chalukyas though later the hostility against Chalukyas 
revived but still the ruler seems to have taken a different route, 
that’s why there is need to examine Sevadi copper plates of 
Ratnapala dated AD 1119, where Prince Ratnapala was on the 
throne of Nadol sometime between 1115 and 1119 A.D.  
Ratnapala forced Asaraja to surrender Nadol. Thus, driven away 
from the throne sometime before 1119 A.D., Asaraja continued  
in this position till 1143 A.D. in the divided kingdom. The  
Sundha Hill inscription continues the genealogy by stating that 
Asaraja’s son was Alhanadeva. However, according to seven 
inscriptions ranging from V. 1189 to 1202 of Rayapaladeva15,  
of which five belong to Nadlai (village) and two to Nadol,  
shows that Ratnapala’s son Rayapala as the one succeeding  
him16. He seems to have enjoyed the position of an independent 
King using high-sounding titles like Mahdrajadhiraja- 
Paramesvara. However, his position appears to have been  
seriously jeopardized later on as Asaraja’s son prince Katudeva 
revived his claim using ‘Simha Era’17. R.B. Singh, in his work 
‘History of Cahamanas’18 notices that the use of the Simha Era  
in one of his inscriptions points out that, to gain his objective, 
prince Katudeva sought the assistance of the Chalukya King  
with whose active support he succeeded in ousting Rayapala  
from the throne of Nadol. Rayapala was not, however, a man to 
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give in so easily. Profiting by the death of Jayasimha Siddharaja, 
the friend of the rival line, he recovered at least a part of his 
patrimony, for this alone could have enabled him to issue his  
grant of V. 1202 from Nadlai in the kingdom of Nadol. Rayapala 
was further succeeded by his son Sahajapala for whom we have  
a fragmentary inscription from Mandor. An inscription of  
about 1145 CE records that he bestowed the village of 
Narabhatasvami19. He was succeeded by Alhanadeva and this 
information can be found in six inscriptions ranging from 1209  
to 122020. The Nadol plates of Prince Kirtipala21 tell us that 
Alhanadeva defeated the Saurastrikas. This is further  
corroborated by the testimony of the Sundha Hill inscription 
which informs us that Alhana’s assistance was sought by the 
Gurjara King and the former’s army put down disturbances in  
the mountainous part of Saurashtra.22

According to the Sundha Hill inscription, Alhanadeva’s 
son Kelhana, defeated the southern King Bhilima (who is to 
be identified with the Yadava King Bhillama of Deogiri), and 
after destroying the Turushka, erected a golden torana, ‘like 
a diadem for the abode of the holy Somesa’. He issued various  
inscriptions ranging from V. 1221 to 125023. Kelhana’s brother 
Kirtipala defeated a Kirātakuta chief named Asala, and 
at Kasahrada routed an army of the Turushka. Later the throne 
was succeeded by his eldest son Jayatasimha. It was during 
his reign that Naddula was attacked and, most probably, the 
capital with the territory around it was taken possession of by 
the Muslims. According to R.B. Singh, this battle probably put 
an end to the Cãhamãnas of Nadol and they were obliged to 
shift to a safer place to continue their struggle i.e. to a fortified 
hill capital of Suvarnagiri or a town of Jalore in the same state.  
The Jalore line of Cãhamãnas was founded by Kirtipala24 and  
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his son Samarsimha built an extensive rampart on 
the Kanakāchala (or ‘gold hill’) and founded the town of  
Samarapura, thus changing the material base and seat of 
political power. Following this Jalore line of Cãhamãnas, 
Udayasimha succeeded Samarsimha and was third in 
line, his queen was Prahlādanadevi, who bore him two 
sons Chāchigadeva and Chamundaraja (also mentioned in 
the Sundha hill inscription). The inscription supplies the 
additional information that Chacha’s wife was Lakshmidevi, 
and that this lady bore him Rupadevi, who became the 
wife of King Tejasimha (to whom she bore a son named  
Kshetrasimha) and founded a well or tank in CE 1284, in the  
reign of the Maharājakula Samyantasimhadeva.

The content of these inscriptions constantly shows us 
the unsettled conditions in the region corroborated by rulers  
redefining their superiority and legitimise their newly emerging 
royal dynasty in the eyes of local population by using high 
sounding political and royal titles and eulogies, maintaining 
diplomatic relations, and changing material base when required. 
In the same context, the importance of marital alliances with the 
local and neighbouring states to maintain their political power 
cannot be neglected. Socio-political and economic aspects of 
marital alliances were predominant in the initial period of state 
consolidation, whether it was about maintaining relations with 
the Medas or adjoining dynasties. Marriages were used for 
territory expansion, resolving enmity issues, increasing power  
and status. The inter-state military incursions as evident 
from above inscriptions were carried out not to control 
other territory permanently but sometimes to occasionally  
control resources particularly to control trade and trade routes  
to augment Nadol’s limited resources constrained by  
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aridity of the region. It was done mainly as a growing 

administrative machinery demanded or to increase the  

taxpayers. Though the above-mentioned inscriptions provide  

us with the details of various rulers along with other  

neighbouring rulers and the changing dynamics of their  

diplomatic relations that have been highlighted, the scope of  

the paper is only to reconstruct the genealogy of the Kings as  

far as possible considering the fragmentary nature of sources. 

Thereby, we will discuss the various social, political, economic 

aspects of the region as evidenced in the inscriptions. 

Agrarian Economy

 The physiography of the region constitutes non perennial 

rivers and scanty rainfall. While none of the portions of the  

region falls in the category of a desert, there is no water-

tight division of vegetation found in the concerned region25.  

Therefore, in the early medieval period with the coming of  

‘state formation’ and increase in settlements, there was a  

necessity of constructing ample artificial irrigation facilities  
in the region. This takes us to our analysis of certain aspects 

of the agrarian economy as practised by the Cãhamãnas of  

Nadol, and the State laying its claim through various kind of 

royal grants on local resources, both agrarian and non-agrarian. 

With the context of these grants, we find evidence of the  
villages which figure in terms of grants of fields or sometimes 
in terms of shares in their produce. The study of these grants 

is also important to understand the process of crystallisation of 

rural settlements and of the practice of transferring resources 

from them. B.D. Chattopadhyay examines the areas under  

Nadol Cãhamãnas and an agrarian economy based on  

araghatta (mode of artificial irrigation) and studies a close 
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relationship between well irrigation, fields under cultivation 
and the practice of land grants26. The inscriptions like  
Bamnera inscriptions of 1163 and 1166, refer to the gift of doli 
(land given to brahmans, swamis, religious establishments 
and so on) irrigated by dhiku (irrigation well) and araghatta, 
by Nadol Cãhamãna rulers, Ajaysimha and Kelhana, has been 
found recording grants of land27. Therefore, both tank and  
well irrigation was in vogue as the words vapi (step well),  
dhiku, araghatta (various modes of artificial irrigation) can be 
found in various other inscriptions as well. Further, to analyse 
the agrarian economy, its necessary to gather information 
on crop production as well. Hence, if we notice the crop  
production in the region, the Bhinmal inscription28, lists items  
like godhuma (wheat), cokha (rice), munga (pulses) and even  
informs about the bhandaraghara (stock of food grains),  
highlighting the surplus local produce in the region. Various 
other crops like dry ginger, gum, black pepper, and coriander  
as desi, though term desi is not certain (may refer to local 
produce) is mentioned in the Nadlai stone inscription of King 
Rayapala, (V.1202)29. The mention of commercial crops can be 
found in epigraphic sources. Sevadi (Bali) Inscription of 111930 
mentions tila (sesame) being produced in the area which seems 
to have been irrigated by reservoirs. Use of the term ‘ghananka’ 
which corresponds to word ghani (oil extraction process)  
signifies oil mill found in inscription of Rayapala31. Water and 
artificial irrigation were the major concern for the rulers as well 
as for the administrative officials, even the land grants which  
were made came with terms and conditions specifying the  
nature of gift. Bamnera plate32 records that in 1165, King  
Ajayaraja made a grant of a well at the village of Koramtaka to 
a brahman, it was specified not to disturb or destroy the water 
channel. Similarly, the Lalrai inscription of 1176, mentions a 
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local levy, apparently on the produce of an araghatta (mode of  

an artificial irrigation) field for the festival of the god  
Santinatha fixed by Prince Lakhanapala who enjoyed rights 
of Samnanaka along with the Prince Abhayapala. It also states  

that Bhivada, Asadhara and other cultivators granted four sets of 

barley corn from the field called khudistra. B.D. Chattopadhyay 

argues that it is not clear what such donations or levies imply  

but the donors were obviously not transferring the entire  

revenue to the donees but only a part of it and that too in  

connection with certain religious occasions33. Various literary 

and epigraphical references to oil-machines, rathakaras  

(cart-builders), wood-cutters, tambulikas (betel-sellers), 

malakaras (gardeners) and kalalas (sellers of spirituous  

liquors)34 depicted the abundance and variety in agricultural 

products and how it impacted various industries and economy  

in the region. The Nadlai inscription of Rayapala (V.1195)35 

specifies the items of religious offerings like lamp, incense, 
flowers and so forth for Neminatha (Jain Tirthankara). Thakkura 
Rajadeva for his spiritual merit would grant one-twentieth  

part of his wealth derived from the loads of bullocks going  

and coming in Nadlai. Therefore, again we notice the specific 
nature of grant that has been made and here, we can analyse how  

the State laid its claim on the commercial economy 

by imposing state-shares out of commercial cess. In particular, 

all the Rajput states did it by granting shares from commercial 

taxes to religious establishments and religious festivals  

effectively claiming both agrarian and non-agrarian resources. 

Also, the provision of grants indicates that the members of the 

ruling lineage, as well as the members of other Rajput lineages 

held shares in land and other forms of possessions in the  

villages. Thereby, through agrarian polity structure private and 
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state interests developed simultaneously which became the key 
basis of the economic framework.

Political Administrative Structure

As the epigraphic evidence informs, the King was the apex 
of the whole administration and was the centre of all political, 
military, administrative and judicial powers. He undoubtedly 
governed with the help and advice of a Council of ministers who 
were his immediate advisers. Dasaratha Sharma makes a list of 
various ministers in the royal court. We have tried to examine 
certain inscriptions, finding the references as well, the titles of 
these ministers can be directly noticed in various inscriptions. 
Kiradu inscription of Alhanadeva36 mentions Kheladitya  
(minister of war and peace), who was in charge of drafting  
royal charters and their dispatches as well. Similarly, 
mahakshapatalika also appears as the revenue minister. 
The ranakas as chiefs were mentioned in the inscription of  
Rayapala (V.S. 1198)37 which can be considered an important 
inscription to understand local governance as well. According 
to it, the Brahmanas assembled at Dhalop, promising to find out, 
through the police system of chaukis or the panchayat system,  
the things lost (on the road) by pilgrims, traders, and sons of  
state-servants. If the thing was lost within their village or 
jurisdiction, they themselves were required to restore it. The 
villagers supplied the police and the king with weapons. In the 
other inscriptions, the Chief Superintendent of the Srikarana  
was probably called the Akshapatalika, ‘who did all the business 
of the seal relating to the drawing up of documents’ has been 
mentioned. Further, the punishment of criminals and introduction  
of better administrative reforms can be found in the Kiradu 
inscription of Alhanadeva38, in which he also granted an  
audience to envoys and gathered information from spies. 
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The evidence of the crown prince and brother (designated 
as Rajaputras and Maharajputras) of the King being vested 
with several administrative powers and as in charge of various  
military outposts can also be seen.39 They were also granted  
jagirs (land) for maintenance. Some epigraphs give us some  
insight also into the divisional administration of Nadol. In the  
reign of Kelhana40, we find the outposts of his kingdom being 
governed by his sons and near relatives. Paladi was entrusted  
to his eldest son, Jayatsimha, Bamnera to Kumarasimha, 
Mandavyapura first to Simhavikrama and then to Sodhaladeva,  
and Sapderaka to his queen, Jalhanadevi, who might have  
governed it through a deputy. Perhaps only the central portion 
of the State was directly administered by Kelhana himself. Even  
at the local level, the inscription of Katukraja41 mentions the  
term Bhuktis, referred to as the province or a group of villages 
enjoyed as jagir. Also, the Nadol Inscription of Rayapala’s reign 
(V.S. 1198), mentions the presence of the eight wards at Dhalop 
and the panchayat system. Such decentralisation, even in a small 
State like Nadol, shows an efficient politico administrative 
structure as the need of the time with such unsettled conditions  
in the region. Terms like goshthikas (corporate body) appear to  
have been bound by laws and usages of the corporation/ and  
assisted the President of the Sreni (mercantile groups) who was 
variously known as Sanghapati, Sanghadhipati or Sreshthin  
were also found in the inscriptions of Rayapala as well as  
Kiradu Inscription of Alhanadeva. The mention of traders as  
the donors to the temple has also been found. Brahmanas as 
members of the local gosthikas (corporate body) were entrusted 
with administrative duties, which gave them the role of  
donees and as part of state machinery. Therefore, it can be 
emphasized that, based on the inscriptional data, Nadol  
Cãhamãna State worked on its political ranking through 
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redistribution of local resources of administrative and political 
roles within the royal family. Further the growth in the military 
strength was necessary for acquiring as well as maintaining 
the independent status in this formation of ‘clan framework.’  
Hence, Rajaputras or the close kinsmen established a  
decentralised polity at local level for efficient administration  
as well for the spread of the Cãhamãna dynasty.  

Socio-Religious aspects

The epigraphic evidence of religious elements in the  
Naddula society can be very well noticed from the Sadadi and 
Jojaladeva inscription42, where he lays down the order with  
regard to the management of festivals in connection with all 
the gods, such as Lakshmanasvamin and others. The order is 
that when the festival of any god commences, the courtesans  
attached to the temples of the other gods must also put on their 
ornaments and best garments and attend with their Sulapalas 
(associates of courtesans) to celebrate it by instrumental music, 
dancing, singing, and so forth. Jojaladeva went even to the 
extent of conjuring his descendants and other princes to keep  
the festivals of all the gods going in this manner, and warns  
them by adding that he, who, at the time of a festival, attempts  
to abolish this practice, be he an ascetic, an old person, or a  
learned man, should be prevented from doing so by the reigning 
ruler. What is interesting here is to see that how the King through 
the medium of celebrations was developing an authoritative 
power-structure even for future kings to maintain and at the 
same time legitimising his own political role. Similarly, another 
King, Alhanadeva43 built a temple of Siva at Nadol and granted 
valuable benefactions to the gods. The inscription illustrates 
that after worshipping the Sun and Isana (Shiva)and making 
gifts to Brahmans and gurus, the King made grants to the Jaina 
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temple of Mahaviradeva. In the town of Saṇḍeraat, the holy 
place (mahasthana) of Naddula, a monthly sum of five dramas  
(coins) was to be paid from the custom house (sulka-mandapika) 
in the grounds. This practice perhaps denotes that Alhanadeva 
made efforts to bring both religious sects together. Also, temple 
making was a more direct instrument of gaining religious 
validation for political power. Kelhana erected a torana “like  
a diadem for the holy Somesa”.44 Katukaraja of Nadol45  
granted the sum of eight dramas (coins) for the worship of 
Santinatha. Rayapala’s sons, Rudrapala and Amrtapala, made  
with their mother a donation to the Jaina temple at Nadlai and 
the number of such donations in the Nadol kingdom seems to 
have increased appreciably with the accession of the emperor, 
Kumarapala, the overlord of Nadol. Meat and fish were also 
included in the Hindu diet. This can be inferred from an order 
by King Alhanadeva to Brahmana priests and others to respect  
his edict of non-slaughter on certain days of the month that  
some of the Brahmanas also took to meat eating.46 It can be  
noticed that the Jains managed to secure royal patronage also 
from some of the Chahamana Kings and as we learn that King 
Alhanadeva of Naddula, ‘thinking granting of security to  
animals to be the highest gift, issued injunctions for the  
increase of his spiritual merit and fame to the mahajanas, 
tambulikas and the other subjects, forbidding slaughter of  
living animals on the 8th, 11th and 14th days of both the  
fortnights of every month in the three towns of Kiratakupa, 
Latahrada and Siva and threatening capital punishment to  
those who killed or caused others to kill living beings,’47 
Therefore Kings used the technique of incorporation of cults,  
as well as integration of localities, local gods and  
goddesses. Temple endowments became a useful source for 
the inter-regional and intraregional structure of the economy. 
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It is evidenced that members of the royal family, state officials, 
guilds and other generous people made liberal grants towards  

the maintenance of both Hindu and Jain temples and provided 

means to ascetics living in them. Nadlai emerged as a tirtha 

(pilgrimage) of both Jains and Saiva and an important centre 

for regional trade. Therefore, from the following inscriptions, it 

is evident that the rulers were providing equal importance and  

were kind, considerate and respectful to both Hinduism and  

Jainism and strived for their peaceful co-existence during their 

reign. Royal patronage on such a large scale was obvious from  

the viewpoint of legitimate process. The illustrations of 

various rituals that rulers performed before making the grant 

in the inscriptions attach high importance here as it provides 

us the glimpse into how these rulers were combining royalty 

with divinity and selectively choosing the practices and the  

description in an attempt of ‘divinising ‘the King and seeking 

legitimation.

Therefore, the study of the above inscriptions provides 

us with a glimpse into the political, religious, agricultural  

and irrigation system prevalent in the region during  

the reign Cãhamãnas of Nadol. The establishment and  

consolidation of these aspects cannot be studied in isolation;  

hence, we notice that during the early medieval period every 

aspect and structure of society was intermingled and striving to 

accommodate itself to the harsh environment as well as to the 

politically unsettled conditions in the region.
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Abstract

The Bilpankeshwara temple, also known as 
Virupaksha temple, is situated in the Bilpank village 
near Ratlam, Madhya Pradesh. The temple was built 
in the early eleventh century when the Paramara 
dynasty was ruling Malwa. The garbhagriha  
(Sanctum) of the temple collapsed over time and was 
restored by Chalukya ruler Jayasimha Siddharaja in 
1141 CE and later by the rulers of Sailana Darbar. 
In the restoration, the main shrine was reduced 
and the remains of garbhagriha were used to build 
four subsidiary shrines. The study of the present  
Panchayatan (a temple with four subsidiary shrines  
at the corners) shrine shows the early characteristics 
of the Paramara temple art and architecture. The  
study has revealed that the temple had a Latina 
shikhara (spire with mesh of chaitya-arches), 
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unlike other Paramara temples which were built 

in the Bhumija style (architectural mode of the 

nagara temple with continuous vertical chains of  

kutastambhs: superstructure type with corner and 

intermediate vertical bands made up of miniature 

shrines). The motifs which are used in this temple 
were standardised and later became the hallmark of 

the mature phase of Bhumija temples. The temple is 

significant to study the confluence of styles as it has  
a Shunga pillar fragment, Paramara–Chalukya style 
with later addition of Islamic architecture. The temple  

is also significant as it has a rich oral tradition 
associated with it.

Keywords: Bilpankeshwara temple, Ratlam, 

Paramaras, Temple architecture, Art, Early phase, 

Chalukyas.

Introduction

Bilpankeshvar temple, also known as Bilkeshvar Mahadeva 

and Virupaksha temple, is situated in a small village known 

as Bilpank. The village is eighteen kilometres away from 

Ratlam district of Madhya Pradesh. This temple is dedicated to  

Shiva and was built in the early eleventh century CE when the  

Paramaras were ruling Malwa. Later it was restored by the  

Chalukya King Jayasimha Siddharaja who also added the 

subsidiary shrine at four corners. Further restoration was  

initiated by the ruler of Sailana Darbar. The present temple  

shows the stylistic features of the Paramara-Chalukya art and 

architecture with the addition of Islamic features.
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The central shrine has a maṇḍapa (pillared hall), antarāla 
(vestibule) and garbhagr ̣ḥa (sanctum). The maṇḍapa of 
this temple is well preserved and reflects the Paramara  
craftsmanship and standard motifs of Bhūmija1 mode which 
flourished under their patronage. The present garbhagr ̣ḥa is  
not the original structure, but a restored version with reduced  
size and phaṁsanā śikhara (pyramidal roof type). However,  
the base on which the garbhagr ̣ḥa is raised belongs to the 
Paramara period and is in a good state of preservation. The  
smaller subsidiary shrines at four corners are composed of  
maṇḍapa and garbhagr ̣ḥa. A close study of these subsidiary 
shrines reveals that the missing part of original jaṅghā  
(wall frieze) and Śikhara (spire) of the garbhagr ̣ḥa, which  
was built in the Paramara period, is reused in constructing  
these shrines.  

The temple is not only significant due to its stylistic  
confluence but also because of the finding of substantial 
archaeological remains such as a Shunga Pillar, Praśasti  
(eulogy) of Jayasimha Siddharaja, which throws light on the  
long occupancy of this site, rich political history of two major 
dynasties which shaped the narrative of Malwa, and the 
establishment of a religious sect in this region. The temple is  
also significant from the point of oral tradition as many myths  
and local legends2 are woven around this temple which is still 
believed by the locals and many worshippers visit the temple 
because of the popular lore associated with it.

The paper aims to provide a panoramic vision of the temple 
which has not been done so far in the present scholarship on  
this temple. Through this paper, an attempt has been made to 
retrieve the imagery of the original temple which belongs to 
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the Paramara period and reflects the early phase of their art  
and architecture. The paper explores the archaeological 

remains and studies the art and architecture of the Pañchāyatan  
(five shrines) to demarcate two different phases of construction 
and two distinctive styles.

Literature Review

S.K. Sinha has given a detailed account of the Virupaksha 

temple of Bilpankinin in which he provides crucial information 

on the finding of the inscription.3 Sinha argues that the temple 

originally had Pañchratha (with five offsets) sanctum with the 
antarāla and maṇḍapa attached and dates back to 1045 CE in  

the reign of Bhoj Paramara. According to him, the whole  

temple was restored in Vikramsamvat 1198 by Jayasimha 

Siddharaja, except the maṇḍapa which shows the original  

style of the Paramara period. He also pointed out that the  

medieval features visible in the temple were added later. 

The inscription which was found in the excavation was 

translated and published by H.V. Trivedi along with the notes  

on the historical significance of the same.4 Apart from Trivedi 

other scholars such as A.C. Mittal, Arvind Kumar Singh5  

and Omprakash Pandya6 also studied the inscription and gave 

detailed notes on the thirty verses of the inscription. 

The first attempt to study the art and architecture of this 
temple was made by B.L. Nagarch7. His descriptive approach 

towards the subject helps to view the temple in new light.  

Though he has identified all the sculptures and has presented  
an aesthetical imagery of them, his work does not have an  

analytical approach because of which many significant aspects 



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 155

remained unstudied. Also, his study does not include the  

subsidiary shrines which are important to understand the core 

temple.

The present scholarship on this temple is not limited to 

the epigraphy, art and architecture but also includes the study 

on the conservation of the temple. A.P. Singh has discussed 

the conservation measures undertaken by the Archaeological  

Survey of India from 1984-1987 in which accumulated debris 

were cleared, barbed wire fencing was done and mosses,  

lichens, paint, whitewash were removed.8  He dates back the 

temple to tenth- eleventh century CE and argues that it was  

built in the Gurjara-Chalukya Style. 

 The temples of the Ratlam region have been studied by  

S.N. Manwani, in which he also discusses the Bilpank temple.9  

He has mentioned the characteristic features of the temples 

of Ratlam which according to him show the Bhumija style. He  

argues that the temples of Ratlam show southern influence 
including Chalukya and Hoysala dynasty, which he described 

as inter-influences. Manwani’s work is notable as he applied  
the theory of Dravidian influence on the Bhumija mode of the 
temple given by M.A. Dhaky10 on the temples of Ratlam.

According to Manwani, Chalukya influence can be seen  
due to the political history of the region. Chalukya’s influence is 
much more visible in the temples which were restored by them 

and one such temple is of Bilpank. A similar study is done by  

Ajit Raizada on the temples of Ratlam11 in which he has given  

a brief description of the Virupaksha temple along with other  

old temples found in the region.
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Epigraphical Evidence: Praśasti of Jayasimhasiddharaja  
and its significance

From the excavations in the vicinity of the temple, an 
inscription was found which is installed in the antarāla of 
the temple. It throws light on the restoration of the temple by  
the King of Gujarat, Jayasimha Siddharaja in samvat 1198  
i.e 1141 CE. The transcript of the inscription was prepared  
by Dr V.S. Wakankar and Prof. B. Venkatachalam12. The thirty 
verses of Praśasti, written in Sanskrit, are metrically composed 
except the early part in which homage to Shiva is paid and, in  
the last, where date and year are given.13

The inscription starts with the praise of Lord Shiva and 
continues in the second verse. The next twelve verses give a 
detailed account of the origin of the Chalukya dynasty and  
praises the ancestors of Jayasimha. Verse fifteen to twenty  
eulogises Siddharaja and describes him as Purushottama and 
Andhkaripu.14 In verse twenty-two, his conquest and victory  
over Ujjain and Dhara are given. From verse twenty-three  
to twenty-seven, the account of reinstallation of Lord  
Virupaksha in the restored shrine and his greatness is described. 
It is interesting to note that verses twenty-eight to thirty of  
the inscription inform that the eulogy was composed by  
Chakravarti Kavi Shripal and the engraver was Brahman 
Gangadhar. 

Historical Context
Ratlam falls under the region of Malwa, which was 

under the suzerainty of the Paramaras from tenth century CE.  
Paramara rulers were always involved in battles with  
neighbouring Kings to defend their territory, and the  
Chalukyas of Gujarat were one of them. Many battles were  
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fought between the Paramaras and the Chalukyas but the  

longest battle was fought between Parmara King  

Yashovarmana and Chalukya King Jayasimha Siddharaja. 

Yashovarman entered the war with Jayasimha when his  

father Naravarman was killed in the war. Yashovarman tried 

to defend his territory but he was defeated by Siddharaja.  

Siddharaja’s success in the conquest resulted in the complete 

possession of Malwa territory and the overthrow of the  

Paramaras from Malwa. Yashovarman was imprisoned and 

Siddharaja integrated Malwa into his suzerainty. One of 

the inscriptions was found in Ujjaini in 1138 CE, which 

hails Jayasimha Siddharaja as the lord of Avanti15. There are 

many epigraphic records16 which support this event and the  

inscription found in the Bilpankeshwar temple is one of them.

Temple Plan: Garbhagṛha
At present, the Bilpankeshwar temple (Fig 1) consists of  

a maṇḍapa, antarāla and agarbhagr ̣ḥa and has four subsidiary 

shrines. The garbhagr ̣ḥa is a small square chamber which has  

a broken stone liṅga at the centre. The roof is supported by  

four pillars and four pilasters. On the west wall, a small niche  

is carved which has the idol of the four-armed Surya. He is  

holding flowers in his upper hands, a pot in the lower left hand  
and the right hand is held in varada hasta (boon giving  

gesture). 

Sculptures of Gaṇeśa and Umā Maheśwar are also placed  
on the same wall. A four-armed Ganesh is shown seated in 

lalitāsana (royal ease), holding a parśu (battle axe), broken  

tusk and a bowl of modak (sweets). The image of Umā  
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Maheśwar shows Umā sitting on Śiva’s lap but the image is in  
a bad state.

The square ceiling of the garbhagr ̣ḥa has recessed a  

tier which turns into an octagonal one and becomes a  

circle with eight brackets. The figures of the brackets are 
missing and presently, the ceiling is covered with net. 

The pillars of the garbhagr ̣ḥa are cushion pillars which  

became the standard type in Bhumija temples17. On the 

hexagonal base stands the shaft which turns cylindrical  

on which rests the cushion capital. The shaft is adorned  

with a band of tamālapatra (leaf of Xanthochymuspictorius L), 

and a peepal leaf (moonstone) motif which are the hallmark of 

Bhūmija temples.18

The doorframe of the garbhagr ̣ḥa (Fig.2) is simple and 

the śākhās (decorative door band) of door frame are devoid of 

ornamentation except for the bottom portion, where figures of  
river goddesses and chauri bearers are carved inside  

Figure 1: Idols of Hanuman and Ganesha  

at the entrance and Mahamandapa,  

Bilpankeshwar Temple, 11th century CE,  

Bilpank, Ratlam
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miniature niches. These niches are topped by udgama  

pediments of interconnected gavākśa dormers and miniature 
bhūmija śikharas respectively. 

Gaṅgā, holding a water pot in her left hand, is shown  
standing on a makara (crocodile) and Yamuna is shown  

similarly on a kachhapa (tortoise). At the bottom, dwarf figures 
are depicted with one hand upward, suggesting that they are 

holding the load of the miniature niches. Similarly, female  

figures are carved next to Ganga and Yamuna, holding chauri, 

supported by dwarf figures. The niches in which these female 
figures are carved are topped by typical Bhūmija Śikhara  
which has trirathas (plain wall with three bays), with a central 

latā (curvilinear vertical band of śikhara, usually bearing  

jāla web parttern) flanked by two vertical rows of three bhūmis 

(floor/storey).

The lalāt bimba (central symbol on door lintel) (Fig. 2) has  

the image of a pot-bellied, four-armed Gaṇeśa, seated in  
lalitāsana. The panel above the lalāt bimba portrays five male 
deities. On the proper right, a four-armed Śiva is shown seated, 
holding the triśula (trident), sarpa (snake), bījapūraka (fruit of 

citron) and one hand is in varada hasta. Next to him, the deity  

is shown seated with his lower hands held in añjali hasta  

(folded hands to pray) and his upper hands hold śaṅkha  
(conch shell). The central deity is of Lakuliśa and he has a halo 
around his head. He holds the triśula, jakuṭa (staff) and other 

attributes which are not visible. The deity next to him holds  

the sarpa, bījapūraka and one of his hands is held in varada  

hasta. The deity on the proper left holds śula, bījapūraka and  

one of his hands is in varada hasta.
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There are a series of intricately carved pilasters next to  
the door frame (Fig. 2). The pilasters depict gods and beautiful 
female figures. The pilasters are standing on the moulding  
which depict scenes of preaching and discourse among ascetics, 
attended by royal personages who are surrounded by soldiers  
and people.

The pilasters show musicians, female figures, and  
seated male deities in the square base, on which niches with 
udgama pediments and bhumis are carved. The octagonal 
middle portion of the shaft is carved with vertical floral 
bands and pūrṇaghaṭakalaśa (vase of foliage). At the top,  
a circular cushion supports the square capital.

The pilaster on the proper right depicts a four-armed  
Viṣṇu in the niche (Fig. 2). He is holding a gadā (mace), chakra 
(discus), śaṅkha (conch shell) and akśmālā (rosary). The  
attributes held by him match with the attributes mentioned in 
Samrāṅgana sutradhāra for Viṣṇu19. On the next pilaster, a  
female figure is shown, holding a lotus stalk. The next pilaster 

Figure 2: Garbhagriha and Antarala,  

Bilpankeshwar Temple, 11th century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam
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depicts a four-armed Śiva, holding a sarpa, khatvānga  
(skull mace), daṇḍa  (staff), and an unidentified weapon. In the 
next two pilasters, a female and a male are shown standing. 

The pilasters on the proper left show almost similar  

depiction with minor changes in the sequence of the  

placement of the deities. The four-armed, standing Śiva  
(Fig. 2) is depicted holding sarpa and gadā and his other two  

arms are broken. Next to Śiva stands a lady holding a lotus  
stalk. Viṣṇu is depicted next to her, holding the chakra and  

gadā and his other two arms are broken. Next to him is  

another female figure holding a kalaśa and Kubēra stands next  
with legs crossed, holding a nidhi (treasure).20

Antarāla
On the north and south walls of antarāla empty niches can 

be seen. Two heavy pillars and two pilasters of the antarāla  
are intricately carved with the images of deities (Fig. 2). The  

base of the pillars has mouldings on which square shafts are 

standing. Female figures are carved on the shaft inside niches, 
topped by udagama pediments, on each face. Above the niches, 

the shaft turns into octagonal with miniature niches depicting 

male and female deities. The upper part of the pillar is faceted, 

decorated with different leaf motifs in two layers, surmounted  

by cushions and padmas (lotus). The brackets at the top  

support the lintels and bear the load of the roof.

The niches of the pillar depict a lady disrobing herself in  

the bath (Fig. 3), lady wriggling her hair, a lady with a child  

(Fig. 3), a lady holding a scarf and looking into the mirror21. 

The eight small niches on the octagonal part of the shaft  
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depict Saptamātrikas, Gaṇeśa, and Vīrabadra playing the  
Vīṇā (string instrument). 

The pilasters are carved in the same style but the 
depictions on pilasters are noteworthy. On the left  
pilaster, a male ascetic (Fig. 3), with heavy jaṭā (lock of 
hair), wearing yajñōpavīta (sacred thread) on his bare  
upper body, holding daṇḍa and pot is shown. He is 
accompanied by a young male disciple who is also  
wearing a heavy jaṭā, yajñōpavīta and holding a pot. On  
the right pilaster, an ascetic with beard and jaṭā, wearing 
langot (type of undergarment), holding pots in both his  
hands is shown (Fig. 3). This depiction of ascetics with the 
disciple, ascetics engaged in discourse suggests the spread of a 
branch of Shaivism.22 The intricately carved rectangular ceiling 
of the antarāla has a full-blown lotus at the centre and shows the 
trinity along with their consorts and other minor deities.

Figure 3: Ascetics and women, Niches on the  

Pillars of Antarala, Bilpankeshwar Temple,  

11th century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam
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Mahāmaṇḍapa
The antarāla leads to the pillared mahāmaṇḍapa, which  

has two lateral projections and a mukhamaṇḍapa (entrance hall) 

in the east (Fig. 1). The lateral projections are closed but earlier,  

it might have been open like the Udayeshwar temple. The 

exquisitely carved pillars of the maṇḍapa are of two varieties.  

The pillars near the antarāla are square in shape (Fig. 4) and  

the rest are octagonal. It is interesting to note that the  

Bilpankeshwar temple is popular locally for its pillars. 

This popular belief must have been formulated due to the  

presence of a large number of pillars which is not found in  

any other temple in Ratlam or surrounding regions.

The base of the square pillars has moulding23 with a  

chaitya arch installed with a ratna (diamond) on each face. The 

bottom portion of the shaft has niches in which male deities  

and female figures are placed. The middle part of the shaft is 
square, adorned with ratnapaṭṭa (band of diamond pattern) and 

peepal leaf band. The shaft is surmounted by several mouldings 

and Padma capital on which rests the plain brackets.

The niches on these pillars depict twice a nude lady rinsing 

her hair, holding her breast by one hand (Fig. 4), known as 

Karpuramañjari24. The beauty of the niche is enhanced by the 

presence of a swan, standing on a lotus, drinking drops of water 

falling from the lady’s hair. The pillar on the left shows a male 

deity standing, holding a pustaka (book), kalama (pen), a daṇḍa 
and an unidentified object. At the bottom, a ram is depicted. The 
pillar on the right depicts a male deity, holding vegetation in  

both his hands.
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The second type of pillars which are resting in the 
mandapa have an octagonal base. The bottom half of the 
shaft is octagonal which turns circular in the upper half. 
The octagonal shaft is carved with slender niches with a 
diamond inside, topped by phaṁsanā śikhar (pyramidal  
roof type) with a peepal leaf motif and crowned by a  
kalaśa and bījapūraka. Above niches, the hexagonal shaft is  
plain and in the middle it turns cylindrical. The plain circular 
upper half of the shaft is decorated with ratnapaṭṭa (frieze of 
diamond pattern) and tamālpatra (leaf of Xanthochymuspictorius 
L, a decorative motif). The capital of the pillar is composed of  
a cushion and a padma over which the brackets are placed.

Figure 4: Pillars of Mandapa (proper right),  

Woman wringing out the drops of water from her wet locks (centre), 

Sunga Pillar (proper left), Bilpankeshwar Temple,  

11th century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam

Twelve pillars support the recessed ceiling of the maṇḍapa 
which is composed of concentric circles. The ceiling has  
sixteen brackets which are carved with Sursundaris (heavenly 
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damsel). They are shown playing drums, vīnā, bānsuri (flute) 
and śahnai (the clarinet), wearing large earrings, and anklets. 

The bracket also depicts darpaṇā (women looking into  

mirror), keśanistoyakāriñī (wringing out the drops of water  

from the wet lock) and marīchikā (damsel with bow and  

arrow)25. A lady is shown hunting an animal, placed under 

her foot, with bow and arrow. Some are shown dancing and  

holding a swan. The central part of the ceiling has an intricately 

carved full-blown lotus. 

The maṇḍapa has lateral projections on the north and  

south. These projections have kakṣāsana (backrest) on which 

heavy octagonal dwarf pillars are standing. These pillars are 

similar to the upper half of the maṇḍapa’s pillars. It is striking  

that on the northern projection, one of the dwarf pillars has  

a fragment of an ancient pillar (Fig.4). The fragment consists  

of an inverted lotus capital which has a rope and a cushion  

above. On this rests a band of rosette motif, which is  

surmounted by a frieze of acanthus-leaf motif, flanked by  
swans on both the sides. Nagarch dated this pillar to the  

Mauryan period, based on the similarity of the motifs26. 

Other scholars like S.K. Sinha27 and Ajit Raizada28 place this  

pillar fragment to the Shunga-Kushan period.

The pillar fragment is unpolished, unlike Mauryan pillars 

which are known for their lustre and smoothness. The motifs  

which were first introduced by Mauryas were used by later 
dynasties such as Shunga and Gupta. The pillar fragment shows 

stylistic similarity with the famous pillar of Heliodorus in 

Besnagar near Vidisha which dates back to the Shunga period  

and must belong to the same period. 
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In the maṇḍapa, four loose sculptures are placed 
which include the figure of Chāmuṇḍā, Mahiśāsurmardinī,  
Gaṇeśa and Bhairava. The ten-armed Chāmuṇḍā is standing 
on a human corpse, flanked by two attendants (Fig. 5).  
She has an emaciated face and skeletal body. In her  
sunken stomach, a Scorpio is depicted. In her upper two  
hands, she is holding a sarpa and the little finger of her  
middle hand is in her mouth. In her middle left hands, she  
is carrying a daṇḍa and an unidentified attribute. She is carrying  
a kapāla (skull) in her lower left hand. The right hands of 
Chāmuṇḍā are damaged and her attributes are smudged so it is 
hard to identify them.

Next to the figure of the ferocious Chāmuṇḍā is the 
figure of Mahiśāsurmardinī (Fig. 5). She is shown standing 
in Āliḍhasana (warrior pose) on the back of Mahiśasura  
who is shown in the zoomorphic form. Durgā has four 
arms, from her lower right hand she is inserting a triśula  
in Mahiśa’s body and holding the mouth of Mahiśa from  
her lower left hand. In her upper right hands, she is  
holding a sword and in her upper left hand, she is carrying a  
ghaṅṭa (large bell). Her vāhana (vehicle), Siṁha (lion) is  
attacking the back of Mahiśa. 

A four-armed Gaṇeśa (Fig. 5) is standing in tribhaṅga  
(body posture with three bends). His arms are broken along  
with his trunk and left ear. Only his upper left arm is intact,  
holding an ankuśa (goad). A four-armed Bhairava (Fig. 5) 
is depicted standing in tribhaṅga. He is holding a daṇḍa, an 
unidentified attribute and, in his lower left hand, he is holding  
the leash of a dog who is carved at the bottom. He is defaced but 
his scattered hair locks are visible and he has an erect phallus.
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Figure 5: Chamunda and Mahishasurmardini  

(proper right), Ganesha and Bhairava  

(proper left),Bilpankeshwar Temple, 11th century CE,  

Bilpank, Ratlam

Mukhamaṇḍapa 
On the eastern side of the maṇḍapa is the Mukhamaṇḍapa  

(Fig 1) which provides the entrance to the temple. The 
mukhamaṇḍapa has pillars which support the rectangular  
ceiling which has a full-blown lotus at the centre, surrounded by 
a marching elephant’s frieze. It also depicts the Saptamātrikas29, 
seven flying Gandharavas (celestial minstrels) and combating 
soldiers.

 
At present, a small entrance is provided from the east. On 

both the sides of the entrance are huge sculptures of Gaṇeśa  
and Hanumān (Fig. 1). Gaṇeśa is sitting in Mahārājalīlāsana, 
holding padma, ankuśa, broken tusk and a bowl of modak. The 
four-armed figure of Hanumān is withered and the attributes  
held by him are not identifiable. 

The Exterior of the temple
The original garbhagriha was bigger than the present  

chamber and stood on the pañcharatha (with five offsets)  
platform which can still be seen around the restored  
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garbhagṛha. The platform consists of simple and plain  
mouldings30, devoid of ornamentation. 

The restored jaṅghā is made of large blocks of stones  
which are fixed with sculptures of male deities. On the southern 
wall, the sculpture of a four-armed male deity is fixed and  
below this, a figure of Gaṇeśa is fixed. On the western wall,  
there is an image of Shiva standing and Viṣṇu is on the  
northern façade.

The four-armed male deity (Fig. 6) on the southern wall  
cannot be identified because of the bad state of preservation. 
The male deity is shown standing at the centre, flanked by 
female attendants on both sides. The attendants on his left side 
are destroyed completely. The deity has four arms but all are 
destroyed. Below this, Gaṇeśa is depicted at the centre, flanked 
by four female figures, two on each side. The panel is visible up 
to his knees and the rest is covered in stone blocks. He is shown 
having four arms holding ankuśa, an unidentified object in his 
upper hands and his lower arms are broken.

On the western façade, a beautiful image of Śiva (fig. 6) is 
fixed in the wall. He is standing at the centre, surrounded by 
four attendants. He is identified by the jaṭāmukuṭa, framed by  
a halo behind. His face is damaged and broken from his left  
cheek to chin. He had four arms which were mutilated along 
with the attributes. Samrāṅgan asutradhāra mentions that  
Shiva should be two, four or eight armed and should have 
matted locks, adorned with the moon31. His slender upper body 
is decorated with a broad necklace and a yajñōpavīta. His  
earlobes are loaded with heavy earrings and his arms have 
armbands. His waist has a heavy mekhla (girdle) with a tassle 



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 169

and he is wearing a long garland. At the top, on both sides are 
carved a four-armed Brahmā and Viṣṇu. Both are shown with  
their respective attributes but the image of Brahmā is faded.

On the north façade of the garbhagṛha is the image of  
the Viṣṇu (Fig. 6). He is shown standing, holding a chakra,  
gadā in his upper hands and his lower hands are broken. He 
is bejewelled and wearing a long garland. He is flanked by 
four female attendants but they are damaged at several places.  
Below this pediment is another panel which has completely 
vanished. 

Figure 6: Sculptures on the façade of  

Garbhagriha, Bilpankeshwar Temple,  

11 th Century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam

The jaṅghā terminates into phaṁsanā śikhara which 

has āmalakas (crowning member of the śikhara in the form 

of a myrobalan fruit) at the corners and the centre. One of 

the āmalakas has a kalaśa and bījapūraka over it. On the  

western side, a crouching simha can also be seen. The top of  

the śikhara has a big āmalaka, which has a male figure on  
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the western side. A padma and a small āmalaka are placed on it 

which carries a gold-plated kalaśa.

The mandapa has base mouldings on which kakṣāsana  
(Fig. 1) is raised. The vertically arranged stone slabs of the 

kakṣāsana show a half roundel at the bottom which carries  

flower petals, over which pūrṇaghaṭakalaśa is placed.  

A ratnapaṭṭa is carved above it and the top portion has leaf  

foliage. Similar motifs can be seen at the famous  

Neelakantheshwara temple of Udaypur which is considered 

the epitome of Paramara Art32. This evidence suggests that  

the motifs which were used in the early phase were  

standardised and continued to be used in later phases of  

Paramara temples.

During the restoration, some sculptures which originally 

belonged to a different part of the temple, were fixed on the 
kakṣāsana. Two of the sculptures are of Surya which shows  

him standing, holding lotuses in his hands. At the bottom, his 

attendants Pingalaka and Dandi are carved and attendants are 

shown on both sides. The figure of Viṣṇu is also fixed but it is  
in a bad state of preservation. 

Over the kakṣāsana, pillars are placed to support the load  

of the roof. The original spire of the mandapa has completely 

vanished and what we see today is the restored work. The chajjā 

is placed over the lintels and a parapet is formed. At the centre, 

a dome33 is carved which has a large and a small āmalaka, and  

a bījapūraka.
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Subsidiary Shrine

The subsidiary shrines were established later and these 
are composed of shallow maṇḍapa and garbhagṛha with  
phaṁsanā śikhara. Analytical study of the subsidiary shrines 
reveals that these shrines are made of broken parts of original 
garbhagṛha and śikhara of the temple. 

Subsidiary Shrine – North West Corner

The subsidiary shrine on the North-West corner faces 
east, has idols of Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā34. The maṇḍapa has two 
pillars and two pilasters. The dvāraśākhās, which reflect  
the Chalukyan style, have Śaiva guardians at the bottom  
which are flanked with beautiful young female figures. The 
Shaiva guardians are shown standing in tribhaṅga. They  
have four arms but most of them are broken. They have 
jaṭāmukuṭa which is surrounded by a halo. Their slender 
upper body is adorned with yajñōpavīta and their lower  
body is wrapped with a fine garment which is tied with  
mekhlā with loops hanging over their thighs. A sash is  
wrapped around their hips and its loose end is hanging 
in between their legs. At the bottom, they are flanked by  
two male attendants, one on each side. At the top, two 
Gandharvas are holding the festoons emitted by a  
kīrtimukha (face of glory) at the top.

Youthful women surround the guardians and add grace to  
the dvāraśākhā. A tall, beautiful lady is shown standing under  
a tree with her right hand touching the head of the attendant  
standing at her feet, and her left hand is broken. This piece is  
the epitome of feminine beauty. She has an elaborate hairdo 
and her full rounded bosoms are further beautified by a  
beaded ornament coming down to her waist. Her lower body  
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is wrapped by a translucent cloth, tied with a heavy mekhlā  
around her slender waist.

Another female figure is shown from the backside, with her 
face in profile. Her right hand is raised and with her left hand,  
she is holding the drapery of her dress. On her back, her stylish  
bun and a loose drape are falling. Her voluptuous hips are  
decked with beaded loops and hangings. She is also shown  
under a heavy leaf. Above these maidens are figures of 
a Vīṇāvādaka and a devotee with folded hands. Similar 
sensuous female figures are shown in front and profile on the  
other side of the dvāraśākhā. Above the guardians, on the  
śākhā, goddesses including Chāmuṇḍā, Mahiśāsurmardinī,  
Varāhi and Gaṇeśa are depicted.

The Lalāṭabimba is composed of two paṭṭas, one is  
ratnapatta and the lower band has creeper on it. At the centre of  
the lalāṭabimba, Gaṇeśa is carved. The panel above the  
lalāṭabimba is composed by fixing different parts of the  
original temple. A part of the Śūrasēnaka (pediment made up  
of a large gavākśa window) is found attached at the proper left  
of the panel (Fig. 7).

 In the typical Paramara temples, the Bhumija Śikhar has 
a śūrasēnaka at the front which is mostly composed of two  
chaitya medallions. The lower chaitya arch is flanked by two  
half chaitya medallions which include the figures of attendants 
and the main deity is depicted in the central chaitya arch. The  
part of the śūrasēnaka found on the panel includes the right  
section of the chaitya medallion with a female attendant whose 
face is broken. The other parts of the panel are composed of  
stone blocks with a diamond inside the rectangular frame and  
a female and a male deity. 
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The square garbhagṛha has three empty niches and  
a platform is established which has idols of Kṛṣṇa and  
Rādhā. On the western wall, a lintel is fixed which depicts 
Viṣṇu riding on Garuḍa at the centre, holding a chakra 
and gadā in his upper hands and two other attributes in his  
lower hands. On both his sides Navagrahas are shown. A 
band of flying gandharvas can be seen below this panel.  
Two more panels are placed on the north and south walls  
which comprise images of deities.

On the jaṅghā of this shrine remains of the main shrine 
are found. A segment of Bhadralatā (central offset) of the 
grabhagṛha’s śikhara (Fig.7) is fixed which is composed 
of the jāla of a chaitya arch. Two niches from the original 
shrine are placed on the same wall which carries the  
images of divinity (Fig.7). The remains found from the 
western façade include a bracket which portrays a dancer,  
a vertical floral band and a sculpture.

Figure 7: Fragment of Surasenaka (proper right),  

Niches and fragment of Bhadra Lata (centre),  

Female figure (proper left), North-West Subsidiary Shrine, 
Bilpankeshwar temple, 11th Century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam
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Another Sculpture is found on the north façade which shows 
a female figure (Fig. 7), standing in between the two pillars,  
with one arm raised upward and another placed on her kaṭi  
(waist). On the other side of one of the pillars, another female 
figure is carved in the same pose but her size is half the size of 
the first figure. Other parts which are found on this wall include 
a figure of a male deity and a fragment of a floral band with a 
kīrtimukha at the centre.

Subsidiary Shrine - South-West Corner

The shrine set on the south-west corner is dedicated to 
Lord Gaṇeśa35. Remains can be seen on the dvāra of the 
garbhagṛha which consists of vertical bands of foliage, forming 
the dvāraśākhās. Lalāṭabimba has a horizontal band of foliage 
and an idol of Ganesh at the centre. Above the lalāṭabimba, 
a panel is fixed which consists of the three niches in which 
deities are carved. Such panels were used in the maṇḍōvaras 
(temple’s/closed hall’s portion above jagati and below chāḍya)  
in the Paramara temples. 

From the maṇḍapa, a fragment of the latā has been found.  
The Udumbar (threshold) of the garbhagṛha’s dvāra is composed 
of the beam with two lotus flowers at the corner. This kind of  
beam is mostly used as lintels which support the ceiling. The 
garbhagṛha has three empty niches on three walls and stone  
idol of Gaṇeśa in vermilion is placed on a stone platform. The 
ceiling of the square garbhagṛha turns octagonal to form a  
circle.

On the north façade of the garbhagṛha, remains of a  
latā and miniature niches of goddesses are fixed (Fig 8). 
There are four niches which have goddesses and ratna.  
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On the north a tall, slim, well-decked female figure is  
fitted (Fig. 8). A fragment of karṇalatā (vertical corner  
jāla band of śikhara) is found on the same wall. It consists  
of fused chaitya arches, divided into bhūmis by āmalaka.

Figure 8: North Façade (proper right), Sursundari  

(proper left), South-West Subsidiary Shrine,  

Bilpankeshwar temple, 11th Century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam

The finding of remains of the latā suggests that the  
śikhara of the actual temple was not Bhūmija which was  
preferred by Paramara rulers but Latina. This temple shows  
the early phase of the Paramara art and architecture. It is  
possible that some motifs such as ratnapaṭṭa, peepal leaf,  
half rounded with ghaṭa-pallava on kakṣāsana were already 
in use which later became the hallmark of the Bhūmija  
temples and Paramara art but the remains of Latina śikhara 
suggests that Bhūmija mode was still not popularised.

From the same shrine, two sculptures of female figures are 
found. These female figures are shown standing, touching the 
kaṭi from one hand and another hand of both the sculptures 

are broken (Fig. 8). On the west wall, two miniature niches of  
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deities are fixed. The South wall is completely covered by the  
wall of the house built next to the temple.

Subsidiary Shrine - south east corner

The temple located on the south-east corner is significant  
for this study as its structure reveals that it is made up of the 
stambhas (pillar) which composed the jaṅghā of the original 
garbhagṛha of the main shrine (Fig. 9). Above these stambhas, 
three layers of mouldings are placed over which phaṁsanā 
śikhara is raised. The stambhas are also used in the interior  
of all subsidiary shrines to form the stone platforms to place the 
deities. 

The maṇḍapa has a Nandi at the centre. The door 
is simple and plain with the idol of Gaṇeśa on the  
lalāṭabimba. The panel above consists of three fragments. 
One is a niche which depicts a goddess flanked by two 
attendants. At the centre, the figure of a male and a female  
are fixed and the third fragment is in a bad state of  
preservation.

The garbhagṛha has a rectangular ceiling with a full-
blown lotus at the centre. Inside the garbhagṛha, a stone 
platform, made of stambhas, can be seen on which a  
Śivaliṅga is placed. The sculptural remains include an idol  
of goddess in a niche, fixed on the west wall and a girl 
holding a pot, accompanied by a male attendant, fixed on  
the east wall.

Subsidiary Shrine- north east corner

The shrine on the north-east corner is dedicated to  
Hanumān at present and faces south. The maṇḍapa 
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Figure 9: Façade of Garbhagriha, south-east subsidiary shrine, 

Bilpankeshwar temple, 11th Century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam

consisting of two pillars and two pilasters reflect the art of the  
Chalukyas. The door frame of the garbhagṛha is ornamented  

with figures and floral art. The udumbara is carved, flanked on  
both sides by stone blocks.  On one side, Gaṇeśa, flanked by 
female attendants, is shown and the other block is completely 

whipped. The dvāraśākhās are composed of floral bands and 
rūpaśākhās (śakha with figural ornamentation) which depicts 
mithuna (auspicious couple). The bottom portion depicts male 

deities, surrounded by female attendants.

The deity on the right has a potbelly and he holds nidhi in  

one hand and a purse in other. The deity on the left holds a 

shriphala (fruit) in one hand and another hand is placed on his 

kaṭi. The lalāṭabimba portrays Ganesh at the centre and the panel 

above depicts a seated male figure surrounded by attendants in  
the centre and four goddesses, two on both sides. Inside the 

garbhagriha, a sculpture of Hanumān is placed on the stone 
platform, made of stambhas.
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The major part of the façade of this temple is made of  
original sculptural pieces, pillars and moulding fragments  
(Fig. 10). One of the sculpture depicts Gaṇeśa, flanked by  
female attendants, standing on a lotus. Next to this panel is the 
fragment of latā adorned with chaitya arches. A niche carrying  
the divine image is fixed above. 

On the west façade of this shrine niches with four-armed, 
seated divine figures, are fixed one above the other (Fig. 10). 
On the bhadra ratha (central offset), two large sculptures of  
standing female deities are fixed vertically. The bottom panel 
depicts a four-armed female deity (Fig. 10), holding a triśula,  
gadā in her upper hands. Her lower left hand is broken and  
her lower right hand is held in varada hasta. She is wearing 
jaṭāmukuṭa and decked with jewellery.

The panel above this also depicts a four-armed goddess 
(Fig.10) surrounded by attendants but the sculpture is withered 
and cannot be identified. Next to these panels is a fragment 
of moulding with ratnapaṭṭa and tamālpatra, above which a  
niche with a ratna is attached. At the corner, the remains of  
three heavy mouldings are fixed vertically.

The north facade of the shrine has two large panels 
on bhadra ratha (Fig.10). The panel at the bottom shows  
a four-armed female deity standing. All her arms are  
broken and her face is faded. Female attendants can be  
seen at the bottom and on both sides. The panel above 
this also depicts a deity at the centre, surrounded by the  
attendant. The face is broken, the figure is withered and it 
cannot be identified. The deity and attendants are standing  
on pedestals, supported by Gandharvas.
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Figure 10: West Façade (above), North Façade (below),  

North East Susidiary Shrine, Bilpankeshwar temple,  

11th Century CE, Bilpank, Ratlam

On the pratirathas (wall offset flanking bhadra), two stone 
blocks are fixed. The lower block depicts a ratna in between  
two pillars and the block above depicts a four-armed, seated 
goddess inside a niche. The karṇalatā (vertical corner jala 
band of śikhara) consists of a heavy fragment of moulding and  
parts of the original karṇalatā. The eastern façade has  
fragments of latā, niches with ratna inside and sculpture  
portraying deity, surrounded by attendants. The sculpture is in  
a bad state of preservation and cannot be identified.

Conclusion

 The Bilpankeshwara temple reflects the stylistic confluence  
of two major dynasties, the Paramaras of Malwa and the  
Chalukyas of Gujarat. The temple was built in the early eleventh 
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century when the Paramara King Bhoja was ruling Malwa.  
Bhoja is credited with building a large number of Śiva temples  
in Malwa but all the temples are not traced and remain  
undiscovered. The known Paramara temples in Malwa date 
back from the late eleventh century to fifteenth century CE. 
Bilpankeshwar temple becomes significant as it belongs to  
the early eleventh century and reflects the temple art and 
architecture flourished during the time of Bhoja Paramara and 
marked the early phase of the Paramara art. 

The Bilpank temple was torn down and its garbhagriha 
completely collapsed, leaving the maṇḍapa standing. The 
Bilpankeshwara temple was restored by Chalukya King  
Jayasimha Siddharajain in the first half of the twelfth century  
after he defeated Paramara King Yashovarman and seized  
Ujjain. Jayasimha installed a praśasti in the temple which also 
states about his victory over Paramaras and establishment of 
his rule in Malwa. In this context, this temple becomes more 
significant because it gives a political statement and asserts his 
victory over the region.

In the absence of the original garbhagṛha, the visual  
imagery of the core temple was incomplete. It provides  
insufficient information about the early phase of the Paramara  
art which can only be derived if a complete picture is present.  
The study of the subsidiary shrines which were built later  
reveals the presence of both the Paramara and Chalukyan style.

A major part of these subsidiary shrines is built from 
the remains of the original garbhagḥa. The remains include  
stambhas which formed the jaṅghā of the garbhagṛha,  
heavy mouldings which formed the prastara (entablature). 
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The remains also include niches with male and female  

deities including the parivāra devtās Gaṇeśa, Bhairava,  
Mahiśasurmardinī and Chamuṇḍā which were parts of the  
temple’s sculptural scheme, used in adorning the jaṅghā and  

kapilī (a vestibule connecting with the hall) of the temple. 

The fragment of latā fixed in these shrines belongs to the 
badralatā and karṇalatā but no remains of bhūmis are found. 

However, the front part of the garbhagriha has śurasēnaka, 

which is suggested by the presence of a large, right half of  

chaitya medallion depicting a female figure. Based on this  
evidence it can be stated that the śikhar of the garbhagṛha  
had śurasēnaka but the spire was built in Nagara Latina mode  

and not in typical Bhūmija mode.

When the retrieving image of the actual garbhagṛha is  

seen with the image of mahāmaṇḍapa, a panoramic vision 

is created. The well preserved mahāmaṇḍapa reflects the  
Paramara art in heavy pillars carrying the images of deity, 

beautiful ceiling with surasundaris, images of ascetics and 

scenes of preaching and discourse. The motifs such as peepal 

leaf, ratnapaṭṭa and chaitya arches show that the motifs  

which later became the hallmark of the Bhumija mode were  

used in this temple on a major scale. It can be stated that 

the Bilpankeshwar temple which presents the early phase of 

the Paramara art and architecture, was rich and shows the  

developed style and standard set of motifs. These sets of  

motifs were later continued in the mature phase with more 

refinement and variations. 
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Abstract

Tiṇṭukkal (anglicised Dindigul) is a much-
neglected region in art historical research. Some  

works have come up in recent times, and the  

present article is significant from the point of the 
wood-carved tēr (Car Temple). Rāmagiri is a small 
village to the northwest of Tiṇṭukkal, head quarters  
of a district that lies between the Tirucirāppaḷḷi- 
Maturai national highway and rail-road. The Kalyāṇa-
Nṛsiṃha temple is the home of a unique tēr for 
Nṛsiṃha that has been reframed and brought to light 
after renovation and employing traditional methods 

of conservation. The article focuses on an image 

of Harihāra-Ekapādamūrti, a rare iconographic  
device. Earlier studies by Maurizio Taddei (1996), 
Alessanadro Grassato (1987) and Raju Kalidos (1989) 
are of value in exploring the theme.
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Rāmagiri (Ta. Irāmakiri ‘Hill of Rāma’) is a small village 
close to Gujiliyampārai1 (Ta. Kuciliyampāṟai) in the Tiṇṭukkal2 
district, Tamilnāḍu. A highway during the Indo-Roman 
trade3 of the classical time, this topographical segment of the  
mid-northwestern Tamil country is less promising for 
archaeological surveys. Very few detailed reports on the archaic 
vestiges are on record (Kurumūrtti 2007, Parthiban 2013: 92-
94, Rajarajan 2020: 120)4. Interestingly, temples for Nṛsiṃha 
are considerable that are given fascinating names such as  
Katir-Nṛsiṃha, Kaṉṉivāṭi (Kalidos 2019), Kalyāṇa-Nṛsiṃha5  
and so on6 that are dated during the pāḷaiyakkārar (British 
zamīndār) of the 17th-18th century CE. The pāḷaiyakkārar  
were displaced lords under the erstwhile Nāyaka rulers 
(Sathyanathaier 1924, Rajayyan 1974, Rajarajan 2006: chap. I). 
Katir ( Āditya) and Kalyāṇa (auspicious) are not canon-based  
vis-à-vis Nṛsiṃha (Kalidos 2019).  Rāmagiri is the venue of  
a temple for Kalyāṇa-Nṛsiṃha even if the place-name goes  
after Śrī Rāma7. It is a tiny hermitage. The village exists  
only because of the temple. It is an exquisite tēr (Car Temple) 
repository accommodating a rare sculpture (Fig. 1)8. The 
present article examines an image of Ekapādamūrti, designed  
to incorporate the lakṣaṇas of Harihara. Śiva, Devī or Viṣṇu  
may be [Aja]-ekapāda but to find Harihara one-legged  
(cf. Taddei 1996) is redesigned.

Ekapādamūrti
Mūrti of ‘Shining Legs’ (Grossato 1987: fig. 5, cf. the 

Rudratruśatī-66 nom, ‘Ātanvānebhyo’ ‘the Great Illumination’, 
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ātan “spread, overspread, illuminate, to diffuse” Monier-Williams 
2005: 134), the earliest Gupta image of Aja-Ekapāda is housed  
in the Bikaner Museum. Alessandro Grassato also cites the  
Kuṣāṇa sacrificial ram and Trivikrama9 of the Varāha-maṇḍapa 
(ibidem figs. 4, 6). Other images from the south are of the 
Vijayanagara-Nāyaka period (ibidem fig. 12). Pahari miniatures 
portray Devī Aja|ā-Ekapādī (ibidem fig. 16). Raju Kalidos10 
(1989: 300) has detected two samples of Viṣṇu-Ekapāda from  
the Cōḷiṅkapuram (Toṇṭaināṭu-divyadeśa Periya Tirumoḻi  
2.4.1-10 [Kalidos 2021]) Nṛsiṃha temple car and Kūṭal Aḻakar  
in Maturai. The earliest Pallava specimen of Ekapādamūrti is  
from the Shore Temple Complex11 in Māmallapuram (Kalidos 
2006: II, pl. LXXIV.1). This image is tricephalous, and two  
legs are merging in ekapāda “one-foot”. Six-handed, the  
triśula12 is legibly carved in right parahasta, other hands  
holding the nāga in two, paraśu, kapāla and one in ūruhasta  
mode (ibidem 175). 

The pioneers to write on Ekapādamūrti-Śiva were  
Gopinatha Rao (1914/1999: 398) and Krishna Sastri (1916: 
97, figs. 59-60)13. Sastri cites the Kāraṇāgama, and Rao quotes  
the Uttara-Kāraṇāgama. Both the experts denote the  
one-legged, [Ekapāda]-Trimūrti because South Indian  
iconography merges the lakṣaṇas of Trimūrti, the Hindu Triad  
in this form14. Standard samples of iconography include  
ekapāda-Śiva in the centre, caturmukha-Brahmā on the right  
and śaṅkha-cakradhāri Viṣṇu, left. Brahmā and Viṣṇu15 

are trifurcating from the hip of ekamukha-Ekapādamūrti  
(Sastri 1916: figs. 59-60, Grassato 1987: figs. 12-14, Rajarajan 
2006: II, pls. 93, 265). The Māmallapuram image is trimukha 
in which Brahmā and Viṣṇu are missing on the hip-boughs. The 
three-faces are supposed to represent Śiva (middle), Brahmā 
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(right) and Viṣṇu (left). The standard iconographic formula is 
Brahmā and Viṣṇu are to the right and left of Śiva respectively, 
cf. Liṅgodbhavamūrti in the Kailāsanātha Temple, Kāñci and 
Kailāsa Cave XVI, Ellora (Kalidos 2003: figs. 6, 7, 12-13). This 
iconography can be considered as the expanded figure of the 
Elephanta triune (Kalidos 1994: figs. 3-5, Santhana-Lakshmi-
Parthiban 2015: 20, figs. p. 21). The independent Mūrtis, triptychs 
brought within a frame, are collectively called Hari-Hara-
Pitāmahaḥ (Rao 1999: pl. LXXII.1, Santhana-Lakshmi-Parthiban 
2015: 20) that appears in Tiruccirāppaḷḷi lower cave (Kalidos 
1994: pl. 6), Laṅkeśvara in Cave XVI, Ellora (Kalidos 2006: II,  
pl. XXIX.1) and the boulders close to Bhūtanātha group of  
temples in Badāmī (ibidem pl. XXXIV.2).

The Śrītattvanidhi16 (3.65) citing the Śaiva-Kāraṇāgama 
brings Ekapādamūrti under the pañcaviṃśati-līlāmūrtis  
(twenty-five sportive forms) of Śiva17. The iconographic features 
specified are:

v shining as koṭi-Sūryas (millions of suns) trinetra
v  Candra and Gaṅgā on the crest
v  four hands bearing ṭaṅka, mṛga, abhaya and varada
v  one-leg, ekapāda-pura-Hara; pura “the body”, fortified city  
 (Apte 2012: 341)
v  Brahmā (holding akṣamālā and kamaṇḍalu) and Viṣṇu  
 (śaṅkha and cakra) to the right and left of the hip in  
 añjalibandha mode
v  stamps the Brahmāṇḍa-madhya18 (middle of the Milky Way)  
 at the time of mahāpraḷaya - means He is the Lord  
 administering Cosmic deluge
v  hue: raktavarṇa (blood red) or śveta (white)
v  the image is in sukhāsana
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If Brahmā and Viṣṇu are missing, that indicates the 
images are cast following some archaic models or śāstras and  
traditions familiar with the north, e.g., the Gupta Ekapāda.

Harihara

The Kāraṇāgama cited in Śrītattvanidhi (3.56) specifies 
the lakṣaṇas of Hariharārdha19-svarūpa Parameśvara20. To say 
cryptically

v  coral-hued to the right (Īśvarabhāga)
v  candrakalā, bhasma and rudrākṣa are the bhūṣaṇas
v  nīlavarṇa to the left
v  crown of gems and pītāmbara decorate the figure (right)
v  ṭaṅka and abhaya in right hands, śaṅkha, and gadā in left  
 hands
v  third eye partly on the right forehead
v  Hariharārdhamūrti combines the features of Parameśvara  
 (see note 19) and Mahāviṣṇu
v  Another version says kaṭakamudrā appears on the left,  
 Gaṅgā on the right side of the tiara, kirīṭa on the left,  
 vyāgraśarmaraḥ on the right hip and pītāmbara left,  
 ardhalocana to the right, samapāda-sthānaka and śveta- 
 yajñopavita
v  the Lord assures sakala-kṣema (peace, welfare) and  
 sakala-sampat (wealth, riches, prosperity nīṅkātacelvam in  
 Tiruppāvai 3)

Early medieval images of Harihara in Badāmi and Aihole  
are mostly sthānaka (Rajasekhara 1985: 162, Kalidos 2006: II,  
pls. XXXVI.2, XLIX.1, LI.2)21. Garuḍa (right) and an apsaras 
(left) appear on either side of the figure in the Durgā temple, 
Aihole (Soundararajan 2009: pl. 67).
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Rāmagiri image
Ekapādamūrti (Fig. 4) in the Rāmagiri tēr is outstanding 

because the prominent personality is Harihara, the rear hands  
carry śaṅkha-right and mṛga-left (cf. Taddei 1996)22. Another 
image of Harihara appears in the same tēr graced with the  
śaṅkha and mṛga in pūrvahastas (Fig. 3). Ekapāda is Trimūrti 
because the vāhanas of Śiva, Brahmā and Viṣṇu appear at  
the bottom. The middle figure is standing on a couchant  
zoomorphic Nandi. Garuḍa-puruṣa to the right and zoomorphic 
haṃsa to the left are present. Harihara Śiva is projected  
by considering the central Mūrti Śiva (Kalidos 1994 and  
Santhāna-Lakshmi-Parthiban 2015). The shifting location of 
Brahmā and Viṣṇu to the left and right is another deviation. 
Vṛṣabhārūḍa (cf. Rajarajan 1996: figs. 1-3), the middle figure, 
is analogous to the Tiruvāṉaikkā image (Sastri 1916: fig. 
60). Therefore, the image under examination could not be  
Aja-ekapāda if Aja is Brahmā. Aja here denotes the Triad,  
ajá éka-pād (Monier-Williams 2005: 9 citing the Ṛgveda) of 
Brahmā, of Viṣṇu and Śiva (cf. a-ja “the leader of a flock, 
analogically ‘a he-goat’, ram). The Rāmagiri sample dāru  
[deva] vigraha is a chip of the old flock, not the old block  
itself.

Harihara usually accommodates Śiva to the right and Viṣṇu 
to the left23. The two images reported in this article find the 
orientation reversed, i.e., Śiva assigned the vāmācāra status  
(cf. Kalidos 1994). Similar Ardhanārīśvara images emphasise  
the vital placement of Devī if she occupies the right, relegating 
Śiva to the vāmācāra status, and several Tamil bhakti hymns, 
e.g., the Tēvāram (Rajarajan 2012a: 249-60) say Umā shares  
her half with Śiva24, and so Ardhanārī is feminine25. If Viṣṇu 
occupies the right that means he is the foremost among the  
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three, i.e., the Triad; mūvar-mutalvaṉ26 (Tiruvantāti I, 15, 
Tiruvāymoḻi 9.8.9). The Rāmagiri temple is for Nṛsiṃha, the  
most virulent among the avatāras of Viṣṇu (Rajarajan 2021). 
Therefore, Nṛsiṃha is foremost among the gods.

Harihara being a syncretistic form, the Vaiṣṇava and the  
Śaiva mystics have amplified the subject. The earliest among  
the Āḻvārs, Poykai (6th-7th century CE) in his Tiruvantāti I (v. 5) 
says,

araṉnāraṇaṉnāmam āṉviṭai puḷḷūrti
urainūl maṟaiyuṟaiyum kōyil - varainīr
karumam aḻippaḷippuk kaiyatuvēl nēmi
uruvameri kārmēṉi oṉṟu

araṉ|nāraṇaṉ|nāmam the names are Hara and Nārāyaṇa, 
āṇviṭai|puḷ|ḷūrti virile bull (Nandi) and bird (Garuḍa) are  
the vehicles, urainūl|maṟai commented text is the Scripture27,  
yuṟaiyum|kōyil|varainīr domicile (temple for occupation) 
is the extensive water (Ocean of Milk for Nārāyaṇa)28,  
karumam|aḻippaḷippuk (destined) avocation is destruction  
(Śiva saṃhāra) and protection (Viṣṇu ‘paritrāṇāya’ Gītā 
4.8),  kaiyatu|vēl|nēmi hands carry the trident and disc, 
uruvam|eri|kār|mēṉi|oṉṟuhue of the mien is fire (Śiva) and rain 
(Viṣṇu), the sacred body (vigraha) one. 

“The names are Hara and Nārāyaṇa. The vāhanas are bull 
(Nandi) and bird (Garuḍa). They have revealed literature in 
Scripture. The temple is (on the) vast ocean (Kṣirābdhi). The 
manifest functions are absorption (saṃhāra) and offering 
abundance (sthiti). The hands carry trident and disc. The body 
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burns (on one side) and subsides as rain (on the other side).  
The form is one, Harihara29.” (Rajarajan, Parthiban & Kalidos 
2020: I, 45). 

The Āḻvārs clearly state Viṣṇu willingly offered his half to 
Śiva (Kalidos 1994: 276-77). The Śaiva mystic, Nāvukkaracar, 
specifically notes the left half is reserved for Nārāyaṇa  
(Tēvāram 6. 267.2). Through the ages, iconographic specimens 
in visual arts reserve the right half for Śiva. Rāmagiri is  
solitary evidence of the left half assigned to Śiva. The presence 
of the vāhanas of Viṣṇu-Garuḍa, Śiva-Nandi, and Brahmā- 
haṃsa is unique because the trio-[vāhanas] do not appear  
together in any known iconographic sample. The śilpācārya 
seems to have meditated on such a form of which the image is  
the outcome. Typically, the takṣakas (Fig. 7a) working in  
wood are not educated (Kalidos 1989: 51)30. They do not have 
any acquaintance with the śāstras, particularly vāstuvidya.  
Their creations are based on training and experience or  
inherited; taccaṉ is a caste.31 The image under study must  
have been worked out as directed by a scholar or sthapati  
well versed in vāstuśāstra and the Tamil bhakti hymns.

The tēr is symbolic of the sarvadevas (Fig. 7b) and  
sarvayajñas (Pāñcarātra Viṣṇutattvasaṃhita cited in Parthiban 
& Rajarajan 2016: 146). The massive monument is symbolic  
of Vāstupuruṣa and the Meru, or what the Greeks called the 
Olympus (Grassato 1987). It is the Ekampam (mono-pillar), 
which is the Ekāmranātha of Kāñci viewed by the Tamil Śaiva 
hymnologists, the Kacci-Ēkampam32 (Sivakumar 2011: 53). 
Ēkampam is a metaphor for Ekapāda. He is dancing in his abode, 
the Ēkampam of Kacci. To quote Ñāṉacampantar (Tēvāram 
1.133.1), 
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ventaveṇ|poṭippūcu|mārpiṉviri|nūlorupāl|poruntak
kantamalku|kuḻaliyōṭuṅ|kaṭipoḻiṟ|kacci|taṉṉuḷ
antamil|kuṇattā|ravarpōṟṟa|vaṇaṅkiṉo|ṭāṭalpuri
entail|mēviya|vēkampat|toḻutētta|viṭarkeṭumē 

“The Lord is smeared with the burnt down white-ash, puts  

on the sacred white thread on chest, and united with the  

maiden-Umā whose tress smells as a sandal. All the evils  
inherited by us are eradicated if we of stainless mind, Praise 

the Lord dancing in the Ēkampam of Kacci.” The image in the 
Rāmagiri tēr is Harihara-ekapāda. The masterpiece has no  
parallel in point of time and space in Indian art. It is fascinating 

to note that the image was the handiwork of carpenter-artists  

who did not know śāstra. A masterpiece need not necessarily  

be the outcome of the canon.
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Fig. 1. Tēr, Kalyāṇa-Nṛsiṃha Temple, Rāmagiri

Fig.2 Lakṣmī-Nṛsiṃha, Tēr,  

Kalyāṇa-Nṛsiṃha Temple, Rāmagiri 
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Fig.3. Harihara, Tēr, 
Kalyāṇa-Nṛsiṃha Temple, 

Rāmagiri 

Fig.4. Ekapādamūrti,  Tēr, 
Kalyāṇa-Nṛsiṃha Temple, 

Rāmagiri 

Fig.5. Detail of Fig. 3 

Fig.6. Harihara, Rock-cut 
temple, Kuṉṟakkuṭi  

(R.K. Parthiban)
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Fig.7. a) Rathanirmāṇaṃ, Subrahmaṇya Temple, 
Tiruccentūr 2019 

b) See note 28 ‘Rathaṃdevamayaṃ’  

(designed by tēr śilpis of ‘Ceṉṉai Kalai Kāppakam’)

Fig. 8. Ciṟumalai Hills,  Tiṇṭukkal  

(Rajarajan 2020: fig. 2 [R.K.K. Rajarajan])

(Close to Gandhigram Rural University campus,  

this range moves up to the historical divyadeśa-
Māliruñcōlai [Rajarajan 2012: 70-75],  

celebrated in Vaiṣṇava lore)
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Fig. 9. Prehistoric Paintings, Aruvimalai,  

Ciṟumalai

Fig. 10. Ēḻukaṉṉimār (proto-Mātṛkas  

[recently painted], cf.  Rajarajan 2020: fig. 4), 

Aruvimalai.

Fig. 11.Menhir, Tāṇṭikkuṭi
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Tēr’, Acta Orientalia, Vol. 77, 2016, 145-91. DOI: https://
doi.org/10.5617/ao.5354

39. Periyāḻvār Tirumoḻi, part of ‘Nālāyiram’.
40. Periya Tirumaṭal of Tirumaṅkai Āḻvār, part of ‘Nālāyiram’.
41. Periya Tirumoḻi of Tirumaṅkai Āḻvār, part of ‘Nālāyiram’.
42. Peruñcollakarāti. Vol. I (6 vols.) The Tamil University, 

Tañcāvūr, 1988. 
43. Rajarajan, R.K.K. ‘Aṣṭamukhagaṇḍabheruṇḍa-Nṛsiṃha’, In 

Kamalakar & Veerender eds. 1993: 177-80.
44. -----. ‘Vṛṣabhavāhanamūrti in Early Medieval Cult and Art’, 

Annali dell’ Universita di Napoli “L’Orientale”, Vol. 65 
Number 3, 1996, pp. 305-10.

45. -----. ‘Iconographic Programme in Temple Cars: A Case 
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1. Means rock of peacocks; guccha means “a bunch of 

flowers or the plumage of peacock” (Apte 2012: 187), 
Mayilāṭumpāṟai (rock where peacocks dance) is another 
place. Tamil kuca “darbha grass”, kucikaṉ means “a sage”, 

father of Viśvāmitra (Tamil Lexicon II, 956-57).

2. A decade ago, part of Madurai district, this vast  

topographical zone was decimated into several units, such 

as Tiṇṭukkal and Tēṉi. Tiṇṭukkal is subjoined by Madurai 
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(south), Tirucirāppaḷḷi (north), Kōyamputtūr (northwest) 
and Tēṉi (southwest) districts.

3. Karūr about 60 kms to the northwest of Tiṇṭukkal is 
considered the ancient Vañci (also Vañcaikkaḷam in Central 
Kēraḷa - Rajarajan 2015), metropolis (or second capital) 
of the Caṅkam Cēras. Merchandise arriving from Rome 
was transported inland from the West Coast by way of the 
Pālakkāṭu (Palghat) pass and Kōyamputtūr (Coimbatore) to 
Karūr. Roman coins have been discovered all along the way, 
including the Tiṇṭukkal region. Tāṇṭikkuṭi at the foothills of 
Koṭaikkāṉal Hill station is the venue of prehistoric menhirs 
(Fig. 11) and Aruvimalai (Water Falls Hill) in Ciṟumalai is 
dotted with a hoard of prehistoric paintings (Fig. 9). Figures 
9-11 pinpoint the prehistoric setting of the Tiṇṭukkal region. 
Interested scholars may be provided with photos and further 
information. The author is not a specialist in prehistoric 
vestigium.

4. A scholar of the Madurai Kamaraj University (Devi 2020) 
has done her doctoral work on the Viṣṇu temples of the 
Tiṇṭukkal region but she has nothing to reflect on the 
Rāmagiri tēr. The author has observed the Rāmagiri tēr for 
the past ten years and has photos of the renovated tēr (2020) 
and the eroded one shot ten years ago (cf. Fig. 3). These are 
important for studies in heritage conservation, pinpointed in 
Parthiban (2019).

5. Katir ‘Āditya’ (cf. dvādaśa-Ādityas, i.e., Sūrya), 
Kalyāṇa ‘auspicious’ (cf. Kalidos 1999: 168 citing the 
Nṛsiṃhāṣṭṭottara), denotes the Lord’s marriage with 
Lakṣmī leading to Lakṣmī-Nṛsiṃha (Fig. 2). Yādagiriguḍḍa 
in Āndhradeśa is celebrated for five-Nṛsiṃhas, viz., 
Yoga-, Ugra-, [Gaṇḍa]-Bheruṇḍa- (Rajarajan 1993: fig. 
1), Lakṣmī- and Kalyāṇa- (Rājaratnam 2007: 49). The 
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Siṃhācalam temple in Āndhradeśa (Visākapatnam in 
Teliṅgāna) celebrates the Kalyāṇotsavam of Nṛsiṃha; cf. 
Varāhamūrti of divyadeśa-Viṭantai is married on all days, 
called Nityakalyāṇamūrti (Kalidos 2019).

6. The Siṃhācalam temple in Āndhradeśa provides for fourteen 
types of Nṛsiṃha (Vasini 1993: 129). They are Sthūna- 
(Kalidos 2018: fig. 8), Kuṇḍapāda-, Khaḍga-, Śaṅkha-, 
Cakra-, Dvibhuja-, Aṣṭabhuja-, Kevaḷa-, Pañcamukha- 
(Kalidos 1987: figs. 1-2, pañcamukha-Nṛsiṃhī in Rajarajan 
2006: II, pl. 73), Padmāsana-, Yoga-, Yānaka-, Vyāgra- 
(Boner et al. 1994: Tafel 14) and Varāha-.

7. Tiṇṭukkal is somehow linked with the Rāmāyaṇa because 

the nearby mountain range, Ciṟumalai (Small Hills) is 
considered to be the Sañjīvīparvata (Mountain of Herbs) 
that Hanūmāṉ lifted from the Himālayas to Laṅkā and 
threw away the hill by his tail. A chip from the mountain 

fell and that became Ciṟumalai (Fig. 8). The Ciṉṉalapaṭṭi 
village is ten kilometers from Tiṇṭukkal on the highway 
towards Madurai, on the opposite side of Gandhigram 

Rural University. In the village, a modern structural temple 

with twelve-meter-high colossal image of Hanūmāṉ adorns 
the garbhagṛha. The local myth of the region is Hanūmāṉ 
rested in this place on his Sañjīvīparvata mission, and 
thus Ciṟumalai came into existence. Ciṟumalai is known 
for its flora and fauna. A particular miniature variety of 
sweet banana, called Ciṟumalai-paḻam “Virupākṣi plantain 
family” (Thanks to Dr. R. Rama Subbu, Department of 

Biology, Gandhigram Rural University, Gandhigram) 

is a breed available only in this region. Many hypaethral  

temples (Ēḻukaṉṉimār, the proto-Mātṛkas: Fig. 9) and 
pre-historic paintings (Fig. 10) are in the Ciṟumalai. 
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Māliruñcōlai is popularly known as Aḻakar Kōyil, the 
Vaiṣṇava divyadeśa, versified in Paripāṭal (Poem 15) and 
the Paḻamutircōlai, the ancient abode of Murukaṉ cult 
is in the same Ciṟumalai range (Rajarajan 2020: fn. 38). 
Dāśarathi-Rāma (e.g., divyadeśa-Viḷḷiyaṅkuṭi in Parthiban 
2020, 2021) cult is more prevalent in the Tamil sector of 
the Deep South than Paraśurāma, much more celebrated in 
Kēraḷa.

8. The author has submitted a major research project proposal 
entitled “Temple-Cars of South India: Digitization and 
Documentation of the Socio-Cultural Milieu” to the Indian 
Council of Social Science Research, September 2021. For 
the case study on Kūṭal Aḻakar Tēr, see Rajarajan 1998, and 
for Śrīvilliputtūr Tēr, see Rajarajan & Parthiban 2016.

9. Trivikrama is not Ekapāda (cf. Rajarajan 2019: fig. 3). 
Śāstras clearly mention the two legs of which one is lifted 
to measure the worlds (Kalidos & Parthiban 2021). Vāmana 
demanded a dāna (gift) of three steps of land that cannot be 
stridden by one foot.

10. Raju Kalidos wrote his doctoral thesis (1978-81) on the 
Temple Cars, Tēr, of Tamilnāḍu by surveying 343, recast 
‘Car Temple’ (macchina or carrozza tempio) by the late 
Mario Bussagli (vide, the professor’s report dated 31-5-
1982).

11. It consists of three chambers called Kṣatriyasiṃheśvara (east 
facing), Rājasiṃheśvara (west facing) and Narapatisiṃha 
Pallava Viṣṇugṛha (middle cella for rock-cut image of 
Ābhicārika-śayanamūrti) (Srinivasan 1972: 112, Jeyapriya 
2018: 13-18 citing Periya Tirumoḻi 2.5.1-10, 2.6.1-10). The 
temple in the recent past has undergone drastic revamping 
in order to protect the monument from the encroaching  

sea due to the several tsunamis.
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12. Recalls the triśūla in Taddei (1996: fig. 1). Incidentally, 
triśūlas on fountains were found in the squares of Napoli 

(2011) and the liṅga/pene (śiva means “auspicious” Apte 

2012: 556) carving on pavements of the Herculaneum ruins.

13. Sastri has given two examples of the Tiruvoṟṟiyūr (suburban 
Ceṉṉai) and Tiruvāṉaikkā (Śrīraṅgam doab of the famous 
Jambukeśvara Temple). Rao (1999: 400-401) brings the 
forms under ‘miscellaneous’ head citing the examples from 

Jambukeśvara (Tiruvāṉaikkā), Tiruvoṟṟiyūr, Tiruvallam 
(Kēraḷa), Baḷigāmi, and Haḷebīḍu. Grassato (1987) has 
illustrated a number of images and Kalidos (1989: 300-302) 

has registered forty-images that are singularly unique. The 

Rāmagiri tēr is not included in the survey of Kalidos (1989).

14. Brahmā is Tamil Ayaṉ[*] = Aja “unborn”, epithet of ‘Brahm-
Eśvara-Viṣṇu’ (Srinivasan 1964: 47), ram or he-goat, the 
sign Aries (Apte 2012: 7, cf. Grassato 1987: 261); “a driver, 

mover, instigator, leader”, name of Indra, Rudra, one of 

the Maruts, Agni, of the sun, of Brahmā, of Viṣṇu, of Śiva  
(Monier-Williams 2005: 9). For Ayaṉ see Tēvāram (1.8.9) 

and ‘Nālāyiram’ (Tiruvantāti I 56, Tiruccantaviruttam108; 

Nāṉmukaṉ Tiruvantāti 66). Tamil Ayaṉ does not give the 
meaning “goat” or denote the Aries (Peruñcollakarāti[*]  

I, 302).

 [*] Professor V.I. Subramaniam was founder of this  

scheme, called ‘Greater Tamil Lexicon’, and this work 

is prolonging having its limited output in Vol. VI (cf. 

Vol. I under Ta.Vē. Vīrācāmi, Ki. Araṅkaṉ and Cō.Na.  
Kantacāmi).

15. The Triad unite in several other iconographical forms 

such as Liṅgodbhava (Kalidos 2003: figs. 6, 12), Pallava 
Somāskanda (Sastri 1916: fig. 69, Kalidos 2006: II, pl. 
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LXXVI.1), Tripurāntaka (Brahmā as charioteer and Viṣṇu 
bāṇa Kalidos 2006: II, pl. LXXIII.2) and so on.

16. For an appraisal of this 19th century compilation see 
Rajarajan (2020a: 222-23).

17. Harihara and Ardhanārīśvara are part of this group (STN 3. 
56-57). Other syncretistic forms are Kalyāṇasundara (STN 
3.41-45), Tripurāntaka (STN 3.51), Brahmaśirascchedaka 
(STN 3.53) and so on, e.g., Cakradānamūrti (STN 3.62) that 
brings together Śiva and Viṣṇu (cf. Taddei 1996).

18. The bhakti literature (Rajarajan, Parthiban & Kalidos 
2020a: 97-102) notes aṇṭattiṉ-mukaṭu (Periya Tirumoḻi 
11.6.9) “shell covering the cosmos”; paranta-aṇṭam is 
“limitless Milky Way”, nīṇṭa-aṇṭam “oblong Milky Way” 
(Tiruviruttam 58), aṇṭakkulam “cosmic family” (Periyāḻvār 
Tirumoḻi 1.1.5), and Viṣṇu is Aṇṭattāy “Lord of the Cosmos”, 
tāy means “mother” (Tiruvāymoḻi 6.9.5). Aṇḍā in folk Tamil 
denotes a big vessel for storing water.

19. Hari is ardha (half) of Hara. The Mūrti is basically Hari (see 
the following note).

20. Parameśvaraḥ as an epithet appears in the 
Viṣṇusahasranāma[*] (VSN-377), not Śivasahasranāma 
(SSN). However, Īśvara is shared by Viṣṇu (VSN-36, 74) 
and Śiva (SSN-369). Devī is Īśvarī (LSN-271); cf. Ekapādī 
(Grassato 1987: fig. 16), Īśvarīṃ-sarvabhūtānāṃ (Rajarajan 
2020: 27).

 [*] Svāmi Tapasyānanda in his commentary quotes the 
Bhagavat Gītā (13.27) samam sarveṣu bhūteṣu tiṣṭantam 
parameśvaram “the Supreme Being that dwells alike in all 
beings’’ (Rajarajan & Jeyapriya 2020: chaps. I, II & III).

21. Ekapāda and Harihara are mostly sthānaka images. 
However, a seated Harihara is spotted on devakoṣṭha of 
Virūpākṣa temple, Paṭṭadakkal (Kalidos 1994: fig. 2).
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22. We keep in mind the problems discussed by Professor 
Taddei in light of the article by the Russian master, Zejmal’ 
(1995) cited in Teddei (1996: 456).

23. They are missing (Grassato 1987: figs. 8-9) in the temples 
north of the Tamil zone.

24. The Saundaryalaharī (v. 23) reiterates that Devī offered her 
half to Śiva.

25. Śilpaśāstras and āgamas consider Ardhanārīśvara under 
Śivamūrti (e.g., Mayamata, chap. 36 [Dagens 1985: 349-
50], Agastyasakalādhikāra, adhyāya 12, Kāraṇāgama cited 
in Śrītattvanidhi 3.57).

26. The Śaivas reverse the case claiming Śiva is the Cosmic 
Principle, the foremost among the Three (Tēvāram 1.27.2, 
Kalidos 2006: II, 42-44).

27. The Vedas according to commentators, e.g., Svāmi 
Aṇṇaṅkarācārya. For a discussion on Sanskrit and Tamil 
maṟai see Periya Tirumaṭal 10-18 (Rajarajan, Parthiban & 
Kalidos 2020: IV, 2253-2255). The Tamil maṟai disregards 
vīṭu/mokṣa among the puruṣārthas (e.g., Tirukkuṟaḷ). When 
artha and kāma are pursued through dharma, vīṭu is assured.

28. Keny (1942: 250-62) traces Nārāyaṇa from the Drāviḍian 
root nīr “water”, meaning “water-dweller”. Keny says 
Nārāyaṇa fails to appear in the Ṛg-veda; nāra “water” 
were his place of motion, ayaṇa (Dowson 1998: 220-21), 
For concordances see Tiruvantāti I 95; Tiruvantāti III 8; 
Nāṉmukaṉ Tiruvantāti 1, 13-14; Periyāḻvār Tirumoḻi 1.4.8, 
1.9.11, 3.5.8, 3.7.11, 3.8.2; Tiruppāvai 1, 7, 10; Nācciyār 
Tirumoḻi 5.10; Tiruvāymoḻi 2.7.1, 4.3.5-6, 4.7.1, 5.9.10, 
8.6.10, 9.3.1, 10.6.3; Periya Tirumoḻi 4.7.8, 6.10.1-9, 7.1.5 
(Rajarajan, Parthiban & Kalidos 2020a: 934-35).

29. Harihara in the hymns of Mutal Āḻvārs (Tiruvantāti I 4-5, 
51, 90, 98, Tiruvantāti II 18, 47, Tiruvantāti III 31, 63, 
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Tiruccantaviruttam 108, Nāṉmukaṉ Tiruvantāti 31, 21-22) 
is chronologically significant vis-à-vis the sculptures in the 
Piḷḷaiyārpaṭṭi, Kuṉṟakkuṭi (8th century Fig. 6) and Badāmī 
(Cave III). Piḷḷaiyārpaṭṭi (end of the 5th century) and Badāmī 
(6th century) are important clues in the context of the date of 

the early Āḻvārs. If the cave temples are earlier in point of 
time, the roots may be traced in early corpus, the Paripāṭal 
and the Cilappatikāram.

30. Perhaps he is an inborn genius, the karmakāras 

(pañcakammāḷas) are considered Prajāpati; the Rudratriśati 
(123-127) considers the Lord takṣa, rathakāra[*], kulāla 

and karmara.

 [*] Rathaṃ is the Cosmos (Fig. 7a), rathakāra the Prajāpati 
(Fig. 7b), and creator of the Cosmos. Kṛṣṇa is both sārathi 
and the Aja/Prajāpati (cf. Hebbar 2020).

31. Whether tērttaccan (ratahakāra) exists is a matter for 
concern. The Māmallapuram School of architecture inducts 
students from all castes, including the scheduled and 
kaḷḷaṉs.

32. Kampam = stambha “pillar” (cf. ‘Ālādyāya’ [ālānaṃ] 
Rudratriśati-261 meaning “pillar or post”), is analogically 
Meru, cf. Girija-Nṛsiṃha. Āṇṭāḷ in the Tiruppāvai (23) 
says the cultured [Man]-Lion is reposing on the drizzling 
mountain; Sthūna-Nṛsiṃha (sthūnā = Ta. tūṇ “pillar”) 
equated with Girija-Nṛsiṃha. 
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Abstract   

Historicity of Śaivism can clearly be traced to  
the times of the Indus-Saraswati Valley Civilization 
where we find the worship of Śiva in the most 
rudimentary form i.e. linga and the seal depicting 
Paśupati, who later came to be identified with 
Śiva. Both the characters were in direct relation to  
Mother Nature.The antiquity of the concept of Śiva 
might have been much older than the findings of 
Indus-Saraswati Civilisation. Over time, different 
nomenclatures came to be associated with Śiva  
even as his characterisation expanded. Several  
localised names were also given to him. Big as 
well as small temples were built in his honour 
and various types of donations were granted to  
these temples not only by the rulers but also by 
his devotees hailing from all strata of society. The  
concept of Śiva is so deeply ingrained in Indian 
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spirituality that the deity is still one of the most  
popular ones amongst the natives of the land. The 
present paper traces the position of Śiva in the  
Brāhman pantheon during the early medieval  
period on the basis of the historical records of  
Central and Western India.

Keywords: Yogīśvara, Pāśupata, Vār, Viśvanātha, 
Liṅga 

The worship of Śiva is one of the oldest and most  
widely spread in India. In very early times, the worshippers  
were divided into two main categories - (1) those who  
practised their rites according to the Vedas (2) those whose 
practices were opposed to them. In the dreadful and destructive 
phenomenon of nature and the epidemics that rage and carry  
away hundreds of men, the ancient natives of the land saw  
the power of the omnipotent which they named Rudra. The  
same power, when appeased by prayers and offerings was  
turned into a benign being called Śiva, meaning the auspicious. 
This was the natural process by which a belief in Rudra-Śiva  
came to be established in India in early times.

The Purāṇas mention different personalities under which  
Śiva is worshipped. (1) In his character as Creator, he is  
worshipped in the form of a phallic emblem - the Linga. The  
origin of Linga worship lies in obscurity but twelve Lingas  
are said to be very ancient, some of which lie in the region  
under study, (2) In his character of Destroyer, he is shown in 
his terrible aspect armed with trident, wearing a skull necklace, 
identified with death. He is Bhairava depicted as carrying  
weapons of destruction. (3) In his character of a Yogi, he goes 
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unclothed, his body smeared with ashes. He is represented as 
having obtained the highest perfection in abstract meditation.  
(4) In his character as Mahādeva, he is represented as the 
beneficent God patronising literature, arts, drama, romance, etc. 
(5) In his character as Natrāja, he is shown dancing in ecstasy 
to the accompaniment of sweet music and dancing the tāṇḍava 
dance. 

The present paper makes an attempt to study the popularity 
of Siva worship in Central and Western India during 8th Cen.  
A.D. – 12th Century A.D., the period known in Indian history  
as the rājpūta age. Three main dynasties which ruled over 
the Central Indian region were the Gurjara-Pratīhāras, the  
Paramāras and the Chandellas while the Chaulukyas reigned  
over the Western Indian region. The charters of all these  
dynasties along with other archaeological sources as well as  
the literary sources have been scrutinised thoroughly to do  
justice to this study.

The most dominant cult of the period under consideration 
appears to be Śaivism, Śiva appears in most of the charters of  
all these dynastics whose blessings are most sought after. 
This god is invoked under various names e.g. Girīśa1,  
Mahā-kāla2, Maheśvara3, Amardaka4, Yogīśvara, Rudra, 
Mahādeva, Yogasvāmin5, Siddheśvara6, etc. Śiva was also 
worshipped under the names associated with the places or  
persons. The Kaman inscription7 refers to the god as  
Kāmyakeśvara. The Rajor inscription8 refers to him as the 
Lacchukeśvara Mahādeva, named after the donor’s mother.

Śiva was also worshipped with his consort as is evident 
from the Siyadoni Stone Inscription8 which refers to the 
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god as Umāmaheśvara and his temple and the fragmentary 
stone inscription at Barton Museum10 speaks of him as  
Ardhnārīśvara, which is further corroborated by the testimony  
of Karpūrmañjarī11 of Rajshekhar, where Pārvatī is placed  
at the left side of Ardhnārīśvara. In the Bilhari Chedi  
Inscription12, Śiva is called Śambhū, Sarvva and Bhavānīpati.

The Gurjara-Pratihāra rulers-Vatsarāja and Mahendrapāla II 
were the worshippers of Śiva while the Kaman records13 testifies 
though Bhoja was a Bhagvatībhakta, he took keen interest in 
śaivism also as he made an endowment to a śaiva ācārya for  
the maintenance of a Śiva temple. The Bengal Asiatic society 
plate14 refers to Trilocanapāla as a devout śaiva. Beside the  
Hansot Plates15 of the Cāhmāna Bhartṛvaḍḍha, the feudatory of  
the Gurjara Pratīhāras, was also a devotee of Śiva as is evinced  
by the use of the attributes paramamāheśvara and  
Māheśvaradāma in the epigraph. The epigraphs also glean 
information regarding the śaiva monasteries and the śaiva 
ācāryas. The Rajor Inscription16 speaks of a śaiva monastery 
named Nityapramuditadeva maṭha at Rajor (Rājyapura) 
which was associated with the Gopāladevītaḍāgapālī  
maṭha at Chhāttraśiva Amardaka (it also finds place in 
the Haddala record)17. Omkāraśivācārya, an inmate of the  
Rājyapura monastery, was a disciple of Rupaśivācārya, who  
was himself a disciple of Śrikaṇṭha śivacārya and a member of  
the Sopuriya line or school of devotees which started at  
Amardaka. The Kaman epigraph18 speaks of the successors of  
śaiva ācāryas, the name of one of them was Guṇavāsī. Similarly, 
the Asni inscription19 refers to the brāhmaṇas and ascetics of 
this locality, who were practising yoga and propitiating the  
god Yogasvāmin whose temple has also been referred to. The 
Jodhpur inscription of Pratīhāra Bauka, dated saṁvat 894  
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(837 A.D.)20, refers to a lofty temple of Siddheśvara Mahādeva 
which was constructed by the illustrious Śiluka, son of  
Caṇḍuka, at the holy place Tretā (place not identified yet). 
He also excavated a tank and established a city. The Sirsa  
(Haryana) Stone Inscription21 of the time of Bhojadeva informs 
us about the construction of a brick temple of Yogīśvara, i.e.  
Śiva by Pāśupāta ācārya, Nīlkaṇṭha, for peace and satisfaction.  
A good number of śaiva temples, assigned to this period have  
been brought to light, which include the Śiva temples at Mahua,  
at Terahi, district Shiyapuri, Madhya Pradesh and Kuraiyabir 
temple at village Kuchadaon, district Lalitpur, Uttar Pradesh.

The tutelary deity of the Paramāra rulers was Śiva. He was 
mainly worshipped in the Linga form in the Paramāra dominion 
just as today. Most of the Paramāra charters begin with paying 
obeisance to Śiva as - ‘Om namaḥ Śivāya’. These records 
render various names of Śiva and sometimes the name of the 
temple builder also accompanied the name of deity, viz. Smrārtī,  
Śambhū, Maheśa, Bhavānīpati, Somnath, Kanakhaleśvara, 
Bhojeśvara, Sindhurājeśvara, Udayeśvara, Kaśīviśaveśvara, 
Kedāreśvara, etc. Of the twelve ancient Liṅgas, three were  
situated in the Paramāra dominion, viz. the Mahākāla at  
Ujjain, Amareśvara and Omkārmāndhatā at the banks of the 
Narmadā. The Mahākāla temple at Ujjain is still one of the  
most famous śaivite shrines in the country. Halāyudha-stotra in  
the Amreshara temple at Mandhata, dated v.s. 112022 records the 
twelve distinguished names of Śiva as - Mahādeva, Maheśvara, 
Śaṅkara, Vṛṣabhadhvaja, Kṛtrivāsa, Kāmāṅganāśa, Devadeveśa, 
Śrikaṇṭha, Iśvaradeva, Pāravatīpriya, Rudra and Śiva. The 
euology also renders the names of five Liṅgas out of twelve  
i.e. Avimukteśvara (Rāmeśvaram), Kedāreśvara, Omkāreśvara, 
Amareśvara and Māhākāleśvara.
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Ujjain and Gauneri inscriptions of the Parmāra King  
Vākpati II23 begin with paying respect to Girija i.e. Parvati  
and Śrikaṇṭha i.e. Mahādeva. The epigraph from Ujjain speaks 
of a pond named Śiva-taḍāga named so as to pay obeisance 
to Śiva24. Udaipur Praśasti of Bhoja informs us that temples 
of Kedareśvara, Rameśvara, Somnath, Suṅḍira, Kāla, Anal 
and Rudra were erected by the ruler in Malwa25. Bhoja is also  
credited with the construction of Bhojeśvara26 temple at  
Bhojapur (MP) and Sandhiśvara27 temple at Chittorgarha. The 
unfinished temple of Bhojapur contains a colossal Śivaliṅga,  
7½ ft. high and 17.8” in circumference. Another temple still  
present can be traced through the Tilakavāḍā copper plates 
of Bhojadeva28 which informs us that the Paramāra ruler  
Bhojadeva made some donation in favour of Ghaṇteshvaradeva 
for worship situated in Ghaṇṭapallilgrāma. 

Jayasiṁha I is also said to have made donations to the 
temple of Maṇḍaleśvara at Arthūṇa29. The reign of Udayāditya  
Paramāra is said to be the golden era of Śaivism in Malwa. He 
is said to have obtained his son Jagaddeva after worshipping 
Hara. He founded the city of Udayapura and erected the 
famous temple of Udayeśvara or Neelkaṇṭeśvara mahādeva 
and also raised a flag on it30. This place in Malwa was 
studded with a good number of Śaiva shrines dedicated to  
Mahākāleśvara, Vallabheśvara, Nīlakaṇtheśvara and Gupteśvara, 
all said to be established by Udayāditya. Another temple  
dedicated to Śiva was erected by a brāhmana named Śrinivāsa 
during the reign of Udayāditya, at Dongaragaon31.

King Naravarman offered obeisance to Śambhū and 
Kārttikeya32, but this ruler appears to be a polytheist as the  
Nagpur Praśasti 32(B) of the same ruler dated Vikram era 1161 
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begins with offering obeisance to goddess Saraswati and praises 
Durgā for their virtues. It further goes on praising Viṣṇu as the 
supreme lord of the three worlds (bhuvantrayepi) and seeks his 
blessings. The record further refers to matsya (fish) incarnation 
of Viṣṇu through which he saved the earth and the god is  
called Universal (Viśvavyāpī). Though in the same charter  
Śiva is also invoked and his blessings are also sought for  
well-being. There is a temple at Moḍī, built in the honour of  
god Lakulīśa, who was the founder of the Pāśupata sect and later  
on came to be regarded as an incarnation of Śiva33. The temple 
was most likely built by King Jayasiṁha Jayavarman II,  
whose inscription dated 1257 A.D. has been discovered from 
the temple. This ruler is also credited with the construction of 
several more Śaiva shrines, eg. the temples at Devapālapur 
and Shakarpur, and probably also the Siddheśvara temple at  
Nimar34. The rulers of the Mahākumāra branch of the  
Paramāras were also devotees of Śiva. The Gyāraspur Stone 
Pillar inscription of Mahākumāra Trailokyavardeva records 
the installation of an idol of Cāmuṇḍasvāmīdeva and grant of a  
village for the worship of the Lord35.

The Charters of the Paramāras of Ābu mostly begin with  
paying obeisance to Śiva36. The various names of the deity are 
available in these epigraphs as well, viz. Siddheśvara, Kāśeśvara, 
Kākaleśvara and Kaṅkhaleśvara. The Ropī Copper plate of  
Devarāja informs us that the King granted Aurakāchārya, the 
son of Caṇḍa Śivācharya who was the head of the temple 
of Siddeśvaramahādeva37. The Bhinmal Stone inscription of 
Krishnaraja38 pays homage to Lord Canḍīśvara Mahādeva who 
is described as the teacher of the Pāśupatas. The temple of 
Kāśéśvara occurs in the Kayadran inscription of Dhārāvarṣa. 
The record mentions that the Bhaṭṭāraka Deveśvara was granted 
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remission of taxes for his village (phulhali) by the King39.  

Another inscription of Dharavarṣa, Hatthal epigraph records a 
donation by a civil servant to a śaiva ācārya Bhāṭṭāraka Visal  
Udgradmaka40. Other temples mentioned in the Ābu inscription 
are - Kotéśvara, Atulnātha, Śulapāṇi and Kankhaleśvara.

King Someśvara, the Parāmara ruler of Kiraḍu, constructed 
the famous Someśvara temple at Kiraḍu and his predecessor 
Sindhurājeśvara41. Similarly, the Panhera inscription of the time 

of Jayasimhadeva of Malwa, dated Vikram Saṃvat 116 and is  

a praśasti of the Paramāras of Vagada. It consists of two parts: 
the first part in 25 verses is given to the Paramāras of Malwa 
and the other part beginning from verse 26, to those of Vagada. 

The object of the character is to record the foundation of the 

temple of Maṇdaleśvara (Śiva) at Pamsulakhetaka (Paṇhera 
– now in Banswara dist., Rajasthan) and various endowments 

in that connection, by the Parmāra  ruler of Vagada, named  
Maṇdalīka42. During the reign of Cāmuṇḍarāja, a temple of 
Harīśvara was named after its architect built at Arthuna43.  

The people under the Paramāra dominion followed their  
rulers and śaivism was the most popular cult amongst the  

ordinary folks as well. Thus, the epigraphic references tell 

us about the common folks who expressed their devotion to  

Śiva through construction and repair of Śiva temples and idols. 

The Somnath temple inscription brought to light from Shergaḍh 
(about 125 miles to the west of Sironkhurd, Bundelkhand  

region, Uttar Pradesh) refers to the endowments made in  

favour of the temple by the merchant (vaṇika), oil millers  

(tailika), conch shell worker (śaṅkhika) and mahallaka  

(probably a well-to-do landlord)44. Similarly an inscription 
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discovered from Jhalarpatan belonging to the time of  
Udayāditya refers to a telī (oilmiller) Patel Jannaka who built 
a temple of Śambhū, dug a vāpī (tank) and promised four pala  
(a measure) of oil and modak (sweet-balls) to be offered every 
year to the god 45. 

Śiva was worshipped mostly in the form of liṅga in the 
Paramāra dominion, but the figures of Śiva and his consort  
Durga in various forms are found in the exterior of the  
Udayeśvara temple of Udaipura46. Śiva and the figures of  
seven mothers (saptmātṛkas) along with the other sculptures  
are found in the temples at Un and Nimar. An image of the  
dancing Śiva has been brought to light from Ujjain47, Similarly,  
the lintels of the shrine doors also contain the figures of  
Śiva-Pārvatī along with other deities48. The Paramāra  
inscriptions also contain references to three well-known  
schools of śaivism, viz. Śaiva, Kāpālika and Pāśupata. 

There were a number of śaiva monasteries in the  
Paramāra kingdom. The study of the śaiva scriptures 
was promoted under a highly distinguished head of each 
monastery (maṭtha). Caṅḍikāśrama was such a monastery  
at Ujjain49 where the following ācāryas assumed the 
leadership of the monastery successively:

Tāpasa
I

Vākalarāsi
I

Jyeṣṭajarāśi
I



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 223

Yāgeśvarāśi
I

Maunirāśi
I

Yogeśvarī
I

Durvāsarāśi
I

Kedārarāśi

This shows even a woman could become the head of 
a monastery by virtue of merit as did Yogeśvari in the list  
mentioned above. It seems that the territory of Upendrapura  
and its adjacent region had been a great centre of learning for  
the śaivācāryas of Mattamayūra sect and Upendrapur50 itself  
had at least one large śaiva maṭta (a monastery of Śiva’s 
followers) of this sect. A contemporary epigraph of the  
Kalachuri ruler Avantivarman reveals that this King, attracted 
by the fame of the monastery, went to Upendrapura where the 
Sage Purandra of Mattamayūra sect was practising penance51. 
The Halāyudha Stotra in the Amreśvara temple at Māndhāta  
also renders the names of few śaiva teachers, recording that in 
the city of Bhoja (Bhojanagar) living in the Someśvaradeva 
monastery and hailing from Nandiyaḍa was the Pāśupata  
teacher, the illustrious Bhavavālmīka, whose disciple was 
Bhaṭṭāraka52.

Most of the inscriptions from the house of the Chandellas 
begin with paying obeisance to Śiva often referred to as Śiva, 
Mahākāla, Pāśuputa, Kedāra, etc. Several other names like Hara 
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and Someśvara are also found53. In the Chandella charters, Śiva 
sometimes is mentioned along with his whole family or a son 
or both the sons - eg. Dhureti Copper-Plate inscription54 of the  
time of Trailokyamalla dated Kalchuri era 963 offers salutation 
to Śiva, Gaṇapati and Kṛṣṇa. Then three verses are composed in 
honour of Mukunda, Śulapāṇi (Śiva) and Saraswati. The Kalanjar 
stone inscription of Paramardideva dated Vikram Samvat.  
125855 may be divided into parts, the first of which contains the 
eulogy of Śiva and Pārvatī. The Khajuraho stone inscription of 
Dhaṅgadeva of the year 105956A opens with a short sentence 
paying homage to Śiva and is followed by four maṅgala ślokas 
in honour of the same deity under the names Rudra, Śiva and 
Śambhū and then of Nāgavaktra (a synonym of Gaṇapati).  
After two more verses, one of the verses eulogises Bhāratī  
(the goddess of speech). The record speaks of Brahmā who  
made heaven and earth and also that the same god created the 
sages.

A study of the Chandella charters not only makes Śiva 
the most popular deity but it also brings out the process of  
synthesis of different sects which had begun to take place in 
this period, eg. Dhureti Copper-plate inscription of the time 
of Trailokyamalla (mentioned above). Many temples from 
the Khajuraho group of temples are dedicated to Śiva, viz.  
Viśvanātha Temple, among finest monuments of Khajuraho 
and shows all the elements of the developed Khajuraho-temple.  
It was a panchāyatan temple (a regional style of architecture 
having four minor temples on the four corners of the raised 
platform on which the main shrine stands) now with only two 
subsidiary surviving shrines. Of the two inscriptions now built 
into the maṇḍapa walls of the temple, the longer one was found  
in this temple. It is a long royal record which refers to the  
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dedication of two liṅgas, one made of emerald (as written 
in the record) and the other of stone, in a towering temple of  
Śiva-Marakateśvara, built by the Chandella King, Dhaṅga, in 
1002. Although the stone liṅga alone has survived, there is no 
doubt that the inscription refers to the Viśvanāth temple, which  
by its architectural grandeur and sculptural exuberance, is  
certainly a monument worthy of a King. The detached Nandi 
pavilion forms an integral part of the architectural scheme of  
the Viśvanāth temple. The two stand facing each other on a 
common terrace. The pavillion enshrines a massive (2.2 mts.  
long and 1.8 mts. high) image of Nandi, the bull vehicle of  
Śiva. It faces the main deity of the Viśvanāth temple. 

The largest and the loftiest monument of Khajuraho is the 
Kandariya Mahādeva temple, measuring 30.5 metres in length 
and height and 20 metres in width, excluding the platform.  
The grand śikhara is decorated with an ascending series of  
84 smaller replicas of itself. The largest numbers of sculptures  
of alluring beauty appear on the three bands of its walls. 
An animated array of gods and goddesses, mithuns and  
sura-sundaris can be seen on the projections, with Vyālas and 
nāgis rampant in the recesses. Three sculptural bands of equal 
size on the facades of the jangha wall and the representation 
on the basement niches of the ‘seven mothers’ (sapt-mātṛkas) 
with Ganeśa on one hand and Virabhadra on the other are also 
peculiar to Kandariya Mahādeva and Viśvanāth temples. As 
Kandariya Mahādeva temple is anticipated by Viśanatha temple, 
completed c.1002, it may plausibly be assigned to the later part  
of Vidyādhara’s reign, c.1025-50. Support is lent to this  
suggestion by the discovery of a short epigraph on a maṇḍapa 
pilaster of this temple, mentioning a King called Virimda,  
believed to have been another name for Vidyādhara. 
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Sharing a platform with the Kandariya-Mahādeva and 
Jagadambi temples and placed between them, is a much smaller 

temple dedicated to Śiva but it has fallen into ruin. The shrine’s 

affiliation is indicated by a figure of Śiva carved centrally on  

the lintel of the sanctum doorway. The sanctum has perished  

and the possibility cannot be ruled out that this temple built 

in close proximity to Kandariya may have originally been  

dedicated to Pārvatī as a part of the temple complex. 

Mātaṅgeśvara temple lies on the fringe of the renowned 

western group of temples. Dedicated to Śiva, this temple is the 

only one in a Khajuraho still in active worship, situated on the 

north bank of śiva-sāgar tank. It is probably the plainest among 

the sandstone temples. The sanctum floor is almost completely 
occupied by a large Gauri-paṭṭa (lower part of Śiva linga),  

some six metres in diameter. On the liṅga, written in indelible  

ink are some Nāgari inscriptions which are not of much  
significance.

The recently excavated Bijamandala mound has also  

yielded the remnants of a Śiva shrine perhaps the largest of the 
Khajuraho group of temples but it appears from the remnants of 

the structure that although the building of the temple was taken 

up as the most ambitious project during the latter part of the  

10th or early 11th century, it was not quite completed57B The 

Kālanjar fort also has remains of a Śiva shrine known as  
Neelkaṇṭh temple belonging to the period of the Chandella  

rulers. 

 
The Chāulukya rulers of Gujarat were great devotees of  

Śiva as is reflected in their epigraphs. Their most common 
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biruda was Umāpati-vara-labdha prasāda, yet they supported 

the other religions of their territory whole-hearedly i.e. Jainism, 

Śiva was deeply venerated as Somnath during this period  

under the Chaulukyas. Merutuṅga in his scripture 
Prabandhcintamaṇi57 informs that Mūlarāja I built the  
vasahikā of Mūlarāja and constructed the temple of  
Muñjaldeva svāmī. The scripture goes on to record that  
Mūlarāja visited the Somnāth shrine every Monday. The 
temple at Maṇḍali named Mūleśvara was also built by this 
ruler, This temple also occurs in the Kadī grant of Mūlarāja 
by the name of Mūlanāthadeva temple to which the ruler 
assigned the village of Kamboika for its upkeep58. The same 

epigraph mentions that before making the grant, Mūlarāja had 
worshipped at Rudramahālaya which has been identified with  
the famous temple at Siddhpur built later by Jayasimha- 

Siddharāja. Hence, this identification cannot be accepted but 
we cannot deny the possibility that the Rudramahālaya shrine 
probably existed in Mūlarāja’s times as well but later on a  
grand temple was built by one of his successors in the family.  

Mūlarāja is also credited with the construction of a Tripuruṣa  
temple (temple of Brahma, Viṣṇu, Śiva) at Aṇahilapataka by 
Merutuṅga.

The successor of Mūlarāja was Chāmuṇḍarāj who has been 
credited by Merutuṅga (a well known jaina ascetic (muni) in 

the dominion of the Chaulukyas) with having built the temples 

of Chanḍanāth and Chāchiṇeśvara. The first one was obviously 
dedicated to Śiva while the identity of the deity of the other  
temple is controversial59. The next King Vallabharāja had 
a very short reign and his younger brother and successor  
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Durlabharāja built a temple named after his deceased brother 

Madana-śaṅkara, as Vallabharāja had the biruda of Rāja- 
Madana-śaṅkara.60

The next ruler of the Western Chalukya dynasty Bhīma I’s 
reign was an age of utmost importance as far as temple-building 

activity is concerned as some of the best monuments of the age 

came up during his period. The Jain temple at Mount Abu was  

built by his officer Vimala during his reign. Bhīmdeva I who 
ruled from A.D. 1024-1066 and is credited to have built the  

great Somnath temple in stone after the destruction by Mahmud  

of Ghazni61. An inscription mentions Sīyaka II coming to  
Prabhasa (the area under Somnath region) and performing a 

Svarṇa tula ceremony in A.D. 104562. 

The Arab travellers who visited India were all impressed by 

the sanctity and importance of the Somanatha Patan. Al-Biruni 

attested to its importance63. Zain-ul- Akhbār, in the middle of the 
11th century stated:- “In Hindustan, on the shores of the sea, there 

is a big city called Sumnat which is as sacred to the Hindus as 

Mecca to the Muslims.”64 Marco Polo, writing in the 13th century 

mentions Somanatha as a great centre of trade65. Later, the  

famous Somnatha shrine was again destroyed by Aurangzeb and 

the Linga was restored by Queen Ahilyābai Holkar of Malwa of 
the medieval period. 

Gujarat, as it rose in importance, had to face the wrath of the 

neighbouring kingdom, Malwa; in fact, the kingdom of Gujarat 

had grown at the expense of Malwa after emperor Bhoja’s 

death. During the last days of Karṇa, Gujarat was invaded by 
Lakshmaṇadeva of Malwa, a brilliant military leader. 
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Jayasiṁha, later also styled Siddharāja, the son of Karṇa 
and Mīnalādevī came to the throne of Aṇahilavada Patana in 
A.D. 1096. Soon after, a general of his had to wash the feet of 
the Paramāra King of Malwa, who had invaded Anahilavada, in  
a token of humble submission66. Jayasiṁha and the Queen  
Mother had been on a pilgrimage to the shrine of Somanātha67.  
It was at this time that the Queen Mother induced her son to  
remit the tax on the pilgrims of Somanātha.

Jayasiṁha slowly began to consolidate the fragments of  
his kingdom which had suffered heavily on account of the  
invasion of Malwa. Having done so, the young Chaulukya  
entered upon a career of conquest and built up an empire. He 
carried his victorious arms to Ajmer in the North and Kolhapur 
in the South. He also conquered Malwa and annexed it to his 
territory. He was a patron of learning and arts and undertook  
great works of architectural magnificence and his capital 
Anahilavada Pataṇa became one of the greatest centres of  
power and learning in India in the twelfth century. He has been, 
like Vikramāditya, immortalised in folk songs and tales of his 
people for the last nine hundred years. He was the first architect 
of Gujarat.

When Dhara, the capital of Malwa, fell in A.D. 113668, its 
Paramāra King was the disciple of Bhāva Bṛhaspati, a man of 
vast learning. Born in Varanasi (Banaras) and of a remarkable 
personality even when young, Bhāva rose to distinction as a 
leading light of the Pāśupata cult. His ardent apostleship of 
Śaivism brought him the reputation that he was the avatāra of 
Nandīsvara, the bull-god, sacred to Śaṅkara. After taking the vow 
of Pāśupatas, he performed penance and went on pilgrimages, 
initiating several kings as his disciples and getting temples built 
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to Śankara. He lived first at Kānyakubja (now Kannauj), and  
then moved to Ujjain, a great cultural centre of all-India  

importance. When Siddharāja returned from his conquest of 
Malwa, he brought the library of Bhoja to Patana, and invited 

Bhāva Bṛhaspati to take charge of the Somanātha temple. 
The conqueror was ‘bound in brotherhood’ to him69. Though  

venerated as the greatest Śaivite of the time, he was then no  
more than about forty years of age.

It was the heyday of Gujarat. For the first time, it had  
merged in history as a kingdom, as a distinctive cultural unit  

and as the nucleus of an imperial power. Somanātha Patan or 
Devpattaṇa, was one of the great entrepots of India and one of  
its most active centres of learning and religious life. Bhāva 
Bṛhaspati continued to be the head of its holy shrine. In his old 
age, Jayasinha Siddharāja went on a pilgrimage to Somanātha 
seeking a boon, a son; but his wish was not fulfilled.

Kumārapāla of the junior branch succeeded Siddharāja as 
emperor of Gūrjaradeśa in A.D. 1144. He was a great and wise 
monarch. After a short period of war-like activity, he came  

under the influence of Hemachandra, the Jain polymath. The  
Jain prabandhas claim that he gave up Śaivism and embraced 
Jainism in A.D. 1160 under the influence and advice of 
Hemachandra. K.M. Munshi has examined this question in 

Imperial Gurjaras in detail70. There is no doubt that Kumārapāla 
accepted Hemachandra as his guide, philosopher and friend,  

not only in social and ethical matters but also in political  

matters. He ‘loved Jainism’ as poet Someśvara puts it. But in 
the Udaipur inscription of A.D. 1164 and in the inscription of  

Bhāva Bṛhaspati of the same year, he is described as a devotee  
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of Śiva and he does not appear ever to have wavered in his  
devotion to his guardian deity. Even Hemachandra had to 
accompany Kumārapāla to Somanātha Patan to worship Śiva at 
Somanātha temple.

The venerable Bhāva Bṛhaspati then approached  
Kumārapāla, then ruling over a flourishing empire, to repair 
the shrine. The Emperor agreed and Bhāva then built the  
meru prasāda, says the Bhadrākali inscription recording the  
event, and it looked ‘august like Mount Kailāsa’.

The ceremonies were duly celebrated before a crowded 
assembly. The aged Emperor, who attended in person, placed 
ornaments on Bhāva Bṛhaspati’s neck with his own hand,  
washed his feet with sandal-wood paste, and bowed low before 
him. He presented his own ring to him and granted him the  
town where “dharma flourished and food was freely  
distributed”. Then the Emperor, with water in his hands, said  
“I bestow on you, venerable Brāhmin, the title of Gaṇḍa. 
Enjoy it, together with your sons and grandsons till the Sun and  
Moon endure”. He also made a gift of a village to Bhāva  
Bṛhaspati himself. The copper plate says “like Bhāva, there has  
not been a man, nor will there be any in future”. In humility, 
thereafter, he worshipped 505 saints71. Bhāva Bṛhaspati’s wife 
Mahādevi, says the inscription, was a beautiful woman and 
highly accomplished. They had four sons of virtue and learning, 
Aparāditya, Ratnāditya, Someśvara and Bhāskara.

It was not a mere reconstruction of the temple, but of the 
whole town. It was extended by adding a strong fort-wall to the 
north and south of the temple. On the temple, Bhāva placed gold 



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue232

Journal of Indian History and Culture

pinnacles as also on the temples of Gaurī, Bhimeśvara, Kapardi 
(Śiva), Siddheśvara and other divinities. A courtroom was made 
for the kings to assemble; a reservoir was also constructed for  

pure water. In front of Lord Somanātha, a maṇdapa, with  

beautiful and strong pillars was erected and the seat for the deity 

was made in the form of a frog with a silver watercourse. The 

temple of god Pāpamochana was also built with a statue equal  
in height to that of three men, and a flight of steps leading to  
the river, a large number of houses for Brahmins to live in; two  

big vāpis with a shrine of Chaṇḍikā were also constructed72.

Merutuṅga also credits Bhīm I with the construction of  
several other temples like - Tripuruṣaprāsāda, Bhīmeśvaradeva  
and Bhaṭṭārikā-Bhīruāṇī73. Another magnificent temple built 
by Bhima I was the Sun temple at Modhera74. The most recent 

discovery regarding the Chaulukya monuments which bear  

ample testimony to the religious rhythm of the period is the 

‘Queen’s step-well’ (Ranī-kī-vāv), built by Queen Udayamati in  

the remembrance of her husband Bhīma I. Thus, it is a 
commemorative monument. This monument has been awarded 

the status of a world heritage site by UNESCO in 2004. A brief 

description of this monument is as follows:-

The Ranī-Kī-Vāv is located 2 kms to the north-west of  

Patan, ancient Anahillavada, (also known as Anahilla-pura, 

Anahilapath-aka, Analavata, Naharwalah) and lies on the left 

bank of the Saraswati river. It is about 57 kms from Mehasana, 

the district headquarters of Gujarat. The historic town of  

Patan was the capital of Gujarat for over 600 years between  

the 8th and 14th centuries. Under the reign of Bhimdeva (A.D. 

1022-63), his son Karandeva and grandson Siddharaja, the city 
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of Anahilvada attained its greatest splendour and the Solanki 
dominion, its widest extent and highest prosperity. There are  
many remains of structures in the form of Temples, Tombs, 
Mosques, Wells and Tanks, etc.

Ranī-Kī-Vāv, the most magnificent stepwell in Gujarat, is said 
to have been constructed by Udaymati; the consort of Bhimdeva-I 
(1022-63 A.D.), of Solanki dynasty, which it is just beside 
the ancient fortification wall and not far from the embankment 
of Sahastralinga Talav which was excavated under the  
command of Siddharāja Jayasimha. The Vāv measuring 
about 64 metres long, 20 metre wide and 27 metres 
deep, is laid out in the east-west direction with the  
well proper being in the west & entrance in the east. It is built  
of bricks faced with hewn stones. 

It has corridors beginning at the ground level and  
leading down to the Kund. It has four surviving parts which  
are the entrance staircase, the side walls of the corridors, 
Maṇḍapas or multi-storeyed pillared pavilions, and  
the back walls of the well. The roof of the top storey of each 
pavilion reaches up to the ground level. The pillars which  
support the roof have a square base decorated with  
Ghat - Pallav (Vase and foliage) motifs, quadruple brackets at  
the top, having four-armed Kichakas (the weight bearers).

The architectural brilliance and elegance of the Vav, is 
represented in its pristine glory in the ornamental work. The 
beautifully proportioned sculptures of gracefully carved 
Māhiṣāsurmardinī, Pārvati and other Śaiva sculptures, Viṣnu 
(Daśā Avatarās) as Vārāha and Kalkī, Bhairavā, Ganesha,  
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Sūrya, Kūbera, Viśvarupa-Viṣnu, Lakṣmī-Nārayān, Aṣtadikpālās 
and other forms adorn the walls flanking the staircase and  
within the walls of the well, bear ample testimony to the mastery  
of the Solanki sculptors in the depiction rhythm, vigour, beauty 
and various moods in stone. The female figures have been  
depicted in various poses of Apsarās, Nāgkanya and Yoginī  
etc. 

It is interesting to note that right inside the galleries of the 
vāv, a sculpture, about 48 cm in height, is an idealised portrait  
of Udayamati, the patroness of the Rani-ki-vāv. Udayamati is  
seated on a cushion. She bears a lotus flower in her right hand, 
the left hand is resting in her lap and holds an indistinct curved 
object, such as a book, or slab for sandalwood paste. As many 
as five adorers attend on her which testifies to her exalted  
status. An inscription on the face of the seat reads, “Mahārānī  
Shri Udayamati75.”  Bhīma’s son and successor Karṇa I built 
the temple of Karṇeśvara, presumably a Śiva-temple and also  
erected another temple dedicated to a local goddess named 
Jayanti. Merutuṅga also informs us that in Paṭṭana, Karṇa  
erected the temple of Karṇameru76. 

The next King built the temple of Rudramahālaya, said to  
have been one of the largest shrines ever built in India77. 
Another great achievement of Siddharāja was the excavation of 
the Sahsraliṅga lake which was so named because it contained 
a thousand śivaliṅga temples around it. A late work called  
Saraswati-Purāṇa however recorded the existence of other 
temples also around the lake. 

In the Veraval inscription, the next Chaulukya ruler  
Kumārpāla is referred to as Maheśvaranṛpa-āgraṇih i.e. the  
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leader of the princes who worship Maheśvara. The  
contemporary literary work of the age, Dvyāśraya also credits  

him for restoring the temple of Somnāth and granting a village  
to it, thus the epithet mentioned above, fits him well. This  
Chalukya ruler is further credited with the construction of two  

more Śiva shrines, viz. Śiva-Kedārnātha and Kumārpāleśvara, 
being asked to do so in a dream by Śiva. Though, this King 
is remembered as the champion of Jaina faith, we have  

several testimonies to prove his devotion to Śiva, eg. Chittorgadh 
Stone inscription speaks of this ruler who donated another 

village to Śiva temple at Chittorgadh after worshipping the  
god Samiddeśvara (Śiva)78. Mangoral stone inscription refers 

to one of his commanders who set up an idol of Maheśvara 
and made some grant for the service of deity79. Junagarh stone 

inscription speaks of one of his sāmanta who erected a Śiva 
temple at Junagarh80. The Prabhas-Patana inscription of the 

time of Kumārpāla clearly suggests the existence of Pāśupata 

sect in Gujarat81. Nadlai stone inscription records that another 

sāmanta of Kumārapāla constructed the maṇḍapa of the temple 

of Bhivaḍeśvara82.  

The Bombay Secretariat Copperplate (found during 

construction of the building hence named so) grant of the King 

Ajayapāla83, successor of Kumārapāla records the invocation 
of Śiva under the names of Vyomakeśa and Smarārāti. Udaipur  
Stone inscription refers to one of the sāmantas of this King  

who granted a village to the famous śaiva shrine of Vaidynātha  
at Udaipur84. Viraval Stone inscription gives the credit of  

building a Śiva temple called Meghanāda at Somnāth to  
Bhīma II85. 
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Besides the ruling class and civil-servants , several temples 

were erected even by private citizens to increase their spiritual 

merit as well as that of their relations. Such temples are in a 

way memorial structures erected to commemorate the builder or  

his ancestor or a close relation. We find Lavaṇa Prasād built 
the temple of Ānaleśvara and Salakhaneśvara for the spiritual 
benefit of his father Ānal or Ānā and his mother Salakhandevi. 
Lavaṇaprasāda’s son Virama built a temple called Virameśvara. 
Kadi grant informs us that separate grants to these two different 

temples were made by Bhima II, Tribhuvanapāla and Jayant 
Siṁha86.

The four-fold division of śaiva sects - Śaiva, Pāśupata, 

Kāpālika and Kālāmukha are found in literary works of the age 

but the inscriptions reveal that the Pāśupata sect was widely 

prevalent during this time87. A temple dedicated to Lakulīśa,  
who is supposed to be the founder of the Pāśupata sect  

belonging to 10th-11th century A.D. has been found on the hills 

of Champaner-Pavagadh (Baroda, Gujarat). It was built under the  

Solankī rulers and this fine temple consists of the figures of 
Brahmā, Viṣṇu, Kalyāṇsunder murti, Dakṣiṇa-murti, Gajendra-
mokṣa, Indra, seated Ambikā, Sura-sundaris, etc88. 

Thus, a thorough scrutiny of the records of Central  

Indian rājpūta dynasties viz, the Gurjara-Pratihāras, the Parmāras, 
the Chandellas and the Chaulukyas of Western India clearly 

denotes the dominance of Śiva worship not only amongst the royal 
families but also the masses during the period under study. Not only 

were lofty temples raised in honour of the deity by the ruling class, 

but they who were also made endowments to Śaiva monasteries  
and ācāryas widely prevalent in their kingdoms. 
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Abstract   

This paper may be a path-finding one in the 
field of comparative history incorporating Russia, 
Portugal and India in general, and the inland and 
maritime trade by the Russians and the Portuguese 
in Peninsular India in particular, during the times of 
Afanasy Nikitin and Vasco da Gama. From the point 
of trade, Gama’s first voyage is more important, since 
it opened the spice route from Europe to Asia (India: 
Kerala) and expanded global multiculturalism. As 
such, this paper has concentrated mainly on his 
first voyage, although occasional references to the  
second and the third voyages will be Covered on  
slightly. 

This paper firstly, attempts to have a comparative 
outlook on the maritime and  nland trade undertaken  
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by the Russian and the Portuguese merchants in  
Peninsular India during the 30 years from 1469 to  
1498 A.D. (along with the after effects from 
1499 onwards). Secondly, to make a study 
of the commodities that were traded by  
the Russian and the Portuguese merchants in  
Peninsular India during 1469 to 1498 (along with  
after effect developments).  Thirdly, to find out the  
ways as to how the influence of religions - Christianity 
and Islam mainly - proved to be hurdles in the  
expansion of trade and commerce in Peninsular India 
during the period of study (1469-1499).

Keywords: Peninsular India, Russians and the 
Portuguese

Introduction

The topic of this paper, as titled above, relates to the 
early Russian and the first Portuguese trade with Peninsular  
India during a period of 30 years from 1469 to 1499 C.E.  
While Russia established this contact during the three years  
from 1469 to 1472, Portugal made it possible during the days  
from 17th May, 1498 to 8th September of the same year 
(contradictorily 20th May, 1498 to 29th August, 1498). From 
the point of Russia, the credit for this historic inception goes  
to Afanasy Nikitin of Tver, a place at the junction of the  
Volga and the Tvertasa rivers and his benevolent Russian 
companions1. They completed a part of their journey by 
boat in the river Volga (Moscow to Astrakhan: crossing the  
Caspian coast), another part by overland (Derbent to Persia)  
and then by sea to India2. And from the point of Portugal, 
accompanied by 170 courageous Portuguese sailor crew,  
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Vasco da Gama, the first Portuguese to come to India by sea 
route made this glorious beginning3. There is a gap of about 
30 years between these two beginnings, Russia being the first 
and Portugal being the second. Prior to them, we get two other 
remarkable overland journeys from Europe to Peninsular India 
- first by the Venetian traveller Marco Polo (1254 - January 8, 
1324) who visited South Indian coasts Coromandel (Eastern  
Tamil Nadu) and Cambay (Gujrat) during 1292 to 1294; and  
the second one by Nicolo de Conti, a Venetian merchant  
(1395-1469) who came to the kingdom of Vijaynagar either 
in 1420 or in 1421 and wrote a detailed account of it4. While  
Afanasy died in the autumn of 1472 near Smolensk (Western 
Russia) on his way back to Tver (Russia)5, Gama died on  
December 24, 1524 at the age of 64/55 years (born: Sines, 
Alentejo, Portugal, 1460/1469) in Kochi or Cochin of India  
(then in ‘Portuguese India’, now in Kerala) 6. It is noteworthy 
that Afanasy came to India for one time having trade interest,  
but Gama came to this land (i. e-Kerala) three times - first in  
1498 and landed at Kappad near Kozhikode (Culicut)7, second 
time as Merchant-Commandant in 1502 (October) and stayed at 
Cochin (Malabar) till 1503 fighting against Zamorin, the Hindu 
Samutiri (i.e. king) of Calicut8, and the third time as Portuguese 
Viceroy of India on September 5, 1524, but died soon in Cochin 
on December 24 of the same year being the victim of malaria9.

Trade Routes and Trade items of Peninsular India: 1469-1499

Trade routes mentioned by Afanasy Nikitin: 1469-1472:

Afanasy Nikitin landed from the ship at Cambay (also  
known as Khambhat), now a town in the Anand district of  
Gujarat. This was the sea port visited prior to him by Marco  
Polo (1293) and Nicolo de Conti (1440). Lothal, a site of  
Harappa or Indus valley civilisation was located in this  
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vicinity about 4,000 years ago. Till the time of Nikitin, it was 
a leading trade centre, but the harbour was gradually silted up 
and the maritime trade moved elsewhere. There, Nikitin saw the  
trading items indigo and lac in abundance, the two items of  
inland and maritime trade. From Cambay, he went on horseback 
and walked to Chuvil (Chaul), Chaul to Pali in 8 days, Pali to 
Umra in 10 days, Umra to Chunner in 6 days. Thereafter, he 
arrived at Bidar (also then known as Muhammadabad), the  
capital of Bahmani Kingdom (1347-1538) 10.

As such, from the ports of Cambay and Chaul, there existed 
a road to Bidar which was used as a trade route too. To Nikitin, 
Bidar was the capital of India and there he witnessed South Indian 
trade. In the words of Dmitry Likhachov, “Nikitin also visited 
the capital of India - Bidar - many times: here trade was carried 
on for horses, damask, silk and similar items, slaves, food and 
vegetables - no goods for the Russian land.”11 We also know  
from his journeys that there were roads from Bidar to Parvat as 
well as Chunner, both belonging to the Bahmani Kingdom12.  

Nikitin used these roads for trading purpose.

Trade items mentioned by Afanasy Nikitin:

Afanasy Nikitin’s travelogue Journey beyond the Three 
Seas, the Russian title of which is Khozdenic Sa Tri Morya,13  

contains the names of South Indian commodities which were  
traded by him and his Russian companions as well as the local 
people therein. Those trade items were found mainly in the 
Bahmani kingdom where he stayed about three years from  
1469 to 1472, and those items as above included silk, damask, 
indigo, lac, horse, besides food commodities and slaves. He  
also saw the ‘Damascus steel armour’ there, a maritime trade item 
brought from Syria14.
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Slave trade 

Here, if we accept a subaltern approach of history as 
propounded by Prof. Ranajit Guha (b. 1922) in the years  
from 1982 to 2005 and his followers,15 our attraction goes to  
the slave trade that was in vogue in South India from one  
corner to the other in the period covered in our paper  
(1469-1499). At that time, slaves were sold and purchased  
like commodities. Afanasy’s mention of South Indian slave  
trade reminds us about the world-wide position of the  
same, “...slave and masters. There were slaves, perhaps in  
some numbers. Many of them were probably prisoners of  
wars or raids, but slave trading was apparently an ancient  
habit and became an important source of wealth16.” Nikitin  
gives information about such prisoners of war who were  
brought from Vijay Nagar to Bahmani kingdom17. In Russian 
Slav Society, the root of slavery is noticed from the sixth  
century (C.E.) onwards18. And the layers of Russian society  
were almost the same as those of South Indian Society. “The 
Russkaia Pravda gives specific listing of the classes which  
were legally organised in the 11th century. There were four - 
first, were the upper-class freemen who were associated with  
the prince. Below them came the middle-class freemen.  
Freemen of limited status were third, and slaves, fourth19.”  
Nikitin was the product of this society, and he saw the fourth  
layer - the slaves - of the society in Peninsular India too, whom 
could be sold and purchased as trade items. But there is no  
mention of Indian slaves who were traded abroad as a part of 
maritime trade. Thus, the slave trade in Peninsular India, during 
Afanasy’s time, was an inland trade only. It is a separate matter 
that Vasco da Gama kidnaped or captured five South Indians  
in Malabar (Kerala) and took them away as prisoners to  
Portugal under chains at the end of his first journey in August  
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(or September), 149920. Those five Peninsular Indians, most 
probably, were treated as slaves, but they were not the part of  

a slave trade.

Afanasy, a kind-hearted and pious man, along with deep 

patriotic zeal, disliked the slave system and penned these  

words, “Some of our men of high rank in Rus are unjust  

unkind21.” In Peninsular India, we know nothing about such a 

voice of protest during 1469 to 1499.

 In brief, during the period from 1469 to 1499, slave trade 

in Peninsular India was an inland trade and not a maritime trade.

Silk trade

Russia was acquainted with Indian silk many centuries  

before the traveller Nikitin arrived in Peninsular India. In  

support of it, we may cite two observations of Dr. Kalidas  

Nag (1892-1966), a renowned historian of West Bengal:

1. “From Vano (116-27 B.C.), we learn that the great Roman  

 General Pompey came to know during the Mithridatic wars  

 (66 B.C.) that Indian wares took seven days to cross  

 Bactria and reach a river which flowed into the Oxus, that  
 they could, after having been transported to the Caspian,  

 being conveyed up to the Cyprus, be carried by land in five  
 days to the Phasis which flowed into the Black Sea. There  
 is, therefore, little doubt that at least from the 4th century  

 B.C. onwards, there was a regular trade route via the Oxus  

 which connected the people of Ganga to the races settled on  

 the Volga and in Europe22.”
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2. “The practice of sending silk to the West by the Oxus route  
 is attested by the recent find of silks in a number of tombs  
 in South Russia. Silken fabric as well as figured silk was  
 virtually an ‘Indian monopoly’ during the opening centuries  
 of the Christian era, there is little doubt that the South Russian  
 tribes and the Europeans were conducting during this period  
 a thriving trade in Indian Silk23.”

Now in his support, we may quote a few words as penned 
down by Warren B. Walsh, the American Historian, saying that 
communication precedes commerce, “Russia’s conquest of the 
regions of the Caucasus and Transcaucasia began with Russian 
penetration of these areas in the tenth century. The motivation  
was mainly commercial: a desire to reach and tap the trade along 
the old Silk Road from India to West24.”

However, it is difficult to say about the penetration of 
Peninsular India in the silk trade - either with Russia or with  
other parts of the world. It is still a matter of painstaking  
research. But it is a historical truth that Nikitin, a Russian, saw 
the silk trade and incorporated it as a trade commodity in his 
travelogue which was authored during 1469 to 147225.

Damask and Damascus Steel Armour Trade

Afanasy mentioned that the trade of damask was flourishing 
in the Bahmani Kingdom. He wrote, more than three hundred 
royal “elephants were adorned in damask” - most commonly 
with “Damascus steel armours26.” Here we may note that the  
very word ‘damask’ was derived from the place name of 
‘Damascus’, the capital city of Mediterranean Sea bank country 
Syria. Thus, it denotes that the inland-cum-maritime trade 



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue250

Journal of Indian History and Culture

from Damascus (Syria) to Bidar (Bahmani Kingdom) did exist  

during the reign of Bahmani Sultan Muhammad Shah III  

(1463-1482 C.E.). And Afanasy did refer to it in his ‘journey 

note’. We may presume from his note that the most orthodox 

Muslim, Sultan of the Bahmani Kingdom maintained an  

inland-cum-maritime trade relations with the Muslim ruler  

of Syria, at least during the reign of aforesaid Muhammad  

Shah III. What were the export-import trade items incorporated  

by this inland-cum-maritime trade is still a matter of research. 

But one point is historically factual, that the damasks and the 

steel armours were traded by the Syrian merchants with the  

ruler of Bahmani Kingdom during 1463 to 1483 A.D. To clear  

their background, we may quote these words:

“The production of damask was one of the five basic  
weaving techniques - the others being tabby, twill, lampas and 

tapestry - of the Byzantine and middle eastern weaving centres  

of the early middle ages. Damasks derived their name from the 

city of Damascus - in that period, a large city active both in 

trading (as part of the silk road) and in manufacture. Damasks 

became scarce after the 9th century outside Islamic Spain, but 

were revived in some places in the 13th century”27.  In brief,  

some places of Peninsular India contributed to this trade of  

damasks and Damascus steel armours in the second half of the 

fifteenth century.

Lac Trade

Lac is the product of an insect-cum-plant process mostly  

used in the making of traditional and tribal bales. It is still used 

as sealing wax to burnish materials as well as in gold smithy  

etc. Nikitin saw the trade of it in the Bahmani kingdom. But 
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he lacked in his notes to depict its detailed status, especially 
the place of lac in South Indian maritime trade. We only know 
from the Atharva Veda and the Mahabharata that lac was  
known to ancient Indian people (for instance, the Lakhya Griha  
of the Mahabharata). Whether the lac was produced by the 
Bahmani people themselves or imported for their use from  
outside-Nikitin does not give this information. But his mention 
of lac as a trade item in the Bahmani kingdom is a memorable 
element in the trade history of Peninsular India.

Indigo Trade 

Afanasy mentioned in his notes about the South Indian trade 
of indigo, especially in the Bahmani Kingdom. But he did not 
mention its position in maritime trade. His notes touch upon 
its trade-existence in Peninsular India giving it an inland trade  
status. We know from other sources that India became the  
primary supplier of indigo trade to Europe as early as the  
Graeco-Roman era (B.C. 332-A.D. 395). And the association 
of India with indigo was reflected in the Greek word for the 
dye, indikon (i.e. India)28. In Peninsular India, especially in the  
Bahmani Kingdom, indigo was used in the textile industry 
as dyeing and printing element, and that too mostly in blue  
silk work. It was a natural dye extracted from a certain plant, 
namely neel (indigo), for commercial purposes. The Nilgiri 
Hills of South India are still famous for indigo. In brief, the  
blue gold and the Blue Gold Chapter of Peninsular India  
become vivid through it. The Russian merchant Nikitin did not 
ignore it.

Horse Trade

Mention about horse trade of Peninsular India by Afanasy 
Nikitin is full of his own personal experiences. He learnt about 
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it while he was in Russia29. He even carried an Arabian colt in  
his ship to India. Horse trade became a part of his business in 
Bahmani Kingdom where plenty of horse traders lived. Several 
categories of horses traded there were mainly brought from 
Northern India. Like Marco Polo, he also informed us that  
horse breeding did not prevail in South India. Purchasing and  
rearing of horses were costly affairs. He purchased a horse  
for 100 roubles, perhaps the going rate for horses at the time. 
Even the rich local rulers belonging to high status vied for  
others’ horses. Once Nikitin’s horse was snatched so that a local 
khan ruler of Chunner could buy it. It was later returned thanks 
to a kind-hearted Indian ruler. Till the last day of his return to 
Russia from the sea-port at Dabhol (presently in Maharashtra), he 
maintained the life of a trader. His trading activities give a glimpse 
of the trade scene in Peninsular India relating, especially in the 
second half of the 15th century C.E.

Portuguese Trade in Peninsular India: 1498 A.D.

Trade Route used by Vasco da Gama from Lisbon to 

Kozhikode: 1498 A.D.

The sea route-cum-trade route from Lisbon (capital city 
of Portugal) to Kappad (Kozhikode: Calicut Kerala: India)  
via Cape of Good Hope in Africa was discovered by Vasco da 
Gama in 1498 C.E. In this voyage, he left Lisbon on July 8,  
1497, and arrived at Kappad (Kozhikode) either on May 17,  
1498 or on May 20, 149830. As such, he needed around 312 
days (10 months 9/12 days) by sea to reach Kozhikode of 
Malabar (Kerala). This opening of the sea route from Europe to 
India undoubtedly had far reaching effects in the history of the  
civilised world.  It may be noted that the sea route from  
Europe to the Cape of Good Hope in Africa was not discovered  
by Vasco da Gama, but by Doiyas the wise, a courageous  
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Portuguese sailor under the Royal Portuguese patronage in  
148631. Thus, the sea route-cum-trade route to India from  
Europe was discovered in two phases during 1486 to 1499:  
first, from Europe to Africa by Doiyas,, and the second, by 
Vasco da Gama from Cape of Good Hope (Africa) to Kappad 
(Kozhikode: Kerala). After the discovery of this trade route, the 
Portuguese dominated the entire coastline of Africa and South 
Asia, and superseded the Arab Muslim traders in the East-West 
trade, including Peninsular India.

Trade Items connected with maritime trade of the  

Portuguese merchants in Peninsular India: 1498-1499

The Portuguese merchants-cum-sailors, numbering 170  
under the command of Vasco da Gama, arrived in Peninsular  
India (Kozhikode: Malabar: Kerala), loaded with European  
goods in three ships, on 20th May, 1498. According to  
K.V. Krishnayre, the author of  Malabar, Portuguese goods  
were traded first to Indian people on this day in their ships32.  
But the goods they brought for trade did not attract the people 
of Malabar. Neither the royal Malabar families nor the common 
Malabar people were impressed with these goods33. From this 
perspective, the first maritime trade of Portugal in India was 
a failure. But the royal message sent by Manual I, the King of 
Portugal (1469-1521) to Zamorin, the King (Samutiri) of Calicut 
(Kozhikode) resulted in a far-reaching effect commercially  
and politically. Similarly, the goods carried by them from 
Peninsular India to Europe created a landmark in the expected 
market, the effect of which sounds immense in history till  
today. Those goods mentioned in the records go as follows: 
peppercorns, cloves, cinnamon and ginger. Thus, they opened 
the most famous spice route from Peninsular India to Europe 
just before the beginning of 16th century C.E. And Indian spices, 
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with them, completed their first maritime journey to Europe. 
These spices won the European market in a big way, giving  

the status of black gold to peppercorns. And with them,  

Peninsular India created her first phase of the Spice Revolution  

in Western countries. In other words, this made the Portuguese  

the first among the Western nations to embark on prosperous  
trade in the land of South India.

Trade and Religion 

The role of religions, especially Islam and the  

Christianity, affected the trade of Peninsular India during the  

times of Afansy Nikitin and Vasco da Gama. There is ample 

evidence in history that the followers of Islam and Christianity 

confronted each other in Malabar (Kerala), trying to make the  

ruling Hindu authority a puppet at their hands. In this rivalry, 

Muslim traders were brutally tortured by the Portuguese  

merchants, and the Portuguese factories were gutted by the  

Muslim merchants. Revenge became a part of the trade scene in 

Peninsular India from 1499 onwards.

Trade and Tax: 
In tax matters, the Portuguese merchants always tried to 

ignore the authority of Samutiri (King of Calicut, i.e. the Indian 

authority). And in the long run, they behaved independently  

having the authority of their own colony (i.e. the Portuguese 

India). The local Hindu rulers of Malabar were exploited by the 

Portuguese merchants for their own benefit. A communal trade 
system did exist in the Bahmani Kingdom but the system of  

tax could not create favourable trade avenues in the Sultanate  

for non-Muslim traders. Afanasy noted that the non-Muslim 

traders had to pay unbearable and unjustified taxes in the  
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Bahmani State. And the Muslim traders got rid of it. Moreover, 

foreigners were not allowed to enter Bidar, the capital town of 

the Bahmani Kingdom34, which adversely affected the trade,  

both inland and maritime.

Trade and Common people:

The afflicted economic condition of the Bahmani people  
did not allow them to purchase all sorts of goods, badly  

affecting inland trade. Although plenty of luxury items were in 

vogue in the Bahmani markets, those belonging to the lower 

economic income groups were far from those trade markets. 

Afanasy noted that their production was less and the price was 

high35. Hence, an imbalanced society was noticed in the trade 

market of Peninsular India during 1469 to 1499, both in inland 

and maritime trades.

After effects of Russian and Portuguese Trade in Peninsular 

India 

The after-effects of Russian and Portuguese trade in  

Peninsular India, relating to post 1499 years, may be counted as 

below:

Russia could not continue her trade contacts with Peninsular 

India after the demise of Afanasy Nikitin in 1472. But Portugal 

acted more effectively and was able to establish a long-lasting 

colony which was known as ‘Portuguese India’. The plinth of 

Portuguese India was based upon her trade with Peninsular  

India.

Despite the immediate discontinuation of Russian trade with 

Peninsular India, Nikitin’s trade in India has been considered 
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always ‘a trade with peace’, followed by the existence of a trade 

route from Russia to India during the reign of the Russian Czar 

(Emperor) Ivan the Terrible (1530-1584)36. This was the Tsar 

during the reign of whom Babar, the founder of the  Mughal 

empire in India, sent Hadji Hussein, his ambassador to Russia 

expressing willingness to establish trade relations. Owing to  

his untimely death on December 26, 1530, it could not go  

further37. Thereafter, Tsar Peter the Great (1682-1725) also  

planned to start a trade route from Russia to India in the line 

of Nikitin38. And in the 1950s, a statue of Nikitin was erected  

in Tver to commemorate his contribution to Indo-Russian  

relations.

Contrary to the Russian peace effort, the Portuguese 

traders, till 1503, acted only in the interest of profit and 
to further their colonial imprint. They did not hesitate to 

perform atrocities on Peninsular Indians. For instance, 

the second voyage of Gama to Peninsular India in 1502-3  

ended with his unspeakable cruelties shown to some of 

the Indians by cutting their noses and ears and dispatching  

them with an insulting note to Samutiri (i.e. the king of Calicut). 

The brutal action of Gama badly affected his maritime trade 

of Portugal with Peninsular India for several years. After 

that torturous and inhuman incident, he was not permitted to  

come to India by the King of Portugal (Manuel I: 1469-1521)  

for about 21 years till 1524 A.D. But in spite of the cruel acts, 

it cannot be denied that the Portuguese contribution in opening 

the Spice Route from West to East is a landmark in the history  

of mankind. In conclusion, both inland and maritime trade  

were in existence in Peninsular India during the period from  

1469 to 1499 C.E.
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Abstract

Abstract   

Historiography entails a causality quest. 

“Whys” galore vie for answers. Portugal’s Maritime  

Endeavour to the East is no different. The present 

article delves into the whys involved in a tiny  

European country in the Iberian Peninsula taking the 

lead in the discovery of an alternate route – a maritime 
route – to India. The causation comprises aspects  
sundry, including geographical, socio-cultural 

and religious. Discussed in this paper are the long 

preparations the Portuguese made to make their 

geographical discovery successful, which include 

acquiring maritime knowledge, exploration of the 

nearby islands and the coast of Africa, garnering  

secret information, dividing the maritime world  

between Portugal and Spain and the selection 
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of suitable vessels and proper personnel for the  
voyage.

Keywords: Iberian Peninsula, Malabar, Moors, 
Military Order of Christ, Spice, Red Sea and 
Persian Gulf, Mare Clausum, Treaty of Tordesillas,  
King Prester John, Admiral of the Indian Ocean.

Why Portugal took the pioneering role in the maritime 
enterprise to the East, while a number of other western  
European countries with name, fame and resources were  
lagging behind, is a serious question bidding historical  
introspection. Portugal, one of the tiniest countries in the  
Iberian Peninsula with exiguous resources and scanty  
population, spearheaded the maritime expedition to the East. 
Economic necessity and social needs were the prime drives  
which impelled the Portuguese into the maritime endeavour to  
the East by exploring the direct sea route to India.

The spice trade in Europe was controlled by the Venetian and 
Genoan merchants who purchased the same from Alexandria, 
especially from the Arab Merchants1. The fall of Constantinople  
to the Turks in 1453 had reams of economic implications  
for Europe. The trade with the East for much sought-after  
commodities now passed into the hands of the Muslim  
merchants and the countries bordering the Mediterranean were 
badly affected. They had to pay dearly for the commodities from 
the East, particularly the spices. The Muslims who supplied the 
commodities of the East amassed exorbitant profits by exploiting 
both the sides — the producers as well as the end users — as 
middlemen2.
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The Portuguese harboured an antipathy towards the Muslims 
on account of a few antecedents of their historical experience.  
First, independent Portugal was formed by conquering the  
Muslims or Moors who had occupied large tracts of lands in 
Portugal. The efforts in this line became very arduous during  
the time of Affonso Henriques (c 1106-85) who defeated the  
Moors near Ourique in 11393. Santarem and Lisbon were 
recaptured during the twelfth century itself with the concerted 
efforts of the French, German and English crusaders. By the  
mid thirteenth century, the Muslims were driven out of Algarve, 
the last province in the south of Portugal, which was under  
Muslim domination. Through the combined efforts of Portugal 
and Spain, they won over the Muslims, and established a  
Kingdom of their own. After consolidating their power, they 
directed their attention towards Africa and captured Ceuta in 
14154. The formation of independent Portugal by driving out 
the Muslims created a kind of resentment towards the Muslims 
in Portugal, especially in the minds of the common people. This 
feeling remained sedimented in the minds of the Portuguese for 
centuries. This attitude is evident in the answer of Pedro Álvares 
Cabral given to the King of Cochin who warned Cabral of dire 
consequences from the Moors for the Bombardment of Calicut. 
Cabral told the King of Cochin that the Portuguese used to be 
in constant conflict with the Moors and victory was always with  
the former, and that it was the victory of God over the infidels5. 

Secondly, Portugal being an ardent Catholic country which  
took part in the crusades against the Muslims had always  
maintained an anti-Islamic spirit. This spirit still lives among 
the Portuguese. The Portuguese perception that these very 
Muslims, with whom they were in constant conflict and religious  
antipathy, were then reaping large profits from the middleman-
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ship of the Eastern trade by draining their own resources, made  
the Portuguese think of evicting these Muslims out of this 
trade. The Portuguese were quite aware of the fact that it was 
very difficult to oust the Muslim traders from the trade between 
the East and the West as long as it was carried through the  
traditional Middle Eastern routes via Red Sea and the Persian 
Gulf6 where the Muslims had political, cultural, religious and 
economic dominance. Therefore, the Portuguese began to study 
other alternatives and this ultimately compelled them to seek a 
direct maritime route to India. They also reckoned that a direct 
sea-route would save much money and time as they could evade 
the taxes imposed by the Mamluk Sultans of Egypt and eschew 
overland transportation of commodities. 

Spices, especially pepper, was a much-needed commodity  
in Western Europe primarily because there was a craving  
among  the Europeans for the luxuries of the East to show  
their pomp and, secondly, spices were used as essential  
preservatives and flavouring agents. In almost all Western 
European countries, meat and fish formed the main food of  
the people. During extreme winters, due to the shortage of  
fresh grass and other fodder, it was very difficult to rear cattle. 
Therefore, in the beginning of winter, as was the custom of the 
land, people used to kill those cattle which were required for 
their annual dietary needs. The meat of the slaughtered cattle or 
pork was to be preserved for the year-long use of their family or 
to be sold in the market. For preservative purposes spices were 
needed, especially before drying or smoking the meat. Therefore, 
the use of spice was inevitable for the Europeans on account of 
their special climatic conditions and culinary habits. Among the 
various spices the much needed one was pepper and its use was 
increasing day by day.
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Obviously, the price varied vis-à-vis the distance from the 
production centres. Portugal was the worst affected country  
in this respect as it was located on the Western-most tip of 
Europe. When compared to the other European countries, 
Portugal had to pay the highest amount for the spices on  
account of their unprivileged geographical position. When the 
spices from the Malabar Coast and South East Asia reached  
Lisbon through overland and overseas routes, it was quite  
exorbitant and extortionate. Boundless capital got drained from 
the coffers of Portugal on account of the spice trade which 
was inevitable due to the above mentioned background. They  
thought that the procuring of the spices from the source  
avoiding the middlemen would be beneficial for their treasury.  
So, their primary need was to find out the sources of spices  
where they were cultivated and the emporia where they were 
available in plenty. 

The economy of Portugal was not very promising as the 
Portuguese were not well-versed in agrarian and industrial 
activities. The land of Portugal was not fertile either. Large  
tracts of land were not suitable for cultivation. On the available  
land, they had the cultivation only of vine, olive, cork trees 
(Sobreiro), a few varieties of grains like wheat and millets,  
some fruits and vegetables. As industries, they had the port  
wine, olive oil, corks, soap, leather, metal, salt, boat-making  
for fishing and a few others in addition to the village industries. 
Thus, Portugal had no hope of gains from the primary and 
secondary sectors of production. Against this backdrop, they had 
to hunt for other pecuniary fronts.

As the Portuguese could not gain much from their land, 
their attention turned towards the sea. Thus, many of them 
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began to engage in fishing as they had a long coastline. Years of 
fishing experience in the Atlantic Ocean transformed them into  
peerless sea-farers, mariners and ship-builders. This made 
the Portuguese confident enough to take up the task of the  
exploration of the direct sea route to India.

Many princes and members of the nobility had devoted  
their time and energy to gaining knowledge on maritime  
activities from several sources. The Military Order of Christ  
which was a pure Portuguese Order founded under the crown  
by King Dinis in 13197 and was mainly a lay movement in  
the line of the Knight of Templars had played a significant 
role in this endeavour. They had a lot of money. Prince Henry 
the Navigator, who was the master of the Military Order of  
Christ8, instituted a maritime observatory in Sagres in the south  
of Portugal to study maritime phenomena like the nature of the 
wind and waves, seafaring activity, navigation, cartography, 
the use of the compass etc. The money, the Order amassed 
from various sources served as capital for the initiatives in this  
regard. Prince Henry, the Navigator dedicated his time and  
energy for the Eastern enterprise of Portugal through the  
institution of this maritime school and maritime expeditions. 

Through the knowledge, they acquired at various points of 
time, the Portuguese captured Ceuta in 1415 and later on they 
colonised Madeira and Azores. African slaves were brought to 
Portugal and some of the African islands were cultivated with 
sugarcane and vine. Thus, the Portuguese learned the practical 
lessons of maritime exploration, colonisation, subjugation, 
cultivation, significance of slavery etc from their initial  
maritime endeavours in the Atlantic and the coast of Africa.  
This gave them more confidence in this line9. 
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Dom João I sent many military expeditions to the coast of 
Africa. These types of voyages of discovery, which were carried 
on by generations, were carefully planned by the State with 
a view to increasing their military and commercial strength 
and the morale of the explorers. In this endeavour, they made 
many experiments and different types of ships like naus which  
could carry large quantities of merchandise were employed10. 

King Dom João II (1481-95) initiated the thought regarding 
the discovery of the new direct sea route to the East to procure  
the source of spices. His idea was ratified by the Council and 
nobles and they decided to continue the exploration of the coast  
of Guinea which his predecessors had already started11.

Spain and Portugal, two countries in the Iberian Peninsula, 
were following the doctrine of Mare Clausum. According to 
this concept, the seas of the world were divided by virtue of the  
bull of Pope Alexander VI on 4 May, 1493, through an  
imaginary line of demarcation from the north to the south pole  
in the Atlantic12. This ran hundred leagues from the west of the 
Azores and Cape Verde Islands, between Portugal and Spain, 
two ardent catholic countries, and no other European country  
had right for maritime exploration in the hitherto unknown seas. 
As the division was made by the Pope, the Vicar of Christ, no 
other catholic power could question and involve in it. So, 
both these European powers believed that the seas around the  
globe were their private property. At the insistence of Portugal 
through the treaty of Tordesillas (1494), the line of demarcation 
was shifted to 370 leagues (1184 miles) further West by the  
Pope, and the Eastern Part was given to Portugal and Western  
part to Spain13. And this is said to be a Portuguese design to keep 
Brazil, which was secretly discovered, under their custody.
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Slowly, the Portuguese began to advance in the exploration 
and colonisation of various islands and the coast of Africa. 
The exploration and colonisation of Canari Islands, Madeira,  
Azoresetc gave the Portuguese, the initial lessons in exploration, 
expertise, navigation, acculturation and colonisation during the 
former half of the fifteenth century. The exploration down the 
African coast continued and the rays of hope increased in the  
minds of the Portuguese with the circumnavigation of the  
Cape of Good Hope in 148814. Their inference was that if the 
rounding of the Cape was successful, then the finding of the  
new maritime route would be possible. In this endeavour, the 
legend of Prester John was an added impetus. The Portuguese  
had heard of the mighty Christian King of the East known as 
Prester John. They deemed that with the help of Prester John, 
they could enter India from where they could get huge quantities  
of the spices they needed. With this motive, Barthalomeu Diaz 
rounded the southern tip of Africa which he termed as Cabo 
Tormentoso (the Stormy Cape) which was later renamed by the 
King as (Cabo a Boa Esperança - The Cape of Good Hope) but 
had to return without getting any information on Prester John  
or on India15. But it gave a kind of hope to the Portuguese  
explorers that they would succeed in reaching India through 
circumnavigation of the Southern tip of Africa.   

 
Now the Portuguese wanted to get exactly two pieces of 

information — the location of Prester John’s Kingdom and the 
source of the spices. As the Portuguese were not able to get  
from the Muslim merchants, the exact location where the  
spices were grown, they decided to send a few spies to find out  
the actual sites where the spices grew. Initially, the King had  
sent Frey Antonio de Lisboa, a Franciscan Monk and a layman  
as spies and they had reached up to Jerusalem from where  
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they had to go back due to the lack of expertise in Arabic  
language. Now the King sent Alfonso de Paiva (Payva) and  
Pero de Covilhão (Covilha) in 1487 as spies in search of Prester 
John and India respectively. The former found that the King 
who was known as Prester John was none other than the King 
of Ethiopia. The latter travelled through Barcelona, Napoles, 
Rhodes, Alexandria, Cairo, Aden and reached Cananore, Calicut 
and Goa and collected information regarding the land, people, 
customs, fruits, hierarchy, riches, commerce, treaties and the 
like of the people of India. When he reached Cairo, he got the 
news of the death of Paiva. However, he handed over to the King 
of Portugal through two Jews called Rabi Habrão and Joseph, 
the news regarding Prester John and India, especially the route  
they had to follow to reach India16. Thus, the Portuguese received 
two vital pieces of information required for the enterprise with 
which they were moving forward.

The Portuguese now wanted the support of the Pope, the  
Vicar of Christ, for their Eastern endeavour. With such an  
objective, they changed the motto of their Eastern expedition as 
‘in search of the Christians and the Spices’. They were under 
the impression that the whole of India was Christian. But studies  
have proved that the motive of the Portuguese was mainly 
economic — to find out the sources of spices and engage actively 
in maritime commerce with India17. To this was added the  
religious motive, which was secondary or nominal at this point of 
time, with a view to getting the support of the Church. 

Thus, after several years of preparations and hardships, the 
ships destined to India with Vasco da Gama as Chief Captain  
(in the ship S. Gabriel) and his Brother Paulo da Gama (S. Rafael) 
and Nicolao Coelho (Bérrio) as Captains, started from Belèm in 
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Lisbon on Saturday, 8 July, 1497 after Holy Mass, a Procession, 

Litany and Vigil in the Church of Our Lady of Invocation of  

Belèm. A fourth small ship under the captaincy of Gonçalo  

Nunes carried the provisions needed for the mariners which  

came to almost 160 persons. The flag hoisted on the ship was  
with a Cross of the Order of Christ18.

Vasco da Gama and his companions made an adventurous 

journey through the perilous coast of Africa and disembarked 

at various places in Africa and in the ports like Mozambique, 

Mombaça, Melinde etc from where they collected all information 

about Malabar, its people and trade. Finally, with the help of a 

Gujarati Pilot whom they got from Melinde, the Portuguese 

reached Capacate near Calicut on the 20 May, 149819.

The discovery of the direct sea-route linking Europe and 

the most important emporium of trade of spices, Calicut, was  

epoch-making. It initiated the process of the control of the  

Indian Ocean, resulting in the maritime trade monopoly of 

Portugal. Later, the Portuguese could break the monopoly of  

the Muslim traders in the trade between the Indian Ocean and  

the Mediterranean regions. The Portuguese started reaping  

profits from the trade with India. From the commodities like 

pepper, ginger, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, benzoin, amber, 

rubies, precious stones and other precious commodities,20 that 

they purchased from various ports of Malabar like Calicut and 

Cannanore, within a short span of time during the first voyage 
of Vasco da Gama, fetched almost sixty-fold profits in Portugal. 
Thus, through the discovery of the direct sea route to the  

East, understood that trade with India would be quite  

profitable.
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Though they gathered a lot of information on Calicut and  
its trade and traditions through spies, and interaction with the 
people, their direct Calicut interaction gave them quite valuable 
lessons. First, Calicut, the most important emporium of trade 
in Malabar was dominated and controlled by the Muslim  
merchants who had great influence in the court of King  
Zamorin. The Portuguese actually wanted to get rid of the 
Muslim merchants. But in Calicut, they were surrounded by  
them. The Moorish merchants at Calicut, being afraid of the 
potential commercial tie between the Portuguese and the 
Zamorin, joined hands with other Muslim traders of Calicut  
and they instigated Zamorin against the Portuguese21. Therefore, 
the Portuguese understood that an encounter with them would  
be inevitable to gain maritime supremacy in Malabar.

Against the expectations of the Portuguese, Gama found 
that Zamorin was not a Christian King. It was on the assumption 
that Zamorin was a Christian King that the King of Portugal 
wrote a letter to Zamorin22. Though the Portuguese expected 
a favourable treatment on the part of Zamorin in filling their  
vessels with cargoes, the Zamorin was not ready to give a 
preferential treatment to the Portuguese earning the wrath  
of the traditional Muslim merchants who earned much gold for 
Calicut23.

Their objective of searching for the Christians did not get 
the expected result. Although they interacted with some of the 
Christian merchants in Melinde, they did not interact with any 
Christians in Calicut. For, as we understand from the Christian 
merchants, Gama interacted in Melinde, there were no Christians 
in Calicut and that it was a port not availed by the St. Thomas 
Christians, and may be on account of some religious antagonism 
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with the Muslims in Calicut. They had carried a letter from the  
King of Portugal to Zamorin thinking that Zamorin was a  
Christian king. Even after their interaction in Calicut, the  
Portuguese came to the hasty conclusion that there were many 
Christians in Calicut and that the temple that they visited in 
Calicut was a Christian Church. Actually, we do not have any 
evidence of the Portuguese interaction with any St. Thomas 
Christians in Calicut during the first voyage of Vasco da Gama. 
But still they gave the false propaganda in Europe that they met  
the St. Thomas Christians in Calicut and that they were heretic 
Christians and this was propagated throughout Europe24.

Their expectations from Calicut and their actual interaction in 
Calicut did not correspond. Therefore, during their next voyage, 
learning lessons from the first voyage of Vasco da Gama, the 
Portuguese started under the Chief Captaincy of Pedro Álvares 
Cabral25, with a fleet of thirteen ships containing ammunitions, 
cannons, military personnel, missionaries, merchants and other 
necessary facilities to encounter any situation that would arise  
on account of the Muslim antipathy in Calicut26.

Thus, it could be said that the Portuguese discovery of the 
direct sea route to the east was a great success for Portugal. 
They could succeed in fulfilling almost all objectives of the  
expedition endeavour that started centuries ago. Perhaps, 
the second intention of searching for Christians did not have  
adequate results.

The first voyage of Vasco da Gama and the successful entry 
into Calicut and finding the most important emporium of spice 
trade in India, obtained for the King of Portugal the title  ‘Lord 
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of Conquest, Navigation and Commerce of Ethiopia, Arabia,  

Persia and India’27 and for Vasco da Gama the title ‘the Admiral  

of the Indian Ocean’28.

Conclusion

The Portuguese maritime endeavour and the discovery of  

the direct sea route to India were the result of a carefully  

designed plan. The economic constraints that Portugal had to  

face on account of its remote geographical position from the  

East, the antipathy towards the Moors, the infertility of the soil, 

the lack of industries and the exorbitant price of spices made  

the Portuguese think of the exploration of a direct sea route to  

the East. From the time, the strong determination of the  

Portuguese King and the nobility to venture into the maritime 

enterprise towards the East was expressed, there had been 

systematic efforts on the Portuguese front. The studies and 

exploration of the West African coast led by Prince Henry, the 

Navigator, the Master of the Military Order of Christ, gave 

technical help for this enterprise. The spies sent by the Portuguese 

King were quite successful in gathering information from  

Malabar and in communicating the same to Portugal. The  

support of the Catholic Church was ensured by adding into their 

motto ‘the search for Christians’. When the efficient seafarers 
of Portugal, took the lead of maritime journey, under the Chief 

Captaincy of Vasco da Gama, it was the beginning of the 

Vasco da Gama epoch in Indian History. This gained Portugal  

economic and religious fame, raising the King of Portugal as  

the Lord of Conquest, Navigation and Commerce of Ethiopia, 

Arabia, Persia and India. At the same time, Gama and his 

companions became aware of the hardships they would have to 

face in the future for monopolising the spice trade with the East 
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and the second aim for the search for Christians. The response  

was the fleet of Pedro Álvares Cabral in 1500.
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Abstract

Abstract   

This paper proposes an approach to urbanisation 
processes and refers to growth of settlement 
agglomerations (which may or may not be denoted 
urban by Eurocentric views) that are autonomous and 
independent from the State and interact with other 
settlements, whether local or global. How Bandel,  
a lesser-known Portuguese-settled trading place 
and religious centre gradually emerged on the banks 
of river Hugli within the nexus of global trade and  
politics under the Mughals have been found and 
substantiated here. Bandel is now a municipal town 
in the district of Burdwan state of West Bengal. 
This article explores and analyses the theory of  
settlements of the Portuguese in South-Asia and its 
consequences in the socio-economy and culture of  
the vicinity. The study refocuses how the demography  
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of Bandel changed with the appearance of the 
Portuguese and discovers the role of ecology and 
environment in the establishment of the town.

Keywords: Bandel, Portuguese, urban, trading place, 
religious centre, Mughal.

Introduction 

The Portuguese were the first among the Europeans to settle i 
in India. They have enriched Indian vocabulary and medical 
science to some extent; their descendants (usually of mixed 
blood) have spread through all the provinces of India and  
were a noticeable element of the population in the Mughal age1. 
By the mid 1530s then, Bengal had become quite a hotbed of 
Portuguese activity2. Towards the middle of the sixteenth century, 
a great part of the Bengal trade and shipping passed into the  
hands of the Portuguese3. Abdul Hamid Lahori, the official 
historian of  Shah Jahan, states: “During the rule of the  
Bengalees, a party of Feringi merchants, inhabitants of Sandip,  
used to frequent Satgaon and populated [i.e. colonised] a place 
on the estuary, one Kos beyond Satgaon. In course of time,  
owing to the stupidity and carelessness of the rulers  
[governors?], many Feringis assembled here. In due course, a  
large town grew up here and it came to be known as Hugli  
Bandar. It became the practice for ships from Farang to call 
at this port and carry on their trade; so the market of Satgaon 
declined and lost its splendor and use”.4 Eventually, the  
Hugli port flourished with amazing rapidity under the  
Portuguese. It soon rose to the position of ‘the richest, the most 
flourishing, and the most populous’ of the various ‘bandels’ 
or trading ports in Bengal5. The peaceful prosperity of the  
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Portuguese did not, however, last long. When Shah Jahan  
came to the throne in Delhi in 1627, he swore to take revenge 
on the Portuguese who had refused him help when, as a Prince, 
he had rebelled against his father and fled to Bengal. There  
were also various other reasons which led Shah Jahan to want  
to oust the Portuguese from Bengal. As a matter of fact,  
Shah Jahan appointed Qasim Khan as the governor of Bengal  
and ordered him to oust the Portuguese and take possession of  
Hugli6.  Shah Jahan’s general Qasim Khan accordingly besieged  
Hugli in 1632, attacking both by land and river7. Naturally, the  
palmy days of the Portuguese in Hugli came to an end in 1632, 
and the siege of Hugli meant the complete ruin of the Portuguese  
settlement and annihilation of their power and trade in Western 
Bengal, but it was only for a few months. In less than a year 
after the siege, the Portuguese returned and established their  
settlement of Bandel, which to this day, is the property of the 
Portuguese Church and Convent8. Hence, this paper tries to 
investigate and interpret how the advent of the Portuguese at 
Bandel (more than two miles north of their earlier settlement of 
Hugli) gradually began to develop as a religious centre and place 
for commerce.

Birth and Growth of Hugli

Theoretically, urbanisation is a process by which people 
from surrounding areas agglomerate in particular centres with 
certain facilities and advantages in order to earn their livelihood 
mainly by non-agricultural activities. The birth of a town, with 
all its functions whether based on trade, commerce, handicrafts, 
social and administrative factors or religious factors are the 
attracting points for people of the surrounding rural localities to  
concentrate on these emerging areas. Eventually, with the growth  
of the villages evolved the town. There became focused the  
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forces of government – forts for the soldiers, emporiums for the 
merchants, colleges for the meeting of teachers and students  
in their pursuit of knowledge, centres of commerce and 
communication with the outside world9. The entry of the  
Europeans and their settlements across Bengal brought about  
a qualitative change in the vicinity economically as well as  
socio-culturally.

The Portuguese first settled in Hugli under a firman from 
Fatehpur Sikri between 1578 and 1580. Until that time, they  
had not been allowed, when coming up the river, to do more  
than build godowns in bamboo and thatch, which were burnt  
down regularly every year when they returned to Goa10.  The 
Portuguese, who were the first among the Europeans to visit 
the Bay of Bengal for trade, at first used to come and sail  
away every year when the trading season was over. Their trade  
was so profitable to both sides and their naval power so  
welcome an assistance to the local rulers, that the Bengal  
Sultans encouraged them to make settlements of a more  
permanent character. They  were even willing to undertake the 
collection of the custom-duties of the port, first of Satgaon and 
next, when Satgaon declined, of Hugli on the main channel of 
the Ganges, some three miles east of Satgaon11.  The historical 
interest of Hugli district is entirely European, and dates back only  
three or four centuries. Here, on the banks of the Hugli, within  
few miles of each other, six European nations, the Portuguese, 
Dutch, English, French, Danes and Flemings, founded  
settlements and struggled with each other, first for trade and 
then for empire12.  The number grew as fresh competitors for the  
trade of Bengal appeared on the scene and obtained permission 
to establish factories from the Mughal Emperor or the Nawabs 
of Bengal. Before the Portuguese Settlement, the petty village 
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of Hugli contained only a number of straw-huts and bamboo  
stockades in which the visiting Portuguese ships used to sell 
their cargo of salt from Hijli and which they evacuated when  
the transaction was over. From about the close of the ancient 
period (that is, from the decline of Tamralipto) to the close 
of the sixteenth century, Saptagram or Satgaon was a  
great port13. In about the middle of the fourteenth century, 
Ibn Batuta refers to its flourishing condition14. Even in 1570  
when its fortunes had begun to recede, Fredericke writes:  
“In the port of Satgaon every year they lade 30 or 35 ships, 
great and small, with rice, cloth of bombast of divers sort,  
lacca, great abundance of sugar, paper, oil zerzeline and other  
sorts of merchandise15”. The great Bengali poet Mukundaram16 
refers to the opulence of Saptagram in his famous work, 
Chandimangala (composed in 1577 A.D.). Hence, it became  
very clear that the early Portuguese settlement at Saptagram 
transferred to Hugli and next to Bandel. But the question is:  
What were the major causes of such transformation? Were 
there any ecological concerns in the siting and planning of the 
towns? How did they impact their natural environment and  
what challenges did they pose to urbanism? How did society 
overcome these challenges and mitigate the impact? The 
Portuguese at Saptagram were getting restive due to the  
problem of Saraswati channel17. In due course, the port town 
of Saptagram was abandoned due to water scarcity caused by 
the drying up of the Saraswati River. So the main cause of the  
shifting nature of the Portuguese was related to ecological  
concern. After the decline of Saptagram, Hugli flourished under 
the control of the Portuguese. Hugli had expanded greatly since 
the Portuguese were driven away in 1632. The social structure 
of the Hugli was a complex one primarily due to the presence 
of a large number of foreigners and foreign companies18. So, we 
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may argue that facing the ecological and political challenges,  
the Portuguese repeatedly tried to settle themselves and as a result  
their new settlement at Bandel.

Emergence of Bandel as a Religious Centre:

Satgaon was a Mughal royal port and, according to the  
Ain-i-Akbari,19 twelve lakh or dams thirty thousand rupees  
were realized from this port and its neighbouring markets. 
Towards the middle of the reign of Akbar, in May 1587, a  
Feringi named Pedro Tavares, who was the chief of the  
Portuguese at Hugli, visited the Emperor’s camp by invitation, 
and so highly pleased Akbar by his polished manners and 
intellectual talk that he received permission to found a city in 
Bengal for the Portuguese, and were promised full religious 
liberty, including the right to preach their religion, make  
converts, and build churches. The fruit of this mission was the 
establishment of a Portuguese colony at Hugli (c. 1579), a place 
on the right bank of the Ganges, 2 miles or so east of Satgaon.  
Here, the great Augustinian monastery was built in 1599, two  
miles north of Hugli at a village which came to be called  
Bandel (a Portuguese corruption of bandar or port), and also 
the College of Jesuits (in a north-western suburb of Bandel), 
besides a poor-house and some other minor religious edifices20. 

Moreover, merchants and others, whom business or enterprise 
called to distant parts, committed their maiden daughters, in 
their absence, to sacerdotal protection in the orphanage of the 
Church of Misericordia. These sacred edifices were frequented 
by a large body of worshippers, and, thus, Hugli became a place 
of great importance from a secular, as well as from a religious 
point of view21. But surprisingly, we find two Jesuit missionaries’ 
observations on the land and peoples of Bengal in the year 
1598, in which Portuguese-settled Hugli has been described as  
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a “place, they sailed up the river, to reach Gullo (i.e., Hugli)  
which is a harbor some fifty leagues from the mouth of the  
Ganges and on the bank of that same river. The Portuguese have 
a colony (peuplade) there, inhabited by several of their nation.  
It has a very devout Church dedicated to Our Lady, to whom  
those of the ship had made a vow to consecrate the fore-sail,  
as has been said. So, having been saved, they brought to it 
the price of the sail, as they needed the latter, and the money 
would be as profitable, if not more, to the Church.22” While  
the Portuguese settlement of Hugli was flourishing in Western 
Bengal, the Portuguese were also founding many settlements 
in Eastern Bengal and erecting their Churches23. It is evident  
by the above discussion that the demographic settlement of 
Bandel emerged centering around the Church founded in 1599. 
After their return, the Portuguese established their settlement  
not on the site of the former one in Hugli, but a little to the 
north, the present Bandel. Hence, the present Convent cannot  
be standing on the same site as the original one24 but the  
construction of the new Church after 1633 and subsequently,  
a bigger one, attracted more people to settle there. 

Thomas Bowery writes, “The Moors do take all advantages 
to screw moneys out of them, as for instance, Anno Domini 1676, 
the Portuguese having collected a good sum of money to the  
end they might build a very large and decent Church, they now 
make preparation to begin the work. Having provided stone, 
brick, lime, timber, they pull down the old one, and begin the 
new foundation, but ere one fourth finished the Moors, by  
Order of their Governor stopped the work, commanding the 
workmen Upon pain of imprisonment not to proceed, to the  
great grief of the Fathers, and alias. The Mahometans did it not  
for religion’s sake, but for lucre of moneys, for 1000 pound  
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Sterling will admit of 2 or 3 Churches in most places in the 
Kingdom or Empire. 

“I judge, and am well satisfied in it, that there are no less  
than 20000 Farangues of all sorts in the Kingdom of Bengala,  
and above ½ of them inhabit near Hugly River.”25 Now the  
question is: Why this new Church and where was it built? 
According to S.J.H. Hosten, “It was no other than the  
Augustinian Church of Bandel which, between 1640 and 1676, 
would have become too small; for, though at first the Bandel  
failed to attract its former inhabitants, the arrival of the English 
and the Dutch brought back trade, and many Portuguese of  
Hijjili, Banja, Tamluk, and Piply, nay Malacca, Ceylon and  
Cochin, places taken by the Dutch, must have settled at Hugli, 
more even than at Bandel. Now, the new Church was not built  
at what we call Hugli proper, nor at Chinsura. Not at Hugli  
proper. It would have been close to the Bandel Church, and  
there is nowhere any later allusion to a Catholic Church having 
stood at Hugli proper after 1632. Not at Chinsura: for the  
Chinsura Church is dated 1740, and, as it is quite small, it 
is inconceivable how a small Church there would have been 
replaced in 1676 by a bigger one, replaced itself by a small one  
in 1740. Besides, Asiaticus says the Chinsura Church of 1740  
was preceded by one of mats and straw. The Church of 1676 
was not a Church da Misericordia rebuilt North of the Bandel 
Church, both because, as the population did not settle again in  
that direction, there would have been no use for it in close 
proximity to the Jesuit and Augustinian Churches, and 
chiefly because we find no allusion to a reconstruction of the  
Church da Misericordia after 1632. Supposing that it was 
reconstructed after 1632 and was replaced by a large one in 
1676, it would have stood many years and it would have been  



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue286

Journal of Indian History and Culture

mentioned after 1676, which is not the case. If the foundations 
of the Church da Misericordia were still visible in 1803, as  
Asiaticus seems to imply, they were the ruins of the Church 
of 1632. Only one explanation remains. Since the Jesuits had  
been allowed to rebuild their Church in 1663, and had  
apparently completed it in 1664, we must conclude that the 
Augustinian Church rebuilt by de Soto in 1640 was pulled 
down and replaced in 1676 by the present one, one with a nave 
and two aisles, as the Bandel Church is described in 1709 by  
Abbate Ripa.26” It is evident that the foundation of the  
Portuguese Church at Bandel attract Christian community  
there, moreover, the converted people also settled there, in due 
course Bandel emerged as a religious centre. 

Early Missionary activities at Bandel. 

The history of the establishment of Christianity in Bengal is  
the history of Portuguese Missionary work in Bengal. The 
Portuguese Missionaries, who established Christianity in Bengal, 
were the secular priests, the Jesuits, the Augustinians, and the 
Dominicans27. The two first Missionaries whom we know to  
have come to Bengal, Father Anthony Vaz and Peter Dias, were 
Jesuits. They arrived in 1576, and Antonio Vaz was still there 
in 1579. In March 1578, Julian Pereira, a secular priest, went  
from Satgaon to Akbar’s Court at Fatehpur Sikri. The succeeding 
years are practically a blank until two Jesuits, Fathers Francis 
Fernandes and Dominic Sosa [de Souza], disembarked at  
Hugli about May 28, 1598, to be followed by the next year by 
two others, Fathers Andrew Boves and Melchior Fonseca.  
When Fathers Fernandes and Sosa arrived, there existed a  
Church, if not two, since Fr. Fernandes preached in  
summon templo, i. e., in the biggest church. When they left  
Hugli on October 1, 1598 for a missionary tour across the 
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Sundarbans, from Chandecan to Chittagong, and its district, the 
Vicar of Hugli, a secular priest apparently, took charge of the 
hospital and school which they had established. There is also 
evidence from the letters of the four Jesuits just mentioned that 
priests had visited the Portuguese settlements along the Meghna 
some years before their arrival. The claims of the Augustinians 
to have been the first Missionaries in Bengal are therefore 
preposterous. They had come to India only in 1572 and their  
first batch of five Missionaries reached Hugli only in 1599.  
On August 15, 1599, they laid the first stone of their Church  
of Our Lady of the Rosary, their Convent being dedicated to  
St. Nicholas of Tolentino. The next year, seven more  
Augustinians were sent to Bengal. Until 1617, when the  
Jesuits laid the first stone of a Church at Hugli, Hugli had been 
ministered to by the Augustinians and the secular clergy. The 
Jesuit Church and residence were built too close to the river; in 
1620, both had to be reconstructed further away. 

Now, all these Churches and houses were destroyed in 1632 
by the Muhammadans28. We have already noted that scarcely  
a year after the siege of Hugli, the Portuguese returned to  
Bengal. But it is very surprising how the Portuguese could have 
been allowed to establish themselves again in Bandel. Moreover 
this time, the Portuguese returned to Bengal with a firman of  
Shah Jahan, who granted them 777 bighas of rent-free land and 
many important privileges29. The Portuguese settled at Bandel 
erecting their Church. The Portuguese were again confirmed 
their earlier religious liberty in 1664 by Shah Shuja, who  
granted the Prior of Bandel, the right of administration of  
justice to its inhabitants in all offences excepting those  
punishable with death30. Hence, it became clear that besides their 
religious activity, the Portuguese missionaries of Bandel also 
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engaged themselves in maintaining law and order over the raiyats 
of the Bandel lands.

Growth and Development of Bandel Town:

There is practically no document for the beginning of 
the Portuguese establishment at Bandel, north of Hugli. It is  
believed obviously from later sources that the Augustine priest  
had constructed a convent there in 1599. The firm evidence of  
their settlement at Bandel could be seen from the firman of 
Shahjahan issued before July, 1663. The account of Portuguese 
settlement at Bandel found in a letter (July 17, 1633) written 
from Harishpur (Orissa) to Mr. Cartwright of Balasore in  
which an English agent distinctly says that the Portuguese,  
who had been expelled had now returned with such powers  
that all hopes of the English to establish trade in Hugli and  
even in Pipli were frustrated. This is well confirmed by  
Frei Joao de S. Nicolan in his memorial of 1785, and also by  
Feri Luiz de Santa Rita, the Prior and Administrator of the  
Convent of Bandel in a memorial prepared by him in 1820, for 
the Provincial of the Augustinians, who had been requested by 
the Portuguese Viceroy of Goa to furnish information about 
the grant of seven hundred and seventy-seven bighas of land  
which he claimed for the Crown of Portugal. Frei Luiz de 
Santa Rita reported that in the archives of Bandel he found the  
MS. Memorial from which it was clear that Shah Jahan’s  
firman was given in 1633 to the Augustinian Missionaries and  
the Christians of Bandel. He added that this firman was lost 
in 1756, when Siraj-ud-daula besieged the English in Hugli 
and sacked Bandel. He, however, found in the archives of the  
Convent a copy of the firman written in Persian with a  
Portuguese version attached to it. Besides, the grant of  
777 bighas of rent-free land, it conceded the Portuguese  
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seventeen religious privileges also31. Thousands of people of  
every race and caste, flock to this Convent with costly offerings, 
fulfilling their vows and praying for more favours32. Hosten  
writes: “The attractions of the Bandel Church are magical. To 
this, the oldest Church, the Mother Church of all our Churches 
in Bengal, people flock from every side. Like a mighty magnet 
it draws the present back three centuries and more, right into 
the cradle of Christian Bengal33.” Thus, we may assume that 
the demographic settlement of Bandel increased, centering the  
Bandel Church, where people from various castes, class and 
religion took shelter and eventually Bandel emerged as a town  
of cosmopolitan culture.

Thomas Bowrey asserted in 1676, that a great multitude of 
Portuguese inhabit the kingdom of Bengal, especially in Hugli  
and some other creeks or rivulets of the river thereof. They  
have a very large town, about one English mile above the  
English factory; it is called the Bandel34. So it may be assumed  
that in the second half of the seventeenth century, Bandel 
expanded with rapidity and became a suburb of the city of  
Hugli. In due course, we see Bandel also supplied to Hugli 
provisions and human resources for its shipping industry. 
The situation though prosperous was a complex one and the 
city of Hugli with its port acted as an axis of the complex in  
which Bandel also played a minor role35. Alexander Hamilton 
describing Hughly and Bandel, as he saw it in about 1710,  
writes: “Hughly is a Town of large extent, but ill built. It  
reaches about 2 miles along the river’s side, from the  
Chinchura before mentioned to the Bandel, a colony formerly 
settled by the Portugueze, but the Mogul’s Fouzdaar governs  
both at present. This town of Hughly drives a great trade,  
because all foreign goods are brought thither for import; 
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and all goods of the product of Bengal are brought hither 
for exportation36.” So, we may argue, while the city of Hugli 
dominated the political, economic and cultural life of the  
regions which formed their hinterlands, there were many  
small towns which had their own role as “hinge” centres, helping 
to articulate local traditions with national ones. Moreover,  
we know besides administrative, political, socio-economic,  
cultural and religious factors, almost all the big as well as small 
towns, hosted all kinds of manufactures, like textile industry,  
carpet-making, jewellery, production of dyes, oils, sugar, scents, 
soap, paper, ink, glass, weaponry, tools, household utensils,  
all kinds of metal, wood, stone and leather works, minting, 
construction, shipbuilding, etc. etc. – all of them were urban 
occupations, though not in all cases predominantly so37. 

Hamilton again writes, “The Bandel, at present, deals in no  
sort of commodities, but what are in request at the Court 
of Venus, and they have a Church, where the Owners of  
such goods and merchandize are to be met with, and the  
buyer may be conducted to proper shops, where the  
Commodities may be seen and felt, and a Priest to be Security 
for the soundness of the goods.38” Bandel made bilimbi  
pickles, cheese, and ghee besides the shipping industry and  
salt trade of Bandel attract peoples to do their business  
there39. Father J. Tieffentaller, the great geographer, the first  
to publish what we would now call an Indian Gazetteer, came  
to Calcutta in 1765, and he had left us a somewhat fanciful  
plan of the Bandel Church and the Jesuit College, which latter,  
he says, was already then in ruins. Abbate Ripa who visited this 
place in 1709 says that the Jesuit Church was very petty40.

Ensuring water availability in the towns was a major  
concern, hence we see almost all the cities or towns of 
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medieval Bengal had a strategic link of water supply. However,  
proximity to the river, which had a history of destructive  
flooding in this particular area, caused the abandonment of  
towns. Referring to Bandel as a health resort, Campos says,  
“In the early days of the English in Bengal, when Calcutta  
was an insignificant place and Darjeeling was scarcely known, 
Bandel was a great holiday resort and the grandies of Warren 
Hasting’s time sailed up in their budge rows to spend their  
week-ends there. Bandel was then a healthy and not a  
malarious place as it is at present. The Calcutta Gazette  
mentions on the 3rd September 1799 that Sir Robert Chalmers, 
Judge of the Supreme High Court had gone to spend the  
vacation at the “pleasant and healthy settlement of Bandel.41” 
From the following verses on Bandel published by an  
anonymous writer in the Calcutta Gazette of the 5th August  
1784, one can from an idea as to what Bandel was in the  
eighteenth century and how people looked forward with joy to 
spend a few days there. The verses as follows:

Come listen to me whilst I tell,
The charms I found at fair Bandel.
In pleasing lines the objects fell, 
In prospect view’d from high Bandel.
There’s Hughly mounted on a swell, 
To improve the scenery, round Bandel.
Here the bank rises, there’s a dell;
A change peculiar to Bandel.
Water you’ll find in many well,
That’s clear and sweet about Bandel.
No dirty roads or stinking smell, 
Will ever offend you at Bandel.
All bilious gloom you’ll soon dispel,
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By a shorter sejour at Bandel.
And nowhere meet with the pareil,
Of the health air that’s at Bandel.
’Tis fine to hear the Padre’s bell,
Summon to vespers at Bandel.
Would you be known to many a belle,
Whose beauty charms you at Bandel.
Ask………..who loves to dwell,
And live entirely in Bandel.
Lives like a hermit in his cell,
Scarce ever seen but at Bandel.
I thought to have found there Madame Pelle,
But she alas has left Bandel.
Each other place is hot as hell,
When breezes fna you at Bandel.
I’m sure no argument can quell,
My furious penchant for Bandel.
I’ll kick the rogue and make him yell,
Who dares to censure dear Bandel.
Had I ten houses all I’d sell,
And scribble verses at Bandel;
Come let’s away there; haste pelmel,
Each hour’s month at sweet Bandel.42

Conclusion

From the above evidence and analysis, we may conclude 
that the Portuguese had some strategy to establish themselves  
at Bandel. The first and foremost causes of their settlement 
at Bandel can be determined as it was closer to their earlier  
settlement and they must have been aware of the geography.  
Of course, water had a dominant role in the establishment of  
their Church and subsequently the growth of the town and  
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trading activity. The growing handicrafts, along with Bandel 
made bilimbi pickles, cheese, ghee and salt trade attract  
different segments of peoples to conduct their business and 
to settle there. And finally, all the people who came to know  
about Bandel had the idea of a place of pilgrimage as well as  
a pleasure resort for the week-end.
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Abstract   

This paper is about the life of a most ignored 
but most significant and marginalised section of  
society – the sepoy in British India. The topic has  
been hardly touched by Indian historians despite its 
inherent potential. These sepoys played a pivotal  
role not only in the building of the British empire 
in India but also in its demolition. Although they  
disliked the uniform of the British army, they 
felt economically secure after joining it. The 
brutality and discriminations perpetrated by the 
British jolted them internally and gave a cause 
to unite. They faced plenty of discrimination and 
exploitation throughout their life. Therefore, a sense 
of unity developed among them over time to throw  
out this empire which had ironically been built 
by them. They made several attempts but due to  
ineffective leadership to mobilise their sentiments 
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towards freedom, they always failed. To stop this sense of  
unity from further development, Army Commissions were set up  
by the British after the great revolt of 1857. The ratio of the 
European soldiers to Indian soldiers was increased, divide  
and rule policy was implemented and the concept of  
‘martial race’ was introduced. 

Keywords: - Sepoy, British Empire, discrimination, Great Revolt 
of 1857, Army Commission, leadership.

The word sepoy is derived from ‘sipahi’, which means  
soldier1. H.H. Dodwell in his work History of Early Recruitment 
Practices indicated that the sepoy was introduced in the east  
coast by Dumas during the 1740s. Indeed, they were different  
from other Indian troops as they were trained and organised 
according to European military standards and were led in the  
field by European officers. During 1721-1729, the French had 
employed Indian troops in their struggle with the British on  
the western coast of India and were named ‘Cypayes’2. Stringer 
Lawrence, a British Captain, copied the French system in 1748 
and established regular permanent companies of the army. As 
these armies were well-trained and equipped with the latest 
fighting weapons under the command of British officers, these 
companies demonstrated their efficiency and defeated others. 
This fighting skill of the troops gave Lawrence the title of  
Father of the Indian Army3. Moreover, this sepoy system  
enabled the British to use the Indians as their manpower. In 
fact, these sepoys proved themselves so reliable, effective and 
inexpensive that their numbers were rapidly expanded in the 
British Indian Army. The number of total sepoys in the British 
Army was 82,000 in 1774, which increased to 1,54,000 in 1824 
and it was 2,14,000 in 1854 on the eve of the mutiny4.
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The British never found any shortage of recruits. This 

facilitated the commanding officer to choose only the strongest, 
tallest and the most presentable looking men. Therefore, the 

Indian sepoys were having more impressive physiques than  

the European soldiers5. Among the native Hindu sepoys, 

most of them were vegetarians and they ate chupaties, dal and 

rice. However, the smoking of opium and the consumption of  

ganja and bhang were common among them. But the Hindus  

of higher classes did not consume intoxicating substances.  

There was a staunch belief among them that ‘drinking  

intoxicating spirits is an impure practice like the eating of  

meat and fish’. Mohammedan, low caste Hindus and Christian 
soldiers (often Europeans of partly Portuguese stock) were in  

the habit of taking liquor6.

Although the native sepoys lived in huts, their European 

counterparts were given barracks to live in. The living quarters 

of native soldiers was extremely primitive and very unpleasant  

in comparison to those provided to the British soldiers7. Every 

native sepoy was entitled to a small area in which he could  

build his own hut. The hut was a simple structure of bamboo 

- matting and mud thatched with straw. The dimension of a  

married sepoy’s hut was usually about 15 feet (L) x 11 feet  

(W) x 9 feet (H), whereas a single sepoy was entitled to  

two-thirds of this size. Although the grants were provided  

towards the cost of construction of huts, it was not more than  

Rs. 2. The space left between two huts was much less than 

what was on paper. The sanitary conditions were unhygienic.  

Generally, instead of sleeping inside the hut, the men slept in  

the open air on charpoys in front of their huts8. The sepoys  

were very dissatisfied with their entitlement.
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The native soldiers also disliked their uniforms. The thick  
and unyielding European uniforms neither looked nor felt 
comfortable. Sita Ram Pande of 26th Bengal Native Infantry 
recorded – ‘wearing of the red coat was not agreeable, from  
the front side it was open and extremely tight under the arms.  
The shake was too heavy to wear on the head with comfort. 
Although the full attire was very smart, all looks went in vain 
when they wore their own loose dress.’ The sepoys rarely  
wore their uniforms when not on parade. As soon as they  
returned to their huts, they would discard their tunics and  
trousers and put on a ‘dhoti’ or a pair of linen trousers before 
sitting down to eat the meal prepared by their families.  
Thereafter, the sepoy would settle down to sleep or smoke or 
indulge in gossip with his neighbours. This leisure time was  
also utilised to play with children, make love to the wife or  
use the gymnasium. The sepoys could also be seen beside the  
bed of the sick English officer to take care of his needs.  They 
could also be found playing with the children beneath the  
veranda of their Captain’s bungalow9.

Moreover, the native sepoys were paid seven rupees for 
a month which was hardly one third of that earned by their  
European counterpart of the same rank. In 1895, an Indian  
Infantry sepoy got Rs. 9 a month whereas his British  
counterpart got Rs. 24 with a number of allowances10. Further,  
the payment of the native sepoy was cut on the pretext of  
various fees and mandatory deductions. Even so, they were  
satisfied with their payment as it was much more than what  
they could have hoped to earn as a civilian. They were also 
frequently in debt. This was not only because of their relatives  
who considered themselves entitled to their support. There  
were also certain Hindu dustoors which could not be 
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ignored. For example, the European soldier considered it an  

unwarranted expense to spend Rs. 200-300 on his marriage. 

However, for a self-respecting Hindu, it was a dustoor  

imposed on him by tradition. Besides this, when they returned  

to their villages, there were social obligations to fulfill11.

Among native sepoys, efficient service and bravery in the 
battlefield were matters of personal and class pride and called 
‘izzat’. The trust of a ‘jawan’ once gained was unshakable for  

the British. The belief in the oriental view of the cheapness of  

life, stoic tolerance of pain and discomfort, knowledge that  

bravery and obedience in this life would only improve one’s lot  

in the next life was tactfully exploited by the British to gain  

the trust of the jawan. These psychological beliefs were made  

the basis for the officer–jawan relationship in the army camps. 

Whereas to bring the strong attachment among the sepoys, 

the fierce clan or class pride were gradually transformed into 
identification leveled with the unit12. 

The Indian Army consisted of a series of non-commissioned 

officers’ ranks: rifleman (private), lance-naik (corporal), havildar 
(sergeant), havildar-major and quarter master havildars of 

various levels. Above these ranks there were VCOs (Viceroy’s 

Commissioned Officers), which consisted of jemadar, subedar 
and subedar-major. Above VCOs, there were the KCOs. 

KCOs were filled by the British only whereas the VCOs were 
filled with natives that the British could not fill with their own  
officers. These VCOs were not glorified warrant officers but 
officers in every sense of the word. These ranks provided an  
outlet for the ambitious and able Indian sepoy. The subedar  

major was often a man of great wisdom, experience and  
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power. The “subedar-sahib” filled the role of patriarch for 
the younger sepoys as the Colonel served as a model for the  
young British officers13. He was at the same time a village  
elder to obey14. The VCOs provided the link between the  
indigenous Indian sepoy and the professional British officer.  
This link proved to be so strong that it was rarely broken.

Although an Indian officer was in charge of each battalion, 
the real power as well as responsibility for training was 
vested only in the hands of several British officers who were  
permanently appointed to the battalion. But an opportunity  
was provided to the ambitious and able Indian soldiers in the 
service of the British to achieve promotion to the battalion level  
at least. At the same time, it maintained an element of direct  
British control over all company troops15.

It was impossible to get a promotion on the basis of merit. 
Besides merit, it was necessary to know how to read and  
write with a record of good conduct. However, to become a 
havildar one had to wait 20 years. Although native soldiers were 
never promoted to higher ranks unlike most junior European 
subalterns, there were instances of promotion of a native soldier  
to an officer position only when they were, in General Jacob’s 
words – “worn-out imbeciles unfit to command”. Therefore, the 
sepoys were not interested in promotions any more16.

The British officers never missed a chance to abuse them  
and would swear at them in ‘the most insulting language 
imaginable’. According to a British resident in India– ‘the 
sepoys were considered as inferior creatures. They were sworn 
at and treated in an inhuman way. They were spoken as a nigger 
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and addressed as ‘suar’ or pig17. There were many recorded  

instances of brutality by the British soldiers over native  

sepoys. A collective rape of a Burmese woman by the British 

soldiers and murder of an Indian cook for refusing to act as  

a procurer were a few bitter examples of such instances18. 

Moreover, the British did not even deem it fit to feed those  
by whose strength they won all these conquests19. The sepoys  

were barbarously treated. It was in the army of the Marathas 

or the Nizam that they used to get ‘jagirs’ and rewards after  

winning important victories. But in the Company’s army, they  

got nothing but ‘sweet words’ of praise20. The basis of the  

mutiny of the Royal Indian Navy in 1946 was not on any 

ideological issues but rather a heavy-handed effort to deal  

with complaints about food and services conditions21.

There were instances when the sepoys were forcefully 

converted to Christianity and forced to discard their own  

religious practices. Colonel S.G. Wheeler, Commanding Officer  
of the 34th Native Infantry felt proud to admit openly in 1857  

that he had endeavored to convert sepoys and others to  

Christianity. This was another type of mental stress in which  

they lived their life22. This fear of forcible conversion to 

Christianity became stronger than ever among native soldiers  

in 1856 with the enactment of the General Service Enlistment 

Act. Indeed, this act stipulated conditions for all the recruits to  

the seventy-two battalions of the Bengal Army. They had to  

agree to serve overseas if required to do so. This raised a  

matter of concern among them as it was based on religious  

beliefs. In the words of Subedar Hedayet Ali, ‘none of the 

Hindus in Hindustan would eat with their comrades who went  
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to Afghanistan nor would they even allow them to touch their 

cooking utensils. They looked upon them all as outcasts, and 

treated them accordingly23.’ They were of the opinion that 

the career of a soldier was now open to only those who were  

prepared to be false to the faith of their father24.

The nationalist leaders witnessed the army’s cruel way 

of dealing with Indian people during the ‘aid to the civil’  

operations and in the suppression of legitimate protests and 

meetings. The military was the ultimate sanction available to  

the British government to suppress any kind of nationalist 

uprisings. The Amritsar massacre was not the first or last such 
operation, but it was only the most notorious25.

After the great revolt of 1857, the British followed the ‘policy 

of water-tight compartment’. It was to prevent the growth of 

feelings of identity set up from community, race, religion, caste  

or local sympathy.  For this purpose, a royal commission was  

set up in 1859. The Commission was asked to identify social 

groups and regions from which ‘loyal’ soldiers could be  

recruited. Indeed, the divide and rule policy was started in a  

true sense by Charles Wood in 186226. He mentioned – ‘I wish 

to have a different and rival spirit in different regiments, so that  

Sikh might fire into Hindoo, Goorkha into either, without any 
scruple in case of need’. Then an ideology of martial races  

was introduced in the late 1880s under Lord Roberts27. But,  

anyone from the martial race of India could never be a leader;  

they always had to be led28. According to this ideology, ‘a good  

soldier could come only from some specific communities’. 
Basically, the idea was to justify a recruitment policy mainly 

directed towards Sikhs and Gurkhas as they were relatively 
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marginal, religious and ethnic groups. Hence, they were less  
likely to be affected by nationalist feelings29. The Army 
Commission of 1879 reiterated in its report, ‘next to the grand 
counterpoise of a sufficient European force and next comes  
the counterpoise of native against native30.’ The latter was  
fulfilled by the ‘divide and rule’ policy whereas for the  
former agenda, they changed the composition of the army. The 
14% composition of white army was increased to one-third.  
Strict European monopoly had been imposed over the artillery  
and rifles given to Indians were of inferior quality31.

There have always been important cultural and  
psychological differences between caste and regions in India. 
These differences were exaggerated and systematised by the 
British. Some military classes were relatively independent  
and calculative (pathans), others were shy and proud (dogra) 
while others playful and some prone to scheming and  
plotting, yet tenacious in defense (Sikhs), and still others stolid 
and dense (jats). Most of these tendencies – whether imagined 
or real – were encouraged and developed, and when new  
classes were brought into the military, their particular virtues  
were quickly identified and exploited to improve group  
cohesion32.

In 1928, Motilal Nehru described in his speech– ‘what is  
our army? I have not the slightest hesitation in saying that our  
army is a mercenary army employed by foreigners to put down  
their own countrymen, and to keep them under foreign heels.  
Surely no self respecting notion will without compulsion 
contemplate such a contingency as having to pay for a  
mercenary army in order to remain under control by an alien 
Government’33.
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However, the most fundamental feature of Colonialism is  
a dependent relationship between the foreign conqueror and  
native people. The social and technical gap between the two,  
made this relationship one-sided. In order to gain a secure  
place in the new system established by the foreigner, the native  
will have to respond not with gratitude but with obedience. 
Ultimately, he was dependent on the foreigner for his status in 
society. At the same time, had the native compared himself 
to the English in terms of Western equality, the relationship  
would have been threatened. They never viewed themselves  
at par with each other and this relationship was strengthened  
with the gradual introduction of the term ‘jawan’ to replace  
sepoy in the late 19th century. The good British officer was  
regarded as the ‘father’ of his ‘jawan’34. This was the reason this 
relationship lasted. Octave Mannoni attributes this to a weak  
ego among the native personality. If the ego protector  
institutional shell is dented or the ego among the natives  
develops to the level where this dependent status is seen as the 
status of an inferior, there would be tension and the relationship 
would break35.

Indeed, the issues related to the racial discrimination 
and brutality united them as a native society rather than the  
common sense of deprivation and injustice36. The Vellore rising 
of 1806 was considered as a rehearsal of the great rising of  
185737. Basically, it was the approaching centenary of Plassey, 
which inspired a strange feeling of hope in the armies of 
the English. The sepoys were secretly chafing with rage and  
hatred. The question before them was not whether the  
company’s rule was good or bad; but the only question that  
was being asked all over the country  - whether the rule should 
exist at all38. 
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Hence, it is a matter of great curiosity that the Indian 
native military faced much more direct discrimination,  
insult and brutality than any other civil counterpart in  
their life. But they failed to participate in the nationalist 
revolution in spite of having the zeal to throw out British 
rule from India. The reason for this failure was not  
surprising – while marginal sectors of the Indian nationalist 
movement attempted to infiltrate the military, the most 
powerful nationalist leaders rejected this path to power. 
Therefore, it was the absence of effective leadership, due  
to which their patriotism could not be mobilised towards  
the freedom struggle. When Subhash Chandra Bose  
provided effective leadership to mobilise the military  
towards the national movement, he had to face the  
unexpected veto from the great leaders of the freedom 
struggle. It could only be possible with the formation of  
the ‘Indian National Army’ in 194239.
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Abstract

Abstract   

This paper studies the role of the Khaksar  
Movement in the freedom struggle of India led 
by Inayatullah Khan Mashriqi. Starting with the  
socio-religious approach, this movement became 
a semi-political organisation. After serving in the 
education department for seventeen years, Mashriqi, 
in order to transform Muslims into a well-organised 
and disciplined force, proceeded to form the  
Khaksar Movement. Mashriqi appealed to other 
organisations like the Indian National Congress and  
the Muslim League for unity to fight for freedom of 
India. In the first half of the 20th Century, the idea  
of Pakistan became the main issue among a group  
of Muslims in the Indian sub-continent. During that  
time, the Khaksar Movement, which was ‘semi-
militaristic’ and ‘semi-socio-religious’, gained 
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much popularity in the northern part of India. One 
of the ideas of the Khaksar Movement was to create 
‘Islamic Nationalism’. It was at that time, when 
parties like the Muslim League (henceforth League) 
headed by Mohammad Ali Jinnah were talking 
about reservation in the Centre along with a federal  
system, where provinces would get power. The  
present paper scrutinises the approach of the  
Khaksar Movement towards the League and the  
Indian National Congress and the Colonial response  
to this movement.

Keywords: Khaksar, Mashriqi, Freedom, Congress, 
League

The Khaksar Movement was founded in 1931, by Allama 
Inayatullah Khan Mashriqi, popularly known as Allama  
Mashriqi or Al-Mashriqi (Sage of the East) in pre-partitioned 
Punjab. It was founded as a social reform movement1, for  
which the membership was open to all, irrespective of religion, 
caste, creed or colour. The members of the movement were 
supposed to bear their expenses and also had to work for the 
betterment of society. The word ‘Khaksar’ meant humble  
people. They would wear Khaki uniforms to match the colour 
of the earth and the word Akhuwat (brotherhood) was written 
on their sleeves. Further, the Khaksars or the volunteers of  
the Khaksar Movement, would carry a bailcha (shovel), in their 
hands (originally used to level the ground), as a symbol to level 
society for equality and to remove the existing gap between  
the rich and the poor2. The volunteers were supposed to  
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participate in social work and military parades daily. Although  
the movement was started for social well-being, over time, it  
turned into a military-cum-political force. To liberate India  
from Colonial rule was an important aim. However, it had not 
established cordial relations with any political organisation. 
Mashriqi and most of the volunteers remained in different jails, 
due to their ideology and rigid manifesto. It was because of  
their militant activities that brought them in direct conflict with  
the British Government3.

To unite Hindus and Muslims, the movement was  
established on the principles of ‘non-communalism and non-
sectarianism’. It was to this aim that Khaksars indoctrinated  
a philosophy of brotherhood and discipline among its  
volunteers. Besides, they were taught to provide daily service  
to all sections of the society. Military training was also given  
to them to fight against Colonial power and to attain freedom  
for the Indian sub-continent. However, the volunteers of 
the Khaksar movement never indulged in any communal  
destruction of any property of the common people4. In fact 
it was very essential to have a common political leadership 
with the various movements throughout the whole State. To 
make it clear, ‘that is, to construct what Antonio Gramsci, the 
famous Italian Marxist, calls the headquarters of a movement’5.  
Starting from social service, their aim was to fight against  
colonial power. Mashriqi, believed that both the Indian  
National Congress (henceforth Congress) and the League  
adopted passive methods. To reach the common masses,  
Mashriqi launched the weekly Al-Islah newspaper in 1934.  
With this newspaper as a medium, he was successful in  
mobilising a huge and dedicated army of Khaksars. It was  
thanks to this publication that, by 1946, the Khaksar Movement 
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had five million ‘uniformed Khaksars’ or volunteers throughout 

India6.

Khaksar Movement and its role in the Freedom Struggle of 

India

Mashriqi, to bring his ideas into practice founded the 

Khaksar Movement in contemporary German and Italian  

models. Volunteers of this organisation wore brown shirts and 

carried a spade7 as a symbol of their activism. After founding 

the Khaksar Movement in 19318, Mashriqi dedicated his life to 

spreading the movement and to mobilise people to free India  

from the British Government. By 1939, the movement had  

become like a private army with a membership of about  

30,000. The Khaksars came into conflict with the authorities 
in the autumn of 1939 for the first time. They attempted to  
intervene in the United Provinces Congress Ministry’s handling  

of a dispute between the Shias and Sunnis in Lucknow. The 

Province was invaded by Khaksar volunteers and they came 

into conflict with the police. On certain occasions, they resorted 
to firing. However, later on a settlement was finally reached9.  

Mashriqi believed in promoting the ideology of the Khaksar 

Movement beyond the Indian borders. Thus, after the launching  

of Al-Islah, Mashriqi and his volunteers distributed its copies 

in other countries as well. To define the goals of the Khaksar 
Movement, Mashriqi issued the 14-points decree. One of the  

points mentions:

We Khaksars stand, by eliminating all sectarian feelings 

and religious bigotry through our virtuous and beneficent  
deeds (but keeping religion intact), for the creation of an  

egalitarian, tolerant and dominant order which will ensure  
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proper treatment and well-being of all communities and the  
basis of which will be virtue, piety, struggle and supreme  
justice10.

In the fortnightly report prepared by the Government 
of India about Punjab, the then Deputy Commissioner of  
Amritsar reports the appearance of threat to internal peace.  
After looking at the activities of the Khaksars, the volunteers 
of Majlis-I-Ahrar followed their example of military drills in  
support of the Kashmir agitation of 1931. It was because of  
this activity of the Ahrars that the Hindus and Sikhs also tried  
to bolster their training by using sticks and lathi. This active  
spirit among various religious-cum-political groups was not  
good news for the Colonial masters11. During 1940, the Khaksar 
Movement had made substantial progress in provinces like 
the United Province, North-West-Frontier Province, Bengal, 
and Bihar. The membership in these areas increased from 
6,738, 3,438, 1,400 and 210 to 13,855, 4,601, 4,062, and 1,467 
respectively. The Khaksar Movement, while conflicting with  
the Congress Government, improved the reputation of the 
movement in the United Provinces and was also remarkably  
popular in that province. In spite of the fact that the British 
Government declared the Khaksar Movement as an unlawful 
association in the main areas like Punjab and Delhi, it got a 
stimulus in Bengal as a result of the transfer of the Khaksar 
directorate to Calcutta12. In support of the Khaksar Movement,  
a resolution was moved by Syed Raza Ali of the United  
Province in the Legislative Assembly debate. The resolution  
was moved on Tuesday September 22, 1942, in Delhi. The  
words of resolution were, “This Assembly recommends to 
the Governor-General in Council that the ban on the Khaksar 
movement be lifted and the Allama Inayatulla Mashriqi and 
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all other Khaksars interned under the Regulation III of 1818 or 
the rules made under the Defence of India Act, be immediately 
released13.”

Besides, the Khaksar Organisation in 1942, issued currency 
on the instructions of Mashriqi. On the currency note, there was  
a signature of Mashriqi and also a line, “I promise to pay the 
bearer the value indicated when India becomes independent14”. 
To fight against the British Government, Mashriqi appealed to 
parties like the Congress and League to project a united front. 
He further mentioned that while addressing a huge gathering  
in Bombay that both the parties should sink their differences  
and unite to seize freedom from the reluctant hands of  
Colonial power. In his speech, Mashriqi argued that he had  
warned both Gandhi and Jinnah earlier, when the Cripps  
Mission was made, that it was a fraud. The offer was just  
subtle propaganda on the part of the British to show the World  
that there was no unity in India, and hence their inability to  
give them independence15.

This [the War] is the only occasion during the last one  
hundred years when ‘politics’ or ‘political gains’ do not matter 
because nobody knows who is going to hold India. Therefore, 
all parties can unite … All parties can unite to do social work 
irrespective of caste or creed, because bombs and guns know  
no caste or creed16.

While talking about the importance and role of the Khaksar 
Movement, Mashriqi argued that India can achieve freedom, 
provided other parties would follow the ideology and the path 
shown by the Khaksar Movement. He further said, “I hold  
that India will attain its goal within two years.” While talking 



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue318

Journal of Indian History and Culture

about the Cripps offer, he said that the British Government  
wanted to show America and the World that India was much  
away from independence. He highlighted that the failure on 
the part of various Indian parties to come together retarded the  
march of India to freedom by one more step. He further said,  
“Had the leaders risen above sectional jealousies, Britishers  
would have inevitably conceded to their demand”17. While  
talking about the new gesture of the British Government,  
Mashriqi argued that it was only an illusion that the British  
wanted to give freedom to India. He said, “Could they entrust  
the reins of Government either to the Congress, which had  
stabbed them in the back, or to the League, which had a long 
record of cowardice?” Mentioning the Shimla Conference, 
Mashriqi argued that it had benefited the British largely. It 
became apparent to the world that the British were good  
rulers and that slavery under them was a blessing. Mashriqi  
argued that since 1930, the motto of Khaksar party was to serve 
humanity and had drafted a Constitution to accomplish that  
goal and also to checkmate the move of the British Government.  
He said that their drafted Constitution would safeguard every 
party’s interests. He further declared that the Khaksars were 
opposed to no party. Rather, they would support that party  
accepted their Constitution and which unequivocally aimed 
at bringing the different parties on one platform for the  
achievement of one goal, i.e. independence to India18.

Khaksar Movement, its approach to the Muslim League and 

the Indian National Congress

Right from the beginning, the League and the Khaksars  
were not having cordial relations. In one of his speeches,  
Mashriqi blamed Jinnah and the League for exploiting the  
common Muslims. Mashriqi, further said:
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The Pakistan slogan aims at capturing ministerial chairs 
in different Provincial Assemblies, not for the benefit of the  
Muslim masses, but to grind their own axe. Muslim League  
leaders are merely exploiting the Muslim masses in the name  
of religion to serve their own interests. In reality, they are  
driving the Muslim masses to hell.

Mashriqi further argued that he requested Jinnah several  
times not to indulge in widening the Hindu-Muslim differences 
and to avoid putting a formidable brake in the attainment of  
India’s Freedom19. He further argued that there were very few 
chances that both Gandhi and Jinnah would come to terms,  
since both were moving towards different directions. Talking 
about the support for League in northern India, Mashriqi said:

I have been all over northern India during these many  
weeks and I found that there was no opinion in favour of  
Pakistan or the Muslim League. As a matter of fact, the Muslim 
League has a very small following, which is more or less due to 
its slogan of Pakistan. On the other hand far more people believe 
in a united action by Hindus and Mussalmans for achieving the 
independence of India20.

In 1946, Mashriqi went to Bombay to meet Gandhi to talk 
about the deprived classes. After reaching there, he, in one of 
his interviews mentioned that he was receiving representations 
from the underprivileged and poor classes. He cited the example 
of Bihar elections where only one non-Congress candidate was 
elected out of 12 seats reserved for scheduled classes. The rest 
of the seats were captured by the Congress. He assured that 
he would highlight the matter with Gandhi, that in the coming 
elections, socially backward and depressed classes should 
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be given proper representation by electing their candidates21.  
While criticising both the Congress and the League, Mashriqi 
called them ‘unrepresentative in character’. He further argued:

I have been emphasising that the Congress is out and out 
a Brahmin Raj and a Bania Raj put together. The Muslim 
League is out and out a clique of Khan Bahadurs, Nawabs, and  
worthless people, who have made no sacrifices for the cause  
of the country and are now out to hold power against the wishes 
of the people22.

When it came to representation, Mashriqi, stated that 
he proposed to Jinnah to make the League representative of 
the Muslims of India and that he must agree to Mashriqi’s  
proposal of giving out of 40 per cent, only 10 per cent to  
poor Muslims and 5 per cent to Shias, leaving 25 per cent to 
Khan Bahadurs and other well-to-do individuals. Otherwise, 
the Khaksars would help poor Muslims to fight for their 
rights, since they constitute 95 per cent of the whole Muslim  
population. Besides, Mashriqi also had a similar appeal to  
Gandhi with respect to poor and deprived classes of Hindu  
society. 

I appeal to Mr. Gandhi publicly to think over the reply he  
has given me concerning the future fate of the eighteen  
millions of suppressed Hindus. I am grateful to him that he has 
given his reply in Urdu and this shows his conciliatory spirit.  
But if in free India, power is to be the monopoly of certain 
individuals, it is best that we remain under British rule till the 
parties come to know the true meaning of democracy. I am sure  
I am voicing the feelings of a large majority of Hindus also in 
this matter23.
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Mashriqi further argued that he would try to carry every 

Muslim of India to the path of freedom. He also mentioned that  

he would prefer a hundred times the rule of the British to the 

rule of Khan Bahadurs, who have proved traitors everywhere.  

He further argued, “I as well as all the Khaksars will join the 

Muslim League if Mr. Jinnah24 allows them in his fold, as then  

he will not be able to have everything for the flatterers round  
him and for himself alone. I only wish him to ponder over the  

fate he is going to meet in the next elections25’.

Khaksar Movement and the Colonial Response

In 1937, the Government of India had warned the Alamgir 

Electric Press, Lahore, not to publish the anti-British articles.  

An objectionable article had been published with the title as  

‘Jhelum Camp men Allama, Mashriqi ka Khitaab’. This 

article earlier appeared in the Jarida-al-Islah (Lahore) dated  

9th October, 193626. In 1939, the Government had surveyed two 

religious cum political organisations in various provinces. A 

report had been prepared by the Intelligence Bureau regarding  

the strength and the activities of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak  

Sangh and the Khaksar Movement. As far as Punjab was  

concerned, which was the birthplace of the Khaksar Movement,  

the strength of Khaksars or volunteers was approximately 5000. 

Some of the main centres in Colonial Punjab were Amritsar, 

Lahore, Gujarat, Sialkot, Ferozepur, Jullundur, Jehlum,  

Hoshiarpur and Rawalpindi etc27.

Following table gives details of strength and the names 

of chief organisers in various Indian States of the Khaksar  

Movement in 1939.



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue322

Journal of Indian History and Culture

TABLE NO: 1

Name of State
Strength of 

Volunteers
Chief Organiser/s

United Province 4771

Wahid-ud-din 

Haider, Said-ud-din, 

Syed Mustafa Riza, 

and Mirza Zakir Beg

North East 

Frontier 

Province

2500 to 3000

Pir Bakhsh Khan, 

Mian Ahmad Shah, 

Sher Bahadur 

Khan Muhammad 

Ayub Khan, and 

Muhammad Akbar 

Khan

Bengal 1400

Fida Muhammad, 

Sultan Zia, Mullick 

Muhammad Yasin, 

and Munshi Shamsul 

Haq

Central Province 1200

Maksud Ali Beg, 

Muhammad Ibrahim 

Sherar, Ahmadullah, 

Muhammad Azim, 

and Ismail

Delhi 80 Abdullah Zanjani

Bihar 210
Muhammad Rafique 

and Sayed Ali Hyder

Baluchistan 119 Abdul Aziz
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Ajmer/Marwara 45 Sayed Habib Ali

Bombay 215

Dr. Muhammad 

Sadiq, K. B. 

Mirza, and Ghulam 

Muhammad

Sindh 830

Mir Nur Hussain, 

Nasir Muhammad, 

Nur Muhammad 

Nizamni, and 

Nizammudin.

Madras, Assam 

and Orrisa
0

No Khaksar 

Movement there.

Malerkotla 

(Punjab)
30

Malik Muhammad 

Akram

Jammu and 

Kashmir28
20

GhulamHaider, 

Ghulam Shah and 

Abdul Karim

Hyderabad 60
Nawab Bahadur Yar 

Jung29

Source; Home Department, Political Branch, Government of 
India, File No. 92/1939, NAI. 

According to the data published in 1940 by the British 
Government about the Volunteer organisations in India, the 
province wise numbers of volunteers of Khaksar Organisation  
are as follows:



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue324

Journal of Indian History and Culture

Name of the Provinces Number of Volunteers

Bombay (excluding Bombay 

City)

Bombay City

360

50

Bengal:    

Calcutta

Alambazar

Kiddipore

600

125

30

United Province 9,868

Punjab 8,000

Bihar 360

North-Western Frontier 

Province
3, 438

Sind

Khaksar Party

Anjuman-e-Khaksaran

Khaksar Jamiat

07

25

20

Delhi 200

Ajmer-Marwara
Anjuman-e-Khaksaran-e-

Islam
45

Total 25, 12330

Punjab was known as the centre for Khaksar disturbances. 
In 1940, Punjab Government prohibited military drill and the 
processions carrying arms in public places. Although this order 
affected all the volunteer organisations present in Punjab at 
that time, Khaksars thought that it was specifically against  
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their movement. In response to this, in March 1940, a group of  
313 Khaksars, who came from NWFP assembled in Lahore, 
intending to confront the colonial order. A clash took place 
between the police and the Khaksars and this resulted in the  
death of around 31 Khaksars and injured top police officers.  
Later on, volunteers of Khaksars took refuge in mosques and  
the police successfully ejected them from there. By the first  
week of July, 1,660 Khaksars were arrested by the police from 
Lahore and other provinces. Besides, 2,643 Khaksars were 
reported to have withdrawn themselves from the movement31.

After the arrest of Mashriqi, the Government of India  
decided to take action against the Khaksar and other such 
organisations in the length and breadth of the country. It was 
directed by the Political Secretary to the Political Officers of 
the respected Provinces to give information about the Khaksar 
and other volunteer organisations32. After the Punjab incident in 
1940, the Khaksar movement had been declared as an unlawful 
organisation. Mashriqi and thousands of the Khaksar volunteers 
were arrested. In 1941, the British Government sent a letter to 
the Provincial Governments like Madras, Bombay, United 
Province, Punjab, Bihar, Central Province, Assam, North-West 
Frontier Province, Orrisa, and Sind. The subject of the letter  
was to take action against the volunteers of the Khaksar  
Movement. While writing to the Chief Secretaries of the above 
governments, the Additional Secretary of the Government of 
India, Richard Tottenham on 4th June, 1941 wrote:

Sir, on 4th June, the Government of India took the  
exceptional step of directing   provincial Governments to declare 
the Khaksars an unlawful association and to take such action as 
they considered necessary to prevent them from pursuing their 
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plan to occupy certain mosques and convert them into bases 

of organised and unlawful agitation for the release of their  

leader33.

It was because of these developments that led the  

Government of India to request all Provincial Governments 

in June 1941 that they should declare the Khaksar organisation 

unlawful. Mashriqi, who had been detained under Defence  

Rule 26 in the Vellore Jail, Madras State, began a hunger  

strike in jail on the 16th October 1941 which lasted until the  

4th January, 194234. In September 1942, the League passed 

a resolution, demanding the release of Mashriqi. On 23rd  

of September, the Assembly devoted a whole day sitting to  

a further debate on the League Party’s resolution on Khaksar  

moved by Sir Raza  Ali and finally passed it without a division. 
The resolution was passed in the following words:

This Assembly recommends to the Governor-General-

in-Council that the ban on the Khaksar movement be lifted, 

the restrictions placed on the liberty of Allama Mashriqi be 

immediately withdrawn, and that all other Khaksars interned 

under Regulation III of 1818, or the rules made under the  

Defence of India Act be immediately released35.

Later on, most of the volunteers gave an undertaking that  

they would abide by the law. The Punjab Government  

considered the understanding satisfactory and removed the ban  

on the movement. However, in the later years, demand for the 

release of Mashriqi, who was arrested and detained in 1940, 

resulted in a meeting of the Khaksar leaders at Peshawar in  
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May 1941. In the meeting, a plan for a renewal of agitation by  

the Khaksar was discussed36.

The Home Department of the Government of India  

consulted the Punjab Government and decided that Mashriqi 

might be released, provided he restricted his movement and  

did not communicate with the press. Further, he had to  

abandon his hunger strike and had to instruct his volunteers to  

avoid military drills. In response to that, Mashriqi on 16th  

January, 1942, issued a statement to the press conveying the 

necessary instructions to his followers and later, was released 

accordingly on 19th January. After this, his movements were 

restricted to the Province of Madras37.

Further, in 1942, the Government of India cancelled the  

orders of the arrest of Mashriqi and other three Khaksar leaders 

namely, Bashir Ahmed Siddiqi, Mohd. Ismail Nami, and Mian 

Ahmad Shah, under Defence of India Rule 26 (1), after being 

reassured by Mashriqi that they would abandon the military  

aspect of the movement. In March 1942, the Additional  

Secretary to the Government of India, Sir Richard Tottenham,  

wrote a letter to the All Provincial Governments and Chief  

Commissioners thus:

I am to say that in the view of the instructions recently  

given by Allama Inayatullah, for the abandonment of the  

military side of the movement, the Government of India has  

decided that there is no longer any need for the order against 

Muhammad Ismail Nami to remain in force; this order is 

accordingly cancelled. They have also, in consultation with 

the Government of the Punjab and the North-West Frontier  
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Province, order the release of Bashir Ahmad Siddiqi; he will, 

on release, however, be confined to the North-West Frontier  
Province38.

In mid-1943, the Punjab Government addressed the  

Government of India, strongly urging the re-imposition of 

restrictions on Mashriqi and the Khaksar organisation. As a 

result of a letter sent by the Punjab Government, Mashriqi was 

given a final warning by the Government of India on 19th July, 

1943. Further, he was told that it appeared that the Khaksars  

were continuing to indulge in activities which disobeyed both 

the spirit and the letter of the undertaking given by him. The 

Government of India would take it as a failure on his part to 

honour his word and would immediately re-impose the ban on  

the Khaksar organisation. Besides, Mashriqi was informed that  

the wearing of red badges or any other symbol was considered  

by the Government  a breach of his undertaking. Mashriqi seems 

to have been temporarily serious about the final warning, and  
on 22nd July 1943, he issued a statement, which reads as given 

below: 

I therefore, under protest, order Khaksars all over India to 

remove red symbols from their arms at and without the slightest 

feeling of ill-will against the Government. This will be for the 

duration of war only and during that period every Khaksar is 

required to work so as to get himself distinguished by his noble 

deeds so that no colour mark is required at all to distinguish him. 

Every Khaksar, henceforth, is also ordered to keep a small copy 

of his Holy Book (Koran, Gita, Granth, and Bible) always with 

him for the improvement of his spiritual powers. Khaksars all  

over India must leave wearing head-dress altogether to show  
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that they are humble and humiliated and cover their heads  
with an ordinary white handkerchief when required at the time 
of prayer. As regards camps, I order that absolutely no military 
display of any kind, Vis that of belchas, military uniforms, 
should henceforth take place even inside the camps which  
must be exclusively reserved for congregational prayers,  
religious and social lectures and sports. No camps are also to be 
held anywhere in India for the purpose of doing social service  
at fairs or melas for the duration of war39.

Conclusion 

The Khaksar Movement played an important role in the 
first half of the  19th century. Although, starting from social 
service, the Khaksar movement took the shape of a private 
military organisation. While quoting Venkat Dhulipala,  
“The Khaksars also openly expressed their disdain for  
Gandhian non-violence and declared their preference for  
violence as a political weapon to achieve their goals.”40  

His commitment to achieve freedom from the British was  
exposed during the Second World War, when he supported the 
Allied countries to defend them from the Axis. It was the time 
when Mashriqi and his Khaksar Movement along with other 
political organisations would have pressurised the British 
Government to set India free. Earlier, he declared that war  
was the opportunity for Indians to get liberty from the British 
yoke. However, he changed his stand by saying, “bargaining  
with the enemy in trouble was unmanly”41. Mashriqi’s efforts  
were not fully successful in keeping the idea of Hindu-Muslim 
unity alive. The moment India was partitioned, it was not in 
the interests of the British, Congress and the League to keep  
India united. It’s apt to conclude with the words of Nasim  
Yousuf, “Those who accepted partition failed to understand 
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Mashriqi’s vision, and the base realities of the post-partition  
state of affairs endorse his farsightedness.”42
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Abstract

Abstract   

The decision to launch the Quit India Movement  

of 1942 was decided at the Congress Working  

Committee meeting held at Wardha on 14 July 

1942. The All India Congress committee ratified and  
affirmed the decision in the historic meeting at  
Gowalia tank in Bombay on August 7 and 8, 1942. 

Thousands of people gathered at the session were 

waiting for the order from the leaders. Mahatma 

Gandhi told the crowd, “I will now wait upon the 

Viceroy and plead with him for the acceptance of  

the Congress demands. That process is likely to take  

two or three weeks. But I am not going to be satisfied 
with anything short of complete freedom. He followed 

this up with the now famous exhortation. “Do or 

Die”, and said, “we shall either free India or die in 
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the attempt; we shall not live to see the perpetuation  
of our slavery.”

Gandhiji had already said to Louis Fischer in 
an interview in the beginning of June, 1942: “I have 
become impatient … I may not be able to convince 
the Congress; I will go ahead nevertheless and 
address myself directly to the people” and through 
his various speeches instructed every section of  
Indian society regarding the forthcoming mass  
struggle. Nehru remained opposed to the idea of 
a struggle till August 1942 and gave way only 
at the very end1.  On August 8, 1940, Viceroy 
Linlithgow in a personal letter to the Governor  
made his intention clear, “I feel very strongly that  
the only possible answer to a declaration of war by  
any section of Congress in the present circumstances 
must be a declared determination to crush the 
organization as a whole”2.

Keywords: Quit India Movement, N.G. Ramasamy, 
Coimbatore Working Class.

The Government however was in no mood to either  
negotiate with the Congress or wait for the movement to be  
formally launched. In the early hours of August 9, all the top 
leadership of the Congress were arrested and taken to unknown 
destinations. This action of the Government produced an 
instantaneous reaction among the people. The news spread 
everywhere and resulted in a tremendous mass upsurge all 
over the country. Coimbatore, the growing industrial town of  
Madras Presidency in the 1940’s also reacted.
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The Quit India Movement in Coimbatore was led by a 
Gandhian N.G. Ramasamy3. The arrest of prominent national 
leaders and regional level leaders left the people in panic. On 

August 9, 1942, in Coimbatore, there were processions all  
over the district and a mass meeting was held in the evening  
at the V.O.C. Park in defiance of the law. This meeting  
was presided over by N.G. Ramasamy. Leaders like K.P. 
Thiruvengadam, P.S. Chinnadurai and K.V. Ramasamy  
enthused people with their fiery speeches.

As news spread further in rural areas, villagers joined the 
protest and without a well devised plan, expressed their anger. 
National flags were hoisted in several places. The Congress  
and the Communists of Coimbatore region, despite their  
differences, joined together in the Quit India Movement of  
19424. N.G. Ramasamy, a staunch follower of the Congress  
party who led the movement in the Coimbatore region,  
accepted the plan of action chalked out by the Communists. 
Tiruppur Subramanya Avinashilingam Chettiar who was a  
lawyer, politician, freedom fighter and a Gandhian was 
arrested and imprisoned for his active participation in the Quit 
India movement. He had also served as the President of the  
Coimbatore District Congress Committee and as a  
representative of the Covai Labour Force, had attended the  
Congress Conference held in Bombay. He had returned to  
Covai with a photostat copy of the plan of action decided in  
the conference and handed it over to N.G. Ramasamy. 

Based on the plan of action, an important committee meeting 
was conducted at Ontipudur regarding organising resistance. 
Nearly 50 prominent trade union leaders like N.G. Ramasamy, 
K.P. Thiruvengadam, K.V. Ramasamy, S.R. Govindasamy,  
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S.V. Ramasamypillai, Anganadevar, P.S. Chinnadurai,  

Jagannathan and others attended the meeting and discussed  

the mode of resistance to be organised in Coimbatore.  

N.G. Ramasamy, who presided over the meeting encouraged 

the comrades by his enthusiastic speech and directed  

K.P. Thiruvengadam to allocate duties to every comrade in  

their locality. K.P. Thiruvengadam assisted by K.V. Ramasamy 

divided the comrades into six groups and each group was  

headed by a leader. Pamphlets and notices bearing the slogan  

“Do or Die” were made ready even before the closure of the 

gathering. 

Governor of the Madras Presidency ordered the arrest of  

N.G. Ramasamy on August 13, 19425. The sudden arrest  

produced an instantaneous reaction among the people. A study  

of the records indicates that the policy of the Government  

was largely responsible for the acts of violence. For, the 

Government not only imprisoned all the leaders who could  

have exercised a restraining influence on the people but also  
banned all non-violent activities such as hartals, meetings, 

processions and demonstrations. The result was that popular 

violence broke out with virulence hitherto unknown in the 

political annals of the Madras Presidency6. As soon as news of  

the arrest of the leaders spread, thousands of people of  

Coimbatore flocked to the streets followed by hartals, public 
demonstrations and processions in defiance of the law.

One among the six groups was headed by P.S. Chinnadurai 

of Palladam, a powerful orator, brought to the Union by  

N.G. Ramasamy. In Coimbatore, particularly the textile mills 

of Singanallur and Peelamedu struck work in response to the  
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arrest of N.G. Ramasamy. The Comrades decided to work out  

their plans. Covai Aiyyamuthu and P. Veeluchamy were  

determined to bombard Pykara Hydro Electric Power Station 

located in the Ooty-Gudalur Highways of Nilgiris, but it failed 

because of the vigilant police. The Comrades had received 

information about rail carrying ammunition from Aruvangadu 

Cantonment (Nilgiris) to Madras. So, when the train left  

Pothanur station at 1.50 am, it was derailed at 2.05 am, on  

August 14, 19427. This news perplexed the British Raj. 

On August 26, 1942, rebels of Kannampalayam and  

Kuluthur targeted the Sulur Military Airport and when no  

flights were found, they burnt 30 thatched halls and 25  
military trucks that were stationed in the cantonment. A truck  

driver who escaped from the rebels reported to the higher 

authorities and therefore the rebels were unable to execute  

their plan of capture of the Covai Prison and Collectorate8.  

A significant feature of the Quit India Movement was the 
emergence of what came to be known as parallel government  

in some parts of the country but this did not happen in  

Coimbatore9. 

One among the six batches burnt  toddy shops in 

Singanallur and Pallipalayam. These two incidents  

infuriated the police and triggered a hunt for the rebels.  

Prominent leaders like Thiruvengadam, K.V. Ramasamy and  

P.S. Chinnadurai went underground. N.G. Ramasamy advised  

his comrades not to surrender to the police. 

In Coimbatore and its environs, mill owners supported 

the police and so mills were opened with police protection. 
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Workers were forced to join duty. Clashes broke out between  
the police and the workers of Pankaj Mills and this resulted  
in the death of two workers. Mill workers’ strike continued till  
September 3, 1942. The Mill management announced a bonus 
only when the strike was withdrawn. The British government  
took all measures to suppress the movement; Thousands 
of innocent people were arrested and subjected to inhuman  
treatment. 

N.G. Ramasamy was arrested on August 13, 1942 and 
was imprisoned in the Coimbatore Central Prison. As he was  
imprisoned locally, it became convenient for him to instruct 
the protesters, particularly mill workers from prison. The 
British government as a part of their suppression of the revolt  
transferred N.G. Ramasamy from the Covai prison to the  
Vellore Central prison. The immediate transfer to Vellore prison 
by the British government created not only a physical but also  
a psychological impact on the health of N.G. Ramasamy in jail. 
It was also a great moral blow for the rebels of Coimbatore.  
Due to the absence of his comrades, N.G. Ramasamy’s health 
started to decline day by day. Prison officials convinced their 
higher authority and released him on January 16, 1943. He died  
on February 12, 1943 after leading the Quit India Movement,  
a mass movement in the Coimbatore region.

The Quit India Movement may not have achieved  
hundred percent success but it created awareness among 
the people, especially workers. Another achievement 
was that Communist and the Congress leaders who 
led the revolt were mostly mill workers including  
N.G. Ramasamy10.
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Abstract

Abstract   

The dawn of the 20th century witnessed the 
establishment of large-scale industries in the major 
cities of India like Calcutta, Bombay and Madras.  
The jute industry was formerly established in  
Calcutta while Bombay and Madras were home to  
the textile industry. Simultaneously, small-scale 
industries developed in the peripheral regions of 
India, one such region being Malabar located in 
the Madras Presidency. However, these industries 
were comparatively smaller in size but employed a  
substantial number of men and women. Women 
were already a part of the employment force of the  
traditional handicraft industries of Malabar. It is 
interesting to note that the women managed their  
jobs along with their household chores. The women 
work force constituted above thirty percent of the 
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total work force in these industries. However, studies 
about the labour history around this time do not 
indicate the presence of women or the contribution 
made by them. Studies regarding labour problems 
such as wages, working conditions, protests, resistance 
and unionisation etc. have been done from the male 
perspective. Recently, with the processual approach to 
the study of history, women’s issues were emphasised 
as a result of which more literary works came up with 
a gender perspective. History has always taken into 
account the poor rural peasant women but no attention 
has been paid to the urban poor such as the industrial 
women workers. Records of working-class women 
are mostly scattered. Moreover, illiterate poor women  
could not leave their own written records. So, the  
present paper identifies women industrial workers in 
Colonial Malabar and gives a detailed description 
of the origin and growth of modern industries in  
Colonial Malabar. It also deals with issues like 
circumstances of women’s entry into the modern 
industries, migration of women from rural to urban 
areas, role of agents in recruitment, influence of 
religion, division of work based on gender, material  
and technical condition of women workers at the 
workplace and involvement in strikes, unionization  
etc.

Keywords: Malabar, Basal Evangelical Mission, 
Common Wealth Trust, Aron Spinning and Weaving  
Mill
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Background of Malabar Society

The British Malabar comprised a vast region covering an  

area of about 6,262 square miles. It was divided into 18 Taluks 

and 2,222 villages for administrative purposes by the beginning  

of the 19th century1. Malabar was a caste-dominated society in 

which high restrictions of un-approachability and untouchability 

were strictly followed. The Census Report of 1881 enumerates 

not less than 30 principal castes among Hindus alone2.  Besides, 

there were several castes among Mohammedans and Christians 

too.  Each caste strictly followed their caste bound occupation  

like Nair as warriors, Cheruma as agricultural slaves and  

so forth. The prevalence of Caste system and the evils associated 

with it prevented the people from selecting an occupation 

according to their talent and liking.  Land was owned by a few 

private individuals (jenmi) belonging to the upper caste and 

understandably they resisted the advent of new industries as 

it would dilute their power in society. The new social structure 

which entailed the mingling of all the castes according to the 

jenmis would only assure a chaotic social order.

In a Caste-dominated society, women had a marginalised 

role as she was treated inferior to men in all situations. The 

movement of upper caste women was highly restricted and by 

virtue of their status, they did not have to do any manual labour 

and face any indignity. So, the focus here is mainly on the lower 

caste women who were associated with doing menial work  

and a few were engaged in the cottage industrial production. It  

was a practice among all the women to do coir roping in the 

evenings or night in their homes and they sold their product in  

the local market under the barter system.
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Formation and Growth of Modern Industries in Malabar

The Basal Evangelical Mission that predominantly worked 
in the Malabar Coast made a pioneering effort for the formation 
of a modern industrial establishment in Malabar. Missionaries 
converted the poor people into Christianity, which in turn led 
to caste exile and exile from families and occupation etc. The 
Missionaries tried to give them employment in the agricultural  
and other sectors, but they did not succeed and finally they  
turned their attention towards industries. It was the Basal 
Evangelical Mission that founded the first factories in Malabar  
in the mid half of the 19th century. This was a deliberate attempt  
to attract more people into Christianity. Missionaries started 
factories in the Malabar district at Calicut, Kudroli, Malpe, 
Codacal, Farooke, Puthiyara, Cannanore etc. In the beginning, 
out of 1,300 people employed in the perennial factories of 
Malabar, about 690 were working in the cotton factories and  
tile factories3. Many of these industries were comparatively  
smaller in size as cottage industries. The Basal Mission  
Factories operated successfully up to the First World War  
without any competition or opposition. Even though it did 
not compete with the local market products, they succeeded to  
find a niche in the market. The industrial production was not 
targeted at the local consumption but it was primarily for  
export to urban centers in India and other foreign countries.

Consequent to the First World War, the British evinced  
interest in Malabar area which culminated in the handing over  
of all mission industrial properties to the Common Wealth 
India Private Limited Company in Britain4. Simultaneously, 
the influence of the anti-colonial movement supported the  
indigenous factories all over India. As a consequence of this, 
subsequent formation and growth of indigenous owned factories 
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started in different urban centers of Colonial Malabar. The  
Aspin Wall & Co Ltd, the Peirce Leslie & Co Ltd, Volkart  
Bros Co Ltd and Common Wealth Co Ltd were prominent  
factories owned by foreigners, while Aron & Sons Co Ltd, 
Pushparaj Match Factory, Ottapalam Match Factory and  
Malabar Weaving Factory5 were owned by indigenous 
entrepreneurs.

Table 1:  The percentage of people working in various sectors in 
the different districts of Madras Presidency6

Region Professionals Agriculture

Industry  

& 

Commerce

Cochin 3.3 50.4 34.6

Travancore 2.5 47.2 28.5

Malabar 3.0 60.7 30.1

Madras 3.2 70.0 21.3

The above table shows that although agriculture is the 

predominant occupation of the people in India, in Malabar it  

was of less proportion of population. The preponderance 

of industrial population was higher in Cochin followed by  

Malabar.  Malabar, the native states of Cochin and Travancore  

were neither an industrial or urban centre but were more semi  

urban in nature. Hence, most of the villages became the hub of 

commercial activities. Although industries were established 

in these regions, they were not comparable to the more  

sophisticated industries of Bombay and Calcutta. There was 

an absence of highly developed industries that were modern in  

the so-called towns of Malabar. As city life was expensive, 
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few people chose to live there. Eight percent of the people of  
Malabar lived in towns as against 6.2, 12, 11 percent in  
Travancore, Cochin and Madras Presidency, respectively7.

Table 2:  The total number of factories in the various districts  
of Madras Presidency8

District of Madras  
Presidency

No: of Factories

Coimbatore 164

Madras 127

Tirunelveli 44

Madurai 38

South Canara 53

Malabar 73

The above table shows a comparative analysis of the total 

number of factories in the districts of Coimbatore, Madras, 

Tirunelveli, Madurai, South Canara and Malabar in the Madras 

Presidency in 1935. The Coimbatore district had the highest 

number of industries registered followed by Madras. It was  

seen that 73 factories were registered in Malabar whereas 

in Madurai, Tirunelveli and South Canara it was 38, 44 and  

53 respectively. We can therefore conclude from the above  

table that Colonial Malabar had a good number of factories. In 

1930, Malabar had a total number of 23 cotton spinning and 

weaving industries and two years later, it was 25. The tile and 

bricks industries increased from 57 in 1930 to 60 in 1933 9.
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The Status of Women working in the Factories

A large number of women in India worked in the agricultural 
field followed by plantations, mines, cotton, jute and coir  
industries. Apart from this, a good number of women were  
engaged in the cottage and small-scale industrial production.  
The modern industries situated in the cities or semi urban areas 
were not accessible to poor women from villages. Hence, in 
the initial stages, women preferred to continue working in the 
agricultural sector. Moreover, the traditional norms of society 
did not permit family women to migrate to the cities and those 
who migrated were either widowed or impoverished. If family 
women migrated to the city, it was with the entire family.  
Majority of these women industrial workers in Malabar  
belonged to the most depressed castes such as Ezhavas,  
Cherumas, Pulayas etc. Till the turn of the 20th century, Ezhavas 
worked as agricultural labourers10. The peculiar feature of the 
agricultural industry was that it provided employment for only  
a part of the year. Further, the low standards of living in the  
agrarian sector justified those industries which provided 
employment for the agriculturalists during the period of  
enforced idleness and for others as full-time  occupation11. These 
factors made industrial work more attractive to the villagers 
than continuing in the agricultural sector. Initially, the number 
of women workers were less but later on a good proportion of 
women workers were part of these industries.

In the early industries of Malabar, especially in the  
mission industries, the recruitment was purely on religious 
basis. The Mission industrial board gave preference 
to Christians as could be found in the Basal Mission  
documents12. The newly converted men as well as women  
were recruited. Christians were appointed in permanent 
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posts and in some cases, daily wage jobs were given to local  
communities. Many women workers had previous experience  
of working in agrarian or other menial work but lacked  
technical knowledge in the industrial production process.  
Later, the formation of industrial schools provided regular  
training and night classes to working people.

Table 3:  The various Mission Factories and the pattern of 
recruitment 13

Establish

-ments 
Stations

Employer 

Members of 

Basal 

Mission  

Outsiders Total 

Weaving 

establish

-ment

Calicut

Codacal

Cannanore

Chombala

Telicherry

616

42

454

88

71

15

--

8

--

--

631

42

462

88

71

Tile 

works

Calicut

Feroke

Codacal

Palghat

131

65

234

123

126

252

48

155

257

317

282

278

Total 1824 804 2428
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The table shows that the Basal Mission industries gave  
priority to the employer members of the Basal Mission.  The 
weaving industries had more mission recruits than the tile 
industries. As the weaving industry required more trained  
workers and jobs were permanent, they were reserved for 
converts. In spite of this, the tile industry recruited equivalent  
or more outsiders than the weaving industry. In the year  
1877-79, out of 132 units of tile manufacturing, 131 units were  
run on a daily wage system as most of the locations of tile  
factories depended on the basis of availability of raw material  
and missions did not have any branch there. Also, the tile work  
was strenuous and required less technical knowledge than  
weaving so, they recruited workers locally on a daily  
basis.

The handing over of Basal Mission industries to the  
Common Wealth Trust resulted in a drastic decline of  
recruitment  based on religion. It marked the domination or  
control of an agent in the recruitment system. The agent known 
as ‘mestri’ (middle-man, typically a contractor) was a worker 
of a particular factory and was a very influential person. Being 
the intermediary between workers and management; he always 
maintained a good relationship with the factory management. 
The Factory Manager communicated to the workers through  
the agent only. The agent had complete authority over workers  
and the reward and punishment were in his hands. He was in 
a position to exploit the workers and therefore the workers  
always tried to maintain a good relationship with him as he had  
the authority to sanction leave, promote and transfer. He 
also took bribes from the workers and built workers quarters  
(small huts) and gave them for rent. Women workers faced  
double exploitation both as workers and as females. Molestation 
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and abusive language towards women were a common practice.  

In Bengal, women leaving work during pregancy needed to  

pay Rs. 4 to 5 to a maestri in order to rejoin service after 

childbirth14 .This was the system everywhere. The poor  

financial conditions and agricultural backwardness forced 
impoverished women workers to migrate to the cities. Very  

few women settled in factory premises. Many of them lived  

far away from the factory and had to walk long distances. Most  

of them faced molestation and harassment while they returned 

home in the night. They were indebted to the agent or other  

co-male workers for the money they had borrowed from them. 

One of the Basal Mission report states the molestation of a  

factory woman worker by the Mappila men on the way to the 

factory was because she owed them money. The long commute  

to the factory was very unsafe for these women workers.

The traditional norms in society restricted women 

from travelling or commuting in the night. Often, she was 

accompanied by the male members of the family while 

they went to work. This was the primary reason to start a  

new Coir industry at Codacal by the Basal Mission as it  

provided a number of Christian women an opportunity to  

work from home thus saving them the trouble of commuting to  

the distant factory. This not only ensured the safety of women  

but also gave them time to attend to domestic duties. The Basal 

Mission report stated that the new coir industry “hoped it will  

afford a valued home occupation to a number of Christian  

women as this would save them the trouble of going daily to the 

distant factory and permit them to give more attention to their 

children15”. She could maintain a balance between household 

work and factory work with adequate rest. The Indian Factory 
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Commission also stated that “it would be in the interest of  
women’s health as also the health of the worker at large to let 
women off a little earlier, because then, they would be able to 
discharge their domestic chores better16.

Table 4:  Different districts of Madras Presidency and Gender 
division of labour recruited17

District

Total number 

of men 

recruited

Total number of 

women recruited

Madras 21067 323

South Kanara 3042 2318

Malabar 7186 3273

Coimbatore 10931 5766

Madurai 5802 3745

The above table shows the comparative analysis of women 

and men recruited in different districts of Madras Presidency  

such as South Canara, Malabar, Madras, Coimbatore and  

Madurai. The proportion of women workers as compared to  

male workers was relatively higher in Malabar, Coimbatore, 

Madurai, and South Canara than the Madras district. In  

Malabar, the women work force constituted more than  

30 percent of the total work force. But, in Coimbatore and  

Madurai, the proportion of women recruitment was higher  

than the other districts. And it is very interesting to note that  

these districts had a higher proportion of women workers in 

weaving, textile and coir industries.
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There was a distinct disparity between male and female  

workers regarding the kind of work they were assigned. The 

gendered division of labour by projecting various skills limited 

the women to be recruited for less hazardous jobs. In the  

weaving industries of Malabar, women were employed for 

wrapping, reeling, packing, cleaning and waste picking. 

Other kinds of work were rarely given to them. All the 

processes except weaving were done by women. Women were  

stereotyped as secondary workers, unskilled or unfit for  
arduous labour and their role was marginal and supplementary.  

As a result, female workers were paid less wages than the  

males. Coir making was the second-most important occupation 

dominated by women workers in Malabar. Husk beating and  

yarn making were mostly done by women workers and the 

working conditions in these industries were primitive.  Women 

spinning coir yarn got only one anna six pie to two annas  

per day and women who beat husk earned three annas. But at 

the same time a man husking a thousand coconuts earned eight 

annas a day18. Sometimes coolie workers in Malabar were 

paid better than the women workers. Whereas in the Basal 

Mission industries, unequal wages were paid to the workers.  

Most of the Basal Mission Factory workers were paid the  

salaries varying from 6-12-019. As Fisher observed that up 

to 1882, “the tile and weaving factory of Basel Mission paid  

higher wage scales than were prevalent locally or in other  

industries that existed in the district. After 1882, mainly after 

the integration of the Mission industry with the Mission Trading 

Company, the real wages in the Mission factories suffered  

general erosion as the Mission paid higher wages above the  

market level.”20 But, women received wages at half the rate 

compared to men.
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The daily earnings of women and men workers varied  

from 6 annas to 15 annas in Malabar in 192821. The wages of  

factory workers were comparatively low and many of them  

faced difficulty in fulfilling their minimum requirements. In  
1938, the Court of Enquiry of Madras released a strange  

statement regarding the wages of the lower department  

industrial workers. “The workers, especially lower department, 

are practically old and incapacitated people, they are kept  

more from a philanthropic and charitable point of view than  

from any real purpose of getting work from them and paying 

them for the same. The wages that are paid for them were in  

the nature of an old-age pension. It will be improper to discuss 

them with regard to an increase in wages. This class of workers 

should definitely be excluded from any benefit that is intended  
to be given to low-paid employees”22.

In 1944, the Kerala Soap Institute paid skilled male  

workers Rs. 2-0-0 as against Rs. 1-8-0 for a female worker. 

Unskilled male and female workers were paid 1-4-0 and  

1-0-0, respectively23. It also stated that the basic wage rate of 

male workers under the existing norms varied from 1-12-0  

to 0-4-0 per head and annas 3-7 for women. The minimum  

wage was 5 annas per day, whereas the existing market rate  

for skilled labour varied from 1-12-0 to 0-8-0 and for  

unskilled, it was 0-3-024. The condition of weavers who worked  

at home on a piece-rate system was pathetic. The traditional 

handloom weavers were mostly from the Chaliya caste, and  

whose hereditary occupation was weaving. Generally, men  

along with their family members worked long hours in their 

homes. But they were hardly able to earn more than six annas  

per day 25. The Thiyyathi and Vettuvathi, who beat the husk 
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for fibre and spun the yarn were hardly able to earn more than  

a half anna in a day 26. Women workers were paid extremely 

low wages for long hours of work. The wage disparity was quite 

common and women’s work was considered as marginal or 

secondary.

The industrial labour force in India did not constitute a 

permanent labour force like it existed in European countries. 

In fact, most of the workers in organised industries were 

not permanently domiciled in the industrial centre in which 

they were employed. Villagers who came to the centre of  

employment for varying periods had their homes still in the 

villages27. Like in other areas, absenteeism was a regular  

feature in the industries of Colonial Malabar, and this paved  

the way for introduction of the system of regular attendance.  

If a worker was absent for the first day after the pay day, she  
would lose fifty percent of her bonus. If she attended work 
regularly, she was given an increase in wages. An employee 

of the Common Wealth Factory, who fulfilled the required  
minimum attendance obtained a Christmas present of a  

few yards of cloth every year 28.

Wages were not sufficient, and as a result, many workers  
were indebted to the Mappila shopkeeper who exhorted interest 

at an exorbitant rate of one anna/week on every rupee borrowed 

which is 325/annual29. The ill-treatment and dishonesty at times 

offered by the creditor to the people, especially women workers, 

was quite common. Most of the Co-operative Societies of  

Malabar were established only after the 1940s and it gave  

partial relief to the workers by providing credits and goods at  

a cheaper rate. Later, benevolent factories such as Aaron 
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factory and Standard Tile factory started their own co-operative 
societies. Thus, a total of 14 Co-operative Societies for women 
workers were founded in 1945 and a total 1642 women worked  
under it30.

The life styles of women workers were very simple. They 
led a hand-to-mouth existence and many of them did not know 
what it was to have a full meal a day. The well-balanced diet 
recommended by the health bulletin cost about 5-6 per head  
and it was too exorbitant for the poor workers31. Kanji and  
chilli were the indispensable main dish which was eaten three 
times a day. Sometimes cooked rice was served at night with  
salt and chillies. Fish was an integral part of the diet.  Women  
did not have tea or intoxicating drinks.  Men spent money on 
alcohol whereas women spent their money on luxuries like  
betel leaf and tobacco. It is noteworthy that next to rice, a 
large amount of money was spent on tobacco, nuts and betel32.  
Generally, workers spent less on their attire, buying just one or 
two clothes for special occasions or during the festive season.  
The quality of cloth was very poor. The value of cloth worn 
by the poorest class may be Rs 1 to 1.5 per year 32. Locally, 
woven mundus and thundu (long and short towels) were used  
by both men and women. Along with this, a rouka (blouse) was  
also worn by women workers.  The mill made cloth was not 
affordable for the poor workers.

The workers’ quarters were situated near the factory  
premises, and this was the most congested part of the town. The  
houses of workers were not thatched properly and the latrine 
facilities were not convenient34. Houses were situated on  
each side of the line belonging to private owners with high rent. 
Most of the families chose a suite of two rooms, one behind the 
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other, the front room faced the street and would get dusty and  
the middle room did not have sufficient light and ventilation.35  
The room on the other side was used as a kitchen and latrine.  
Male workers were made to use the public maidan near the  
house for their toilet needs. Wells were too costly and poor 
classes could not afford them and they faced a lot of difficulties 
to procure water. In most of the cases, water was carried from 
nearby public wells and in some cases, water was carried from  
a very long distance by the women of the family. The unhygienic 
surroundings and the other insanitary habits of workers caused 
diseases like tuberculosis, cholera, malaria, rheumatism, bilious 
diseases and smallpox. This affected the majority of the people 
especially women whose immunity was low. The high cost of 
western medicine was not affordable to the poor workers and  
this increased the death rate. 

Resistance and Strike

The workers had always been subjected to severe  
discrimination. The main problems faced by them were extreme 
poverty, debt and rampant unemployment. The Co-operative 
Society was founded to ensure minimum wages and guaranteed 
employment, but it only succeeded to cover a part of the  
working class. The many unresolved issues finally culminated  
in frequent strikes by the labourers in an attempt to find a  
solution to their misery. This is very clearly mentioned in the 
Report of the Royal Commission of Labor which states that  
“harsh working conditions, oppression at workplace and  
erosion of their real income, either because wages constantly  
trailed price as the latter moved up or because the management 
cuts even in nominal wages led to organized resistance by 
the workers”36. Many of the early resistance and protest of 
workers were against low wages and issues of  bonus, dearness  
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allowance, long and hazardous working conditions and so on. 

The first labour strike was reported in Malabar in 1904 in the 
Basal Mission Weaving factories at Cannanore37. In response 

to the Manager’s refusal to grant a higher piece rate for some  

new designs, the workers moved out from the factory and  

resorted to strike.

In the early phases, women’s participation was  

comparatively invisible. The mass movement organised by 

Gandhi in the nationalist movement ensured the participation 

of all sections including women. The period also marked the 

rapid spread of the labour movement all over India. Soon, due 

to the radical influence, the All-India Women’s Conference and 
the All-India Trade Union were formed in 1920 at Madras. The 

activities of the trade union included the late evening meetings 

which reduced women workers’ participation and membership 

in the union. The first time that women participated in the  
trade union proceedings was mentioned in a CID report. It  

was on 9th December, 1918, at a public meeting of the Madras 

Labour Union held at Perambur barracks addressed by  

B.P. Wadia. A total number of three thousand men and twenty 

women attended the meeting and it was announced that 

later, hundred more women had joined the union. Wadia also  

explained about the advantage of women’s participation in 

the trade union activities and that it could not grow strong and  

healthy without them38. But in Malabar, women workers came 

to the forefront of the society much later. Further in the official 
records, the descriptions of women workers were very rare. 

Factory women, who were illiterate and unaware of their own 

rights, ignored it.
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After the 1930s, thanks to the endless efforts of the  

Communist party in Malabar, women started to join unions. 

In 1931, the first women’s conference in Kerala was held 
at Vadakara in Malabar district under the leadership of  

A.V. Kuttimalu Amma (Malabar), Akkamma Cheriyan and 

Animma Screen (Thiruvithakur). Followed by this, the first  
women labour organisation was founded in Kerala i.e,‘Coir 

Piri Thoyilali Union’ at Ambalapuzha Taluk in 1936. Later 

phases marked the lockout and resistance of women workers, 

either spontaneously or as a part of unions reaction to issues  

concerning them at the workplaces. Men continued to  

outnumber women in unions as a result of which women’s  

issues were not given importance.

There were many important strikes in Malabar after the  

1940s. The Common Wealth Factory workers struck work on  

19-9-1946. The main demands of workers were to provide  

interim relief to the workers sanctioned by the Government 

like supplying clothes to all workers in the dyeing section,  

three-month bonus, canteen and food allowance of 6 annas per 

day, 8 hours of work and recognition of the union. They wanted 

the benefit funds to be applicable to all women workers39. It  

was clear that women workers had not received any regular 

appropriate benefit funds before. Another strange demand of 
the Union was that weaving should not be done by women as 

it was against the traditional norms. It was quite common that 

women workers were dominated and marginalised in the name 

of tradition. Wage disparity continued, even the Union demanded 

more wages for men than women. The Common Wealth Factory 

Union demanded that the daily minimum wage rate of men and 

women should be raised to 16, 14 annas respectively40.
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The workers of the K.P. Neelambi and Sons Handloom 
Factory at Calicut struck work on 1-11-1946, against low wages 
paid to the workers and a total of 167 workers participated in 
the strike. The CPI played a leading role in the strike. Out of 
this, 25% of workers were led by the Communist Party41. In 
the same year, a dispute between the Management and workers  
was reported in the Textile Mill of Cannaore. The main  
demands of the Cannanore Textile Mill Union was that the  
wages of textile workers in the province should be fixed on a 
rational basis, as they were incredibly low. The wages in some 
mills were Rs. 8 a month and a majority of workers earned  
only Rs. 11 and not more than Rs. 1642. The wage rate was fixed  
in 1938, as a part of this, the Coimbatore mill workers received  
an increase of four percentages in their wages whereas in  
Malabar, workers received only one percentage increase. The 
Management said that four percentage increases of wages was 
optional. But, the Buckingham Carnatic Mill workers continued 
to receive an amount of 53-15-0.43 It was 25 percent higher 
than the minimum wages of the majority of other mills in  
South India. So, the chaos continued and on 9thJanuary 1947, 
a meeting of the Common Wealth Labour Union was held to 
resolve the issues of interim relief to textile workers. The interim 
relief recommended by Sri Rao Bahadoor Venataramaya was 
appreciated by the provisional government but was not paid by 
the management of Common Wealth Industries. Workers were 
anxious about the dilatory tactics resorted to by the Management 
and the refusal of payment of bonus altogether forced the  
workers to launch a strike on 14th march 1947. Their main 
demands were to concede three months bonus for 1945-1946  
to every worker, concede wages for workers for all public  
holidays and concede an increased dearness allowance of  
150 percent. In reply to the demands, the Management stated  
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that “the workers have no right” to claim bonus. The negotiations 
failed and on 13th March, just half an hour before the closure of 
the factory, a notice was issued, which stated that the factory  
will be closed for boiler cleaning for ten days. This was to  
paralyse the union and to create confusion among workers44. 
The strike continued with some chaos and finally the Board of 
Directors agreed to grant a bonus.

Beedi and Cigar workers from Thalasseri South Canara, 
Cananore, Ponanni, Calicut and Ottapalam Thaluk struck work 
on 21-10-1946. The main demands of workers included; an 
increase of 4 annas for every thousand beedi rolled and that  
the rate of wages should be fixed for each bundle of cigar. 
They also wanted the supply of accessories for work such 
as scissors, holiday with pay, bonus and recognition of their  
union45. Another strike was reported in the month of June by  
the workers of Aaron Spinning and Weaving Mill in  
Pappiniseri. The Women workers’ participation in the strike  
was admirable and a few women who stood in the forefront of  
the strike were Kunnambrath Chemmarathi, Kunnambrath 
Chiyayi, Thavoth Chiyayi, Velutheri Chiyayi, Chanel Madhavi, 
Kappalipaikkal and Palakkal Paati and they deserve special 
mention46. 

The attitude of Colonial State and Factory Management 

towards Women Workers

The factory management followed a hierarchical power 
structure in which women occupied the lowest position. Very  
few Indians were appointed in the higher positions, for example  
in each of the Common Wealth Factories, there were eight 
Europeans and two Indian Managers47. Women could not aspire  
to a higher position. The practices of using harsh methods to 
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control the workers were common and this started with the  
origin of the factory system itself. In Malabar, the Basal  
Missions Report of 1890 addressed the grievances of the 
factory manager about the workers thus “we have here a spirit 
of insubordination, insolence, untruthfulness, disrespect, and  
meanness and sometimes this is beyond the education of these 
people looks like an impossible thing to me”48. So, it was quite 
common to use harsh methods and strict policies to control the 
workers and discipline them from the early period onwards.

On the other side, the Mission industrial management  
initiated programs for the welfare of workers. The Welfare 
policies of Basel Mission Management were commendable and 
in the later period were extended to other factories of Malabar.  
Mission introduced various welfare funds for the workers long 
before it came into force in the rest of the Madras Presidency  
such as sick fund, savings and endowment fund, the provident  
fund, maternity benefit fund etc. In the later phase, in Common 
Wealth Factories, 67 percent of workers were beneficiaries of  
one or ther other fund. The Factory which had made no  
provision for such a fund, gave gratuity when a person with 
long service retired from the factory. Common Wealth Factory 
at Cannanore which had over 600 employees was the largest  
factory in Malabar and it started a dispensary under a qualified 
medical practitioner49. Pension granted to the workers was 
continued and a new one was instituted on 30th September 1934. 
There were 389 Indian pensioners and 1300 Indian members of 
other benefit funds50. In addition to these, other compassionate  
and charitable grants were also made to support workers during  
the times when factories were closed. In certain factories, 
subsistence allowance was paid during the closure of factories 
and repayment was by deduction from wages after re-opening 
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of the factory. But these amounts were not recoverable in all the 
cases. The expenditure under the general heading of Health and  
Welfare of the Common Wealth Factory up to 30th September  
1934 was Rs. 3,76,360 excluding an amount of about  
Rs. 5,000 paid as an advance to labour and not recovered51.

The Factory rules and regulations implemented for the 
women workers included reduction of working hours, period 
of rest, prohibition of night work, use of machinery, etc. The  
Factory Act of 1891 restricted hours of time and provision of  
rest hours at the workplace. The Factory Act of 1908 was to 
prevent over-exploitation of women in industries and lowering 
their work time from 5 am to 7 pm in the evening. The factory 
act of 1911 again reduced the working time of women to  
11 hours per day which included an hour and a half of rest time. 
Later in the year 1922, a new factory act excluded children and 
women workers from dangerous work. It prohibited them from 
working at night. The Maternity Benefit Act was introduced 
in Malabar by the Basal Mission Factories in 1920’s before it  
was introduced in the rest of the Madras Presidency.

Conclusion

The conditions of industrial workers were generally 
miserable and more so, in the case of women workers. 
Without any improvement in their status, each generation of 
women workers continued. The technological advancement 
and factory rules and regulations had not improved    
their status. The needs of the workers were never addressed and 
they were subjected to exploitation and in most of the cases, 
were denied opportunities to organise themselves. Later, with  
the emergence of organisations among women workers, they 
started to strike for their needs. It was not the workers intention  
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to create an industrial crisis but the dilatory tactics and policies  
of alien management towards the workers that forced them to  
strike. Lack of uniformity in the dearness allowance, low-level 
of wages, unsatisfactory system of recruitment, discharge and 
dismissals, bad working conditions, absence of provision of  
medical treatment and bad housing conditions were the main 
demands of the workers and unions. In fact, the Unions did 
not take up the women workers issues separately. Women’s 
contribution was considered as secondary and marginal because 
they were not prime earners of the family. After the 1930s, 
there was participation of women in unions and also in strikes.  
Although women comprised more than a quarter of the total 
working-class population, they had not completely succeeded 
in organising themselves for meeting their needs in Colonial 
Malabar. In Conclusion, there were very few references of  
women workers in the Colonial and Native records and this has 
curtailed the studies on working women in Malabar.
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Abstract

Abstract   

Settlements were created for trade during 
British rule. Old settlements help to determine the 
characteristics of a city. Every street in Madras  
(now Chennai) has a historical significance. Some 
places in Madras began to flourish because of the 
Colonial Fort and trade. Despite urbanisation, many 
of the settlements have their own identity. One such 
settlement is Chintadripet, which was once famous  
for weaving and was an important settlement for  
trade with the British. 

Keywords: Weaving, Chinna Thari Pettai, Madras

In the middle of the 17th century, the northern side of the 
Fort developed and became a city of weavers and dyers. East 
India Company predominantly traded in cotton and calico 
cloth1. Spinners and Weavers settled in George Town so the 
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East India Company could buy those fabrics directly from the 
weavers at low prices. Elihu Yale, one of the early Governors 
of the Fort St. George, imported about fifty weaver-families  
and accommodated them at Weavers Street, now known as  
Nyniappa Naickan Street (Peddanaickenpet) in George 
Town2. Later a number of weavers settled in and around  
Thiruvetriyoor, in a village that was given the name of  
Colletepetta, which later became Kalatipettah3. After  
receiving communication from the merchants about the  
shortage of calico, the then Governor Morton Pitt decided to 
promote production in Madras in order to increase the supply  
of calico. Governor Morton Pitt realized the need for shady trees  
for the weavers4 to work. Hence, he started looking for a  
suitable place for their settlement.

Fig – 1. In 1733, Wheeler’s Map of Madras clearly shows   
Sunku Rama’s garden (1) and Choultry plan (2)
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Sunkurama, who was the chief merchant of Fort St. George, 
received a piece of land nestled at the bend of the Cooum river 
from Governor Joseph Collet in 1719. In the years that followed, 
Sunkurama became arrogant towards the Company’s European 
merchants. This led to his dismissal from his post and the  
Company took over the land with the intent of creating a  
settlement for weavers in 17315. Sunkurama’s vast garden, 
measuring 840 by 500 yards, had well-developed trees and 
good water supply6. Wheeler’s Map of Madras drawn in 
1733 clearly shows the outline of Sunkurama’s garden and  
the weaver’s settlement in that layout7. (Fig-1)

In 1734, Governor Morton Pitt received a proposal from 
several people for building a weaving town adjacent to Black 
town8 called Chintadripet. These proposals were accepted. 
The weaving village of Chintadripet was established by the  
Company in 1734 as a colony to improve the supply of calico 9. 

 “None but spinners, weavers, painters, washers and dryers, 
with priests and attendants for the temple will be admitted to the 
new village, to be called Chintadre Pettah. Two assistants from  
the British will be hired to check the immigrants to satisfy the 
rules laid down by the British. There should be no civil cases  
or disputes with the residents of the settlement. If they have 
any, they must resolve it before they can occupy the settlement. 
Houses built for people will be their absolute property. No  
tax will be levied on residents, but only housing tax will be  
levied on them. The houses were given free of cost, but the 
residents were to pay tax for the houses without interest, and  
were given a period of seven years to repay it. If any of their  
houses collapse they will have to rebuild it within six months 
otherwise, they will be evicted from the settlement. There will 
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be no caste discrimination for immigration, people can settle 
anywhere10”. This information is known to us from the Justice E. 
Padmanabhan Heritage Conservation Committee Report issued  
in 2010 11.

The result was that the most important event during 
Pitt’s administration was the establishment of the suburb of  
Chintadripet as a weaver’s village. It was called Chinna Thari 
Pettai (village of small looms) and 230 families settled there by 
173712. The settlement was a boon for the handloom industry  
and weaving took place in a harmonious way. According to 
Wheeler’s map, a washing choultry was also built on the banks 
of river Cooum at Chintadripet. This was also an important 
reason for the development of the weaving and dyeing industry  
in Chintadripet 13.

Besides calico production, fabrics like long cloth fine, long 
cloth middilling, long cloth ordinary, salmporees fine, romalee 

Weavers Street in Chintadripet, Madras
https://in.pinterest.com/pin/382172718364347956/
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blue, romals fine, gingham striped and checked, white gingham, 
blue striped gingham, beetles fine, dimmeties, dimmetie fine, 
morees for chints, yellow striped, lzzarees. etc, were also 
produced by Chintadripet weavers14. The Company encouraged 
all the weavers to increase their investment for the growth of  
the handloom weaving15.

In order to establish the village settlement in Chintadripet, 
the Government lent money to two prominent merchants 
Chinnathambi and Narayanan16. They spent nearly 6000 pagodas 
to procure construction materials, level the lands and plant  
trees on the streets for improving the locality. They also had  
a plan to build 100 additional houses. During the famine of  
1737, the managers took care of the need of weavers, because 
of which all the money was exhausted. Hence, the Government  
said it would sanction some additional loans17. If any disputes  
arose regarding loans and accounts among the citizens, they 
should be resolved by an arbitrator, and not be subjected to civil 
proceedings in the Chennai courts18.

 On March 17, 1740, Gnanapandaram, Andiyappa Narayanan’s 
manager of Chintadripet, received an advance of 6,000 pagodas 
for supplying calico fabrics, blue and ginghams (striped, checked 
and white) worth 16,000 pagodas. On June 19, 1740, the  
managers supplied clothes worth 3,000 pagodas to the British. 
Again on June 23, 1740, the managers of Chintadripet, 
agreed to supply large ginghams and high quality Pulicat  
handkerchiefs as per the requirements of the Company through  
the Chintadripet weavers 19.

The Merchants made unrealistic commitments to deliver, and 
when they failed they blamed the weavers. The poor weavers  
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were always under the clutches of managers and were often 
penalised. This made the weavers dissatisfied, as some of  
the weavers lost their wages20. Attempts to settle weavers within 
the European lines were unsuccessful. There were also some 
disputes among the weavers, based on their caste. The merchants 
advised the leaders that their respective factions should come  
to an agreement to settle the differences between the ‘right-
wing’ (jantrā, cāliyaṉ, and cēṉiyaṉ) and ‘left-wing’ (tēvāṅkā  
and kaikōlaṉ) castes21.

Merchants were intermediaries between the Company and 
the weavers. The relationship between the two was exploitative 
and paternalistic. However, there was one Andiyappa Narayanan, 
the chief merchant, who was the first to promote and support  
the welfare of the weavers and other manufacturers of  
Chintadripet22. He planted several trees in the area making 
Chindaripet an ideal location for setting up a community of  
weavers, who needed shade for their work23. In 1743, when 
Andiyappa Narayanan, the chief merchant died24, the weavers  
were not able to continue production without a down payment. 
Some weavers could not repay even a part of their debt25. To  
help  the East India Company was willing to give more time to 
repay the debt.  

In 1743, St. Thome Mint was closed and Poonamallee  
Mint was moved to Chintadripet26. Governor Richard Benyon 
handed over Fort St. George to Nicholas Morse in January 1744 
and sailed for England. In September, news reached India that 
King George had declared war against France. The news did not 
bother the Governor and the Council, not even when the French 
began to interfere with their weavers and vied to deflect the  
trade from Madras to Pondicherry because England had 
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monopolised the cotton trade from other Asian countries27  

and this was only a small part of their trade. So, the weavers  
from Chintadripet slowly shifted to other occupations like coin 
minting28. 

In the early 18th century, only natural colours were used for 
handlooms by Chintadripet dyers. In the later part of the 18th 
century and early part of the 19thcentury, the British imported 
chemical dyes from England and introduced scientific methods 
of dyeing. As a result of the invention of the Spinning Jenny,  
the spinning frame and mill made yarn in the 18th century,  
England began extensive production of cotton fabrics. Trading 
privileges given to the weavers’ class was cancelled, and  
because of which, the power loom applications gradually  
replaced the handloom weaving system used by the weavers29.  
A few weavers who still followed handloom weaving did 
not get adequate wages. As a result, handloom weavers were  
pushed back economically. This paved the way for the decline  
of handloom weaving in Madras, especially Chintadripet30. 

During this case study, it was observed that many families 
of weavers transformed themselves as temple umbrella makers  
living in Ayyamuthali Street in Chintadripet. The umbrella ritual  
is considered by these people as the most important service  
rendered to their deity. They make umbrellas for Thirumala 
Tirupati temple and also for other temples. They also make 
pearl-sewn dresses, pearl-sewn palanquins, crowns, fans, and 
thombai. In the 1980s, the price of an umbrella was Rs. 600,  
now it costs a minimum of Rs. 50,00031. Mahesh Shah, 85, says  
that during the colonial period, their family migrated  
from the Saurashtra region (which was once part of Bombay 
Presidency) during his father’s time. Later, some of them  
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migrated to Salem and Kanchipuram as a result of the  
weakening weaving industry in Chintadripet.

Temple umbrella making in Ayyamudali street,  
Chintadripet

The history of the weaving community at Chintadripet is  
still seen in some of the street names in this area: Ayyamudali 
Street, Nagapathy Street, Kalavai Street, Nainiappa Street, and 
Ritche Street. The Adi Purishwara and Adi Kesava Perumal  
temples were planned and developed by the weavers during the 
1740s32.

It is very interesting to explore the historical significance 
of how the village of Chintadripet was planned. Originally a 



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue376

Journal of Indian History and Culture

village developed for weavers, with streets laid out without any  

social distinction, the planning of Chintadripet was way ahead 

of its time. It played a vital role in the East India Company’s 

trade in cloth and thrived with the support and encouragement 

of the British. Beyond that, Chintadripet was home to native 

individuals and communities who have shaped the locality  

and its development33.
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Abstract   

Before the formation of the linguistic state on  
1 November, 1956, Kerala State was not in its 
present form but comprised the erstwhile states of  
Travancore, Cochin and Malabar. Modern Civil 
Society emerged in Kerala after the struggles against 
the caste-based society and taking inspiration from  
the universal teachings of the social reformers of  
the 19th and 20th centuries, particularly Sree Narayana 
Guru. The importance of the dynamics of social 
change is to be understood through the dialectical 
process of protest and dissent that led to a churning 
and transformation of society. The democratisation 
and secularisation of Kerala society was the natural 
outcome of the socio-economic, political and cultural 
transformation that occurred in the late colonial  
period. The protest reform movements, though  
anchored in caste and religious identities,  
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nevertheless led to the emergence of class structures 
wherein the new middle class and working class  
fought against an oppressive world of caste dominance, 
paving the way for the transformation of society on  
democratic and secular lines. 

Among the various factors that contributed to the 
transformation of Kerala into a modern democratic 
society was the remarkable role played by the Sree  
Narayana movement and its stalwarts like C.V. 
Kunjuraman who deserves special mention. Realising 
that political power was the key to social progress, the  
leaders of the movement like C.V. Kunjuraman 
came into a tacit understanding with non-Hindus, 
made permutations and combinations with them to 
strengthen the position of the backward castes in the 
society. Through their protests, incessant conflicts 
and assertions, they succeeded in transforming the  
pyramidal social structure of Kerala into a pillared 
structure. From being caste victims, they could elevate 
themselves into being makers of their own destinies.  
In this respect, they have succeeded in politicising  
social relations. The philosophies and pragmatic 
approaches propounded by Narayana Guru for the 
material and spiritual advancement of backward caste 
people of Kerala had been put into action by leaders  
like C.V. Kunjuraman who succeeded in acheiving  
the desired goals. This resulted in the transformation 
of Kerala society from structural relations to human 
relations and from caste hierarchical structure to 
interpersonal relations. This transformation was from 
change-resistant sacred outlook to change-ready  
secular outlook.  



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 381

Keywords: Social Change, Sree Narayana Guru 
Movement, Kerala Kaumudi, Pollution, Civil Rights 
Movement, Abstention Movement, Conversion Threat, 
Responsible Government.

When Edward Bulwer-Lytton used the remark ‘The pen 

is mightier than the sword’ in his play Richelieu; Or the  
Conspiracy written in the year 1839 or George Whetstone, who 

expressed the same idea in Heptameron of Civil Discourses1  

they might have foreseen the possibility of the use of the  

pen for social change like the one accomplished by  

C.V. Kunjuraman. He was a multifaceted personality, who 

dominated the socio-political and literary fields in modern  
Kerala for six decades. He was a versatile genius, a writer of  

vast range and depth, a lawyer and an orator of repute. He 

was a social revolutionary, who followed the path shown by  

Sree Narayana Guru and Kumaran Asan. He relentlessly strove 

for the freedom of worship, social equality and advancement 

of the depressed classes of Kerala. He started a crusade against  

the social evils and infused a spirit of rebellion among the  

people. He questioned superstitions of every sort in the most 

hilarious manner. 

The period in which C.V. Kunjuraman lived in Kerala was 

noted for social abuses and inequalities and a large majority of 

the people were subjected to social exploitation, humiliation  

and slavery by the application of rigid caste rules and  

popularisation of superstitions and prejudices2. No other part in 

British India were the pollution laws so strictly observed than  

in Kerala.The lower castes were not permitted to enter into the  
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public places like post offices, courts, village offices etc. 
They were not only denied entry into temples but were also  

disallowed to walk on the roads leading to the temples. In  

Kerala by the middle of the 19th century, social oppression  

became institutionalised and its enforcement was so embedded  

in the everyday working of social life that it was not easily  

identified as oppression. Kumaran Asan, the great poet of  
Kerala, once stated that “the cruelty and ruthlessness shown 

to the lower castes of Kerala by the higher castes were  

comparable to the cruelty shown to the aborigines of America 

by the settlers from Spain3.” He also stated, “It would have 

been no wonder if the people of the lower castes decide to  

leave their villages and go to the forests and live like animals 

reversing the process described in Darwin’s theory of  

evolution4. The traditional caste structure in Kerala was  

designed in such a manner that it resulted in the drastic  

reduction of political equality to the lower castes and this 

also transmitted reduction of equality in other spheres such as  

economic, educational, social and cultural. In the given 

environment, the organisations which represented the lower  

castes started their protest with the aim of achieving social  

change, and this involved a transformation in social, political  

and economic organisation. This transformation was from the 

change- resistant -sacred outlook to the change- ready secular 

outlook. In Kerala, social changes took place through conflicts. 
The change was from structural relations to human relations 

or from caste hierarchical structure to interpersonal relations. 

For achieving this, social conflict was necessary. It was in this  
context that persons like C.V. Kunjuraman carried the mantle of 

protest against the established tyranny.  
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Early Career of Kunjuraman
C.V. Kunjuraman was born in a poor family as the son of 

Velayudhan and Kunhichali at Mayyanad near Kollam in 1871. 
He had his elementary education at the L.M.S Missionary  
School, Mayyanad and Government High School, Kollam. He 
studied only up to fourth four which is equivalent to the present 
eighth standard. But his passion for knowledge induced him to 
learn the classics like Mahabharata and Ramayana and in due 
course became an enlightened scholar enabling him to fight 
against the superstitions of every sort. He started schools for  
low caste Hindus at Vellamanal, Mayyanad, Kollam and  
became its head master. In his stint as school head master, 
he appeared for a test equivalent to a law degree and  
came out successful. Though he started his career as a teacher,  
he later opted to be an advocate and joined the Paravoor  
Magistrate Court as a criminal lawyer5. He used his pen as a  
weapon to fight against the unfair customs that existed in  
society. He began his journalistic career and became acquainted  
with the literary circles through his writings in Sujananandini 
published from Paravur owned by Paravur Kesavan Asan. 
Subsequently, he served as its sub-editor. He was behind 
the publishing of the daily Kerala Kaumudi, initially from  
Mayyanad and then from Thiruvananthapuram in 1911. It 
was started as a weekly newspaper and he was the proprietor, 
editor, printer and publisher. Its sharp and vibrant criticism and  
powerful language inspired the aggrieved communities of  
Kerala and created a favourable condition for political and 
social action. He also worked as editor of publications like 
Malayalarajyam, Navajeevan, Kathamalika, Yukthivadi, 
Navasakthi, Bhashaposhini and Vivekodayam7.  In addition to 
his credit as a prolific writer, C.V. Kunjuraman also functioned 
as a member of the Sree Mulam Praja Sabha. Like Dr. Palpu, 
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Kumaran Asan, Ayyakkutti, T.K. Madhavan, C. Krishnan and 
Sahodaran Ayyappan, he also worked under the spiritual halo 
of Sree Narayana Guru. In fact all of them adopted a material 
approach enriched by the spiritual principles of the Guru for 
the transformation of a major community of Kerala from the  
position of a polluting community to the status of a powerful 
community in Kerala. All these leaders very effectively  
utilised Sree Narayana Guru as a principal instrument in 
the upliftment of the Ezhava community. Guru was an  
indispensable link between the educated Ezhavas and the  
Ezhava masses8. His name was thus a valuable instrument for 
promoting Ezhava unity.

Kunjuraman and Civic Rights Movement
  C.V. Kunjuraman played a pivotal role in all the social 

and political movements that were started in Travancore from 
1900 till his death in 1949. His support became crucial in the 
Civic Rights Movement, Abstention Movement, Temple Entry 
Movement and the Struggle for Responsible Government. All 
these movements were the stepping stones for the progressive 
transformation of Kerala society. The Civic Rights Movement 
was the first popular political movement started in Travancore 
by the aggrieved communities of the Ezhavas, Christians and 
Muslims for  getting due share in government service including 
the revenue department and for access to all public amenities  
and entry to Hindu temples. Traditionally, the revenue  
department was considered inaccessible to the non-Hindus  
and non-caste-Hindus, for Devaswoms had been attached to  
that department. Christians and Muslims were debarred from  
the appointment in the Revenue department on religious  
grounds while the Ezhavas and other low castes on caste  
basis9. When the movement progressed, C.V. Kunjuraman 
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submitted a memorial to the Simon Commission for communal 
representation of the aggrieved communities in 192810. He 
demanded for the Ezhavas either representation by separate 
electorates or reservation of an adequate number of seats in  
the general electorates. He effectively used the pages of his 
newspaper Kerala Kaumudi, membership in the popular  
assemblies and his position as the General Secretary of  
S.N.D.P. Yogam for the cause of the aggrieved communities.  
Along with Ayyankali, C.V. Kunjuraman also demanded the 
necessity of putting an end to untouchability and removing 
restrictions over the avarnas in the State while delivering his  
speech in the Sree Mulam Praja Sabha in 192111. The demand 
for temple entry, the right to walk through the temple roads  
and the abolition of untouchability were some of the major 
demands raised by C.V. Kunjuraman through his pen and  
platform. 

Kunjuraman and Abstention Movement
The Princely State of Travancore in the 1930s witnessed 

a turbulent political agitation initiated by the aggrieved 
communities like the Ezhavas, Christians and Muslims for the 
purpose of adequate representation in the legislative bodies  
and public service, and it produced consequences of  
far-reaching magnitude. This agitation was in a sense, a 
continuation of the Civil Rights Struggle of the 1920s and the 
movement started by the aggrieved communities came to be  
called in Travancore History as the Abstention Movement or 
Nivarthana Prakshopanam. This movement was started against  
the legislative reform proclaimed on 28 October, 1932 as 
Regulation II by His Highness Sri Chitra Thirunal Maharaja12. 
The main feature of the reform was the constitution of a  
bicameral legislature - the Sree Mulam Assembly and Sree  



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue386

Journal of Indian History and Culture

Chitra State Council.13 The Assembly, the lower house which  
was the main legislative body consisted of 72 members of  
whom 62 were non-officials and 10 officials. Out of the 62  
non-officials, 43 were elected by the general constituencies  
and five by special constituencies representing landlords,  
planters, commerce and industry14. Fourteen seats were reserved 
for the nomination of members from the communities which  
were unable to secure adequate representation through general 
elections. The Council consisted of 37 members of whom  
27 were non-officials and 10 were officials. Sixteen non-
officials were elected from the general constituencies and 6 from  
special constituencies. To ensure the representation of the 
minorities, a provision was made for the nomination of five 
persons. In the lower house, the franchise qualification was  
open to both sexes who paid a land tax of Rs. 5 or more or 
income tax or municipal tax of Re.1 or more per annum and  
for graduates and retired military officials residing in the State. 
Higher qualification was stipulated to the Council i.e., a land tax 
of Rs.25 or more. 

The aggrieved communities of Travancore viewed the  
new reform as a measure to perpetuate tyranny. Among the  
leaders who raised the mantle of protest against the new  
regulation was C.V. Kunjuraman. An organisation known as 
Ezhava Political League held a meeting on 31 July, 1932 at  
Kollam under the Presidentship of C.V. Kunjuraman. In this 
meeting, Kunjuraman made a long and thought-provoking  
speech and with the support of statistical data, he alleged  
that natural justice was denied to a fair number of  
communities in Travancore. He questioned the legitimacy of  
Sri Mulam Popular Assembly as the constitutional body of  
Travancore. He argued, “It consisted of 100 members of  
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whom 77 were elected and 23 nominated. The qualification 
of the voters was the remittance of Rs 50 land tax. To such an 
assembly, the most suitable name will be Feudal Assembly. 
But it will not give me surprise because in our country we  
are naming blackish babies as white baby (velumban).” He  
severely criticised the nomination system adopted by 
the Government for accommodating the unrepresented  
communities and alleged that there were many instances of 
forgeries which occurred during the process of nomination16.  
He demanded a universal adult franchise and communal 
representation. To protest against the new reform, a new  
political organisation known as All Travancore Joint Political 
Conference or Samyuktha Rashtriya Samiti was formed.  
A memorandum was submitted to the Diwan by a deputation 
consisting of C.V. Kunjuraman, N.V. Joseph, E.V. Varghese, 
Valsalam Rose, Thariath Kunji Thomman, P.S. Mohammad,  
K.I. Kocheepan Mappilai, K.C. Eapen, K.M. Kesavan, and  
P.K. Kunju who demanded communal representation17. 

In the election held in 1933, the representatives of the 
aggrieved communities did not contest but boycotted the  
election. For a short interregnum, C.V. Kunjuraman stood  
aloof from the Abstention movement18. But later, he began to 
be actively involved in the social protest movement. When  
the Government appointed the Franchise Commission for  
settling the issues of the aggrieved people, S.N.D.P. Yogam 
Board meeting held under the presidency of C.V. Kunjuraman 
on 25 August, 1935 expressed extreme satisfaction over the  
new developments. As per the new franchise reform, elections 
were conducted in April 1937. The election results vindicated  
the stand of the Abstentionists. All the candidates sponsored by 
the Joint Political Congress came out victorious. 
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Kunjuraman and the Conversion Movement
The situation created by C.V Kunjuraman for the Temple 

Entry Proclamation of Travancore on 12 November, 1936,  
saved Hinduism from its impending danger of destruction 
and put a stop to the conversion propaganda of the Christians 
in Travancore. A closer analysis of the events preceding the  
Temple Entry Proclamation reveals many hard realities which 
prompted the Maharaja to issue the proclamation. It was the  
net result of the conversion threat of Ezhavas, the realisation  
of the Dewan and the Maharaja about the ever-declining  
numerical strength of Hindus, after-effects of the victory of 
the alliance of three major religious communities - Ezhavas,  
Christians and Muslims through the Nivarthana Agitation, 
popularity of the Gandhian Programme of anti-untouchability 
and the growth of the rationalist movement19. In Travancore, 
Raman Thampi, a High Court Judge was the first person to 
raise the demand for temple entry. When he raised the issue, 
he was an Advocate practising in Kollam. While delivering  
the presidential address in the Sree Narayana Guru Jayanthi 
meeting held at Kollam in 1918, Raman Thampi argued that,  
it was not necessary for the Ezhavas to construct new temples  
but they should start a movement for themselves in public  
temples. After this exhortation, S.N.D.P leaders began to think  
earnestly about the issue of temple entry demand. It was  
C.V. Kunjuraman, who first wrote an article demanding temple 
entry for the low caste people of Kerala and handed it over  
to K.P. Kayyalakkal, who owned the Desabhimani newspaper 
and its editor T.K. Madhavan. In the beginning, they were a  
little reluctant to publish it but after thinking over its  
consequences decided to seek legal opinion20. N. Kumaran, 
an advocate, who was also an SNDP Yogam leader, gave 
permission for its publication. This was published as an  
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editorial in Deshabhimani21. The editorial pointed out that except 
a few conservative Nambudiri Brahmins, all other communities 
would be supportive of the demand. C.V. Kunjuraman  
addressed various public meetings in which he argued that the 
Ezhava community and the SNDP Yogam took up the issue  
after much discussion22. He asked the avarna Hindus to  
dissociate with the savarna Hindu temples until their temple  
entry rights were accepted. He wrote in the Kerala Kaumudi  
that his exhortation produced a positive effect and as a  
consequence, the economic position of the Ezhava temples 
improved whereas it adversely affected the caste Hindu  
temples23. C.V. Kunjuraman also demanded temple entry in 
the Sree Mulam Popular Assembly in 1920. The same demand 
was reiterated by persons like T.K. Madhavan, Kunju Panikkar  
and Chavarkottu Marthandan Vaidyan. The leader of S.N.D.P 
Yogam T.K. Madhavan succeeded in convincing Gandhiji  
the need for temple entry in Kerala and the Congress activities 
created the necessary climate conducive for the Temple Entry 
Proclamation. 

Ever since the emergence of the S.N.D.P. Yogam that 
guaranteed caste solidarity to different sub-divisions of 
the Ezhavas, the elites of this community devised various 
measures and adopted various tactics for the social and  
political advancement of the members that the community 
represented24. They have unequivocally declared that 
political freedom even if obtained from British rule would be  
meaningless unless it was backed by social and economic 
freedom. Kumaran Asan raised the same principle in his work  
Oru Thiyyakkuttiyude Vicharam in which he raised the  
question, “For what is this swaraj when men struggled with  
caste prejudices.” For the majority of the people including 
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Kumaran Asan, what was important was their primary  
freedom - the freedom to walk through public roads, freedom 
to get admission in the sirkar schools, freedom of access to 
Government services and above all a recognition that they  
were also citizens. Several low-caste people of Travancore 
including the Ezhavas converted themselves into other  
religions, especially Christianity since they found it the  
easiest way to escape from caste tyranny. In Kerala, since the  
beginning of the 19th century, the protestant missionaries  
succeeded in gaining a good many converts, especially among  
the lowest ranking castes. But on the issue of religious  
conversion, the opinions of the Ezhava leaders differed  
radically and these differences of opinions were expressed  
through their publications. From the very beginning, the official 
publication Vivekodayam adopted a moderate stand on many 
issues including conversion. On the other hand, publications  
like Mitavadi of C. Krishnan, Sahodaran of K. Ayyappan and 
Kerala Kaumudi of C.V. Kunjuraman took a radical position.

Mitavadi C. Krishnan and Sahodaran Ayyappan wanted  
the conversion of Ezhavas to Buddhism. They presented  
Buddhism as an anti-thesis to the discriminatory Hinduism.  
They did a lot of homework to prove the connection of the 
Ezhavas to Buddhist religion and asserted that it was because  
of the Ezhavas’ alleged commitment to Buddhist teachings  
that their social status was pushed down to the lower rung of  
caste hierarchy by the Brahmin law givers25.

Christianity was an alternative choice for the Ezhavas. The 
strongest upholder of this idea was C.V. Kunjuraman. Generally, 
the Ezhavas and other low castes had a positive attitude  
towards Christianity because they had benefited considerably 
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from the schools run by the missionaries. They also remembered 
the service rendered by the missionaries for abolishing many 
social abuses from the society. Mitavadi published an editorial 
in 1920 in which it claimed that the majority of the existing 
Christians hailed from the Ezhava community26. They thought 
that under their prevailing Travancore conditions, where  
Christian population numbered almost one third and was 
burgeoning, mass conversion of Ezhavas to Christianity could 
indeed have been a threat perceived to both the Government  
and higher castes. C.V. Kunjuraman was impatient to wait  
more and he contacted Rev. Moor, the Kottayam Bishop who  
was a British to sort out the methods for Ezhava conversion27.   
On 17 March, 1936, C.V. Kunjuraman participated in the  
Maramon Convention and declared that the Ezhavas were  
going to embrace Christianity. He proclaimed that if any  
Ezhava leader was going to convert to Christianity, he would  
be the first person. He wrote a pamphlet entitled Izhavarude  
Matha Parivarthanam (Conversion move of Ezhavas). 

In this pamphlet, C.V. Kunjuraman asserted that Christianity 
was the best choice for the Ezhavas. Hinduism had given to the 
Ezhava only miseries. He argued, “Conversion move was only  
a normal phenomena and innumerable conversions occurred in  
our world. Among 35 crore people in India, 8 crore are  
Muslims, 63 lakhs are Christians, 83 lakhs are Sikhs, 1 crore 
and 28 lakhs are Buddhists and 13 lakhs are Jains, all of them  
were converted from Hinduism29.” He pointed out  that 
Christianity was the number one religion in the world and  
even went to the extent of arguing that the two famous  
messages of Sree Narayana Guru, i.e., ‘One Caste, One Religion  
and One God to Man’ and ‘whatever be one’s religion, that is 
 enough, if man is good’ are the justifications for conversion  
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to Christianity. In Christianity, there is only one caste, one  
religion and one God. Therefore, Christianity is working for 
making man good whereas Hinduism is trying to degrade  
humanity including the Ezhavas to the category of Chandalas.” 
To make matters more serious, various S.N.D.P. Yogam  
branches passed resolutions in favour of the conversion of  
Ezhavas and sent it to the Head Office. When the S.N.D.P. 
Committee was held at Kollam in March 1936, this issue came 
up for discussion and to study the problem, a fifteen-member 
committee was constituted. Voting was conducted at the 
meeting to ascertain the pulse of the members on the question  
of conversion of Ezhavas to Christianity. Among the  
30 members, 26 voted in favour of embracing Christianity  
and two persons stood in favour of Islam. K.P. Kayyalackal  
and P.R. Narayanan took a neutral stand. A referendum was  
also conducted by the S.N.D.P to ascertain the opinion of  
Ezhavas of Travancore on the conversion issue. Some Ezhava 
leaders requested the authorities of Kottayam Anglican Church 
to give them permission to witness the mode of worship in the 
Church. They were given permission and they participated in  
the prayer also.

The Christian Missionaries and the Church authorities 
were friendly towards the Ezhava community realising that the  
situation was very ripe for converting them. Many Christian 
propagators rushed to Travancore with huge amounts of  
money to influence the Ezhavas. The C.M.S. opened a special 
department named “Mission to Ezhavas31.”   C.V. Kunjuraman 
wrote that it was high time for Ezhavas to convert.  Christian 
publications had given wide publicity to his arguments. A huge 
meeting was held at Changanacherry under the leadership of 
Sahodaran Ayyappan for deciding the conversion issue and  
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the brain behind this meeting was C.V. Kunjuraman. Bishops 
invited Kunjuraman to their aramanas and had discussions  
with him. Thus, the Temple Entry Proclamation was a move 
against conversion32. 

Kunjuraman and the Struggle for Responsible Government
When the struggle for responsible government started 

in Travancore, C.V. Kunjuraman played a conspicuous role. 
The decision to form the Travancore State Congress was taken 
in the meeting held at Rashtriya Hotel, Thiruvananthapuram  
under his presidency in 1937. His publications were banned  
but the ban was later lifted. Even though C.V. Kunjuraman  
could breathe the thin air of democracy and peoples’ power  
with the attainment of independence of the country, he  
could not survive to witness the formation of the State of  
Kerala. He passed away in 1949 at the age of 78 after a  
fruitful innings spanning nearly six decades in the social and 
political arena and serving twice as the General Secretary of 
S.N.D.P in 1928 and 1931. But his work was instrumental  
in the transformation of Kerala society and polity. 

Conclusion

Sree Narayana Dharma Paripalana Yogam and its leaders 
played a pioneering role in the transformation of Kerala into  
a modern democratic society. From being caste victims, 
the Ezhava community and other lower caste Hindus  
could elevate themselves to become the makers of their own 
destinies. They could politicise the social relations to their  
advantage and that resulted in the social change that involved 
transformation in social, political and economic organisation. 
This phenomenal change that occurred in Kerala was through 
conflicts. The shift of change was from structural relations 
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to human relations or from caste hierarchical structure to  
interpersonal relations. For achieving this objective, 
the non- Hindus and non-caste Hindus made various 
permutations and combinations. The Socio-Religious Reform 
Movements, particularly Sree Narayana Guru Movement 
worked for the honorable identity for the depressed castes,  
who were mute millions without a voice in the public realm.  
In the process of identity formation, the reformers did not  
wish to wean away the untouchable castes from the larger  
Hindu identity. The identity of caste was used by the non-
caste Hindus of Kerala as a powerful weapon against internal 
“colonialism” built out of caste, a principle which according  
to them was as dangerous as external colonialism. Thus, 
before political nationalism, caste nationalism had taken root  
especially in the large majority of people of Kerala. Political 
liberty for them was a luxury, when compared to the necessary 
social freedom. Protest movements were the vehicles through 
which the backward castes in Kerala attempted to bring social 
transformation in which the Sree Narayana Guru movement 
played a vital role. The remarkable role of C.V. Kunjuraman 
for bringing about social change in Kerala using his pen and  
platform deserves special acclaim.
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Abstract   

Literature is an integral part of culture and 
culture is measured by literature. Eighteenth Century 
Orissa witnessed the rise of rich literature. To study  
women’s history of eighteenth century Orissa,  
literature has been considered as a prime source. 
Women are depicted in Oriya literature of the  
period. However, they are represented as a  
subordinate class and an inferior gender in society. 
Women’s life was regulated by traditions and customs 
that were based on patriarchal principles of Oriya 
society. In the public sphere, they were treated like 
Goddess Laxmi, Saraswati, Sita and Savitri but in  
private life, they were treated as a second class 
community. This paper has tried to analyse women’s 
position and status through various traditions and 
costumes that are portrayed in eighteenth century 
Oriya literature. 
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Introduction

Eighteenth Century Orissa had witnessed the emergence of  
a new genre of literature famously known as Riti literature. Riti  
style of writing of the Sanskrit school of poetics had a great 
influence on Oriya literature of that period. The Riti schools 
in Sanskrit literature inspired the development of Riti School 
in Oriya literature1. This period replaced religious or bhakti  
themes with romantic or Sringara rasa themes of Oriya  
literature. Riti Yuga achieved tremendous success due to the 
emergence of great scholars such as Dhannjaya Bhanja, Upendra 
Bhanja, Abhimanyu Samantasimhar and others. Eighteenth 
century was the most successful period in the history of this 
literature because Kabisamrat (King of poetry/kavya writings) 
Upndra Bhanja wrote a number of remarkable works like 
Kotibrahmandasundari, Baidehisavilash, Premasudhanidhi, 
Lavanyavati, Subhadraparinaya, Rasikaharavali, etc. Thus, 
this Riti period in Oriya literature is also known as Bhanja  
Literature or Bhanja Era. Upendra Bhanja was an extraordinary  
poet and scholar who used alankars and rhetorical usage which 
conveyed multiple meanings to each stanza by the different 
juxtaposition of words2. Women characters received primary 
importance in this type of literature. Many literary works 
of the period were named after women characters such as 
Baidehishavilash, Lavanyavati, Sasirekha, Rasikaharabali, 
Kotibrahmandasundari, Premasudhanidhi, Chataichhavati etc. 
Women played the central role in kavya, kavita, and purana. 
Women from high class were given a lot of importance in  
literature. Mostly, women belonging to the royal family, feudal 
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lords and Zamindar families were the central characters of  
these literary works. Lives of the common women were rarely 
depicted. This was probably due to the feudal nature of society  
that characterised the socio-political and economic life of 
eighteenth century Orissa. 

During the eighteenth century, Orissa was divided into tiny 
feudal states and desiya rajyas and feudal lords were ruling in  
their respective regions. Mughals and Marathas were the central 
ruling powers of the period. Their lifestyle, court and palace 
traditions had influenced these small chieftains, lords, kings  
and they were blindly following them. Common people 
(like farmers, small businessmen, petty traders, workers and 
untouchables) formed the majority of the society and did not 
enjoy freedom. Poets and scholars belonging to the lower  
classes were patronised by Kings and local rajas. They were  
reluctant to draw the picture of the common man in society and 
life and society outside the palace. Beyond royal society, they 
could write and reflect on nothing. Scholars and writers who  
were supposed to be the social reformers and intellectuals to 
protest against the irrational activities of society did nothing 
of the sort. The Chiefs and lords also did not want to see any  
protest and riots against them; thus, they immediately extended 
their support to patronise scholars and diverted them into the 
royal court. Therefore, the poets of the eighteenth century 
have mostly depicted the status and position of elite women in  
Oriya society3. On the other hand, life and society in  
Medieval Orissa was deeply influenced by religion. From  
high to low class, all were slaves of religion and their  
respective gods and goddesses. Thus, the scholars and writers 
of the period were not untouched by this culture and their  
works mostly portrayed the picture of religion such as 
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Subhadraparinaya, Bidagdhachintamani, Dardhyata Bhakti, 
Rasakallola etc. There are very few secular works produced 
during this time. 

Eighteenth Century Oriya literature perceived women as a 
commodity. The literary descriptions of women concentrated  
on two aspects i.e. their beauty and sexuality.  The expressions  
of the poets gave a message that women were born in society 
only to satisfy the sexual desires of men. Beyond this, they have 
nothing worthy to perform in society. The poets of this period 
perceived women as nothing more than a sexual object. In every  
field of life, they were granted a low position. Although some 
poets depicted them as respectable members of society,  they  
were not.  Women enjoyed some equality with men in the  
matter of religious rituals in public. She was tortured and  
exploited by the imposition of various restrictions.  
Contemporary Oriya literary works have portrayed these  
practices and lifestyles of women. By analysing these literary 
works, we can understand women’s status and position in 
eighteenth century Orissa. 

Puberty tradition for Women 

Women were married off at an early age even before  
puberty in eighteenth century Orissa. But in some cases,  
especially from the elite class, they were married after puberty.  
We have many examples of both traditions of pre-puberty 
marriages and post puberty marriages. There are many  
books about this period which describe this tradition. However, 
most people preferred marriages before puberty due to many  
factors. People from the lower strata were practising this  
tradition as they had a fear that their grown-up girls might choose 
the wrong path or lose their virginity before marriage. Thus,  
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pre-puberty marriages were a common practice during  

eighteenth century Orissa. 

In Premasudhanidhi, it has been described elaborately4. 

In this Kavya, the leading character princess of Keraladesh 

Premasudhanidhi’s marriage was arranged before she attained 

puberty. After some days of her marriage, she attained puberty.  

The first puberty of a girl in Orissa was celebrated with  
various rituals and considered as a sacred achievement in a  

girl’s life. Before puberty, a married girl was not allowed to 

lead her conjugal life. In Premasudhanidhi, the same thing is 

portrayed. The newly married couples were not allowed to live 

together5. After the puberty ceremony of Premasudhanidhi, she  

is advised by her friends and  elders about  how to conduct  

herself with her husband and others. A woman should always 

surrender herself to her husband and should not oppose her 

husband under any circumstance. Even a wife’s attire, and  

makeup should be in accordance with the husband’s tastes6.  

The husband is like Parameswar and the wife is expected to be 

obedient to him.  Even in her conjugal life, a wife did not have  

any wish or right to oppose the sexual desires of her husband. 

Women or wives in medieval Orissa were playing the role of  

a dasi or a slave. 

Kotibrahmandasundari of Upendra Bhanja, is an eighteenth 

century literary work. In this work, the poet elaborates on the 

significance of puberty in the life of a girl as well as in society. 
The main character of this work is Kotibrahmandasundari.  

When she reaches puberty, the whole kingdom celebrates it  

with rituals, rites, and music. There were several restrictions  

on girls who attained puberty. Till the rituals were completed, the 
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girls had to be in a secret room called and heripura. Later, she  
was worshiped and made pure by priests and their chants7.

With regard to rituals, a girl who had attained puberty had  
to be confined to a special room with restrictions for seven  
days. Mostly, the seven days’ tradition was limited to elite  
society and common people only organised the rituals. It’s 
unlikely that the seven days’ tradition was followed by them8. 
Rituals included blessing the girl for producing quality  
offspring as she was physically ready to produce heirs to the 
family. Blind beliefs were rampant in Oriya society. Women  
who were unable to produce children were stigmatised and 
considered inauspicious for society. Giving birth only to girl 
children was treated as a crime and such women were cursed  
to go to hell. For seven days, a girl who reached puberty was  
not allowed to touch mother earth due to her state of impurity.  
After seven days of rituals, she was allowed to walk on earth  
with seven candles and chants9. In canto 3 of Lavanyavati, it  
has been described clearly that Premasila (a female servant) 
informed the mother queen about Lavanyavati’s puberty and 
arranged the necessary rituals. They prepared a stage with  
various items like raw coconut, new clothes, flowers etc. and 
Lavanyavati sat on stage and the women worshiped her with  
great joy10. 

A young girl becomes the centre of attraction for family 
members and villagers when she attains puberty. She was 
worshiped like a mother goddess due to her reproductive ability.

In Sasirekha Kavya, the heroine Sasirekha is the princess 
of Induvatipura on the bank of the Sindhu river. She is the  
daughter of King Bhadrasena and queen Priyavati. When  
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young Sasirekha sleeps along with her sakhis one time, she  
realises something is happening to her body. Then she wakes 
up and goes alone to her room and sees her clothes stained with  
blood.  In canto -7, poet Srichandan describes this moment of 
Sasirekha with ornamental words11.

When her servants and caretakers become aware of this,  
they inform the Queen and the King immediately. The King 
arranges all kinds of rituals to celebrate this milestone attained 
by the princess. The King confers with astrologers to determine 
whether her puberty date is auspicious or not. This literary  
work records the exact date, time, and minute of Sasirekha’s 
puberty12. Astrology or jyotish sastra played a vital role 
during this period and it predicted what lay ahead for the girl.   
Astrologers played an important role in matching the  
horoscope of both the girl and the boy. The social and religious 
lives of the people depended upon the jyotish and the priests.  
Their words were equivalent to the words of the gods. This 
important section of the society was maintaining and nurturing 
patriarchal biases towards women. Rites, rituals, traditions and 
customs were all meant for her, and not for the males. If the 
husband died, she had to perform sati or maintain celibacy. If 
the wife had an extramarital affair, she had to stay away from  
the family as well as the village. If a woman was raped or  
abducted, she had to become a prostitute.  If her husband died,  
she could not marry again but if a wife died a husband could  
marry many times irrespective of his age. 

Sasirekha Kavya has given a vivid description of the rituals 
of puberty. With great joy and happiness, servants organised  
all kinds of rituals for the girl who attained puberty13. In  
canto seven of this Kavya, it has been depicted beautifully14.  
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For seven days, various rituals were performed. Seven candles  
or dipas were lit around her and she was worshiped for seven  
days as a goddess. After the seven days of rituals, her used  
clothes were taken away by one of the sakhis to be disposed of  
into the river perhaps for an auspicious reason. These were the 
rituals prevalent for a girl in eighteenth century Orissa. 

However, the male-dominated society worshiped a girl  
who attained puberty only for her reproductive capability and 
nothing else. The importance of women increased when they 
achieved puberty.  But if the same woman was unable to give  
birth to a son or children, she would be neglected and tortured.

Dowry

During the seventeen and eighteen centuries, ‘dowry’ was 
considered an honourable custom. Giving dowry to the daughter 
was considered a symbol of status. The father of the bride  
|happily gifted various kinds of items such as gold, silver, land, 
elephants, servants and precious items etc. It was also prevalent 
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and it continued in 
the eighteenth century as well. Many scholars of those periods 
mention dowry in their works. Sarala Das (15th century) in 
his Mahabharata mentions that besides other items, dasis or  
female servants were given to the bride as her dowry15.

Dowry was a common custom in medieval Orissa. The 
literature of eighteenth century Orissa describes this system of 
dowry or jautuka as an important tradition in society. Both the 
rich and lower class people followed this tradition. While it was 
a matter of prestige for high class society, it was a compulsory 
tradition that needed to be maintained for the lower class. In 
Premasudhanidhi kavya, there are descriptions of jautuka.  
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After marriage, the bride’s father had to give jautuka to his  
son-in-law for the betterment of his daughter’s life16. During 
medieval times, dowry was considered a gift for the newly  
married couple but the definition of jautuka had changed and 
became a compulsory custom of Oriya marriages. Jautuka  
turned into a demand in modern Orissa.

Sasirekha, another work of literature of the eighteenth  
century also gives elaborate explanation on the custom of  
dowry. After the marriage of Sasirekha, the bride and groom 
spend one night in the bride’s home. Then they prepare to go 
to the groom’s home. At that time, the bride’s parents present  
many items like servants, horses, gold, diamonds, and other 
precious and valuable items as jautuka17. 

In Lavanyavati Kavya, when Lavanyavati goes to her  
husband’s house, her father tells his secretary to show all the  
items given in dowry to Yuvraj Bhanuchandra. Yuvraj 
Bhanuchandra expresses his happiness on seeing the dowry  
of gold, silver, pearls, land, elephants, horses, parrots, cows, 
chariots, dasis (female slaves), servants etc.,18. Female 
servants were presented as dowry in high class Oriya society.  
Lavanyavati also took hundreds of female servants as her  
dowry19. These dasis dedicated their whole life in service to 
their mistress. But they were not treated as forced labourers 
or bondage labourers. Not just the rich, but common and 
poor people also followed this tradition. Even fifteenth 
and sixteenth century works of literature describe this 
male-dominated system in which the family of the groom  
demands money, ornaments, land and other valuable items for 
the newly married couple. Literature like Chaturavinoda, an 
eighteenth century work written by Brajanath Badjena has been 
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divided into four parts as hasavinoda, rasavinoda, nitivinoda,  
and priti vinoda and it portrays the customs elaborately. 
Chaturvinoda like other literary works not only describes the  
rich and high class society but it has depicted all sections of 
society. Through his works, Badjena tried to give maximum  
space to women characters who played an important role in this 
work. By analysing various traditions and women characters of 
this work, many patriarchal traditions by which women were 
restricted within their homes has been found and they were  
living a life of a slave. 

Chaturvinoda, which provides ample information on the 
traditions and various customs prevalent in eighteenth century 
Orissa, also describes the dowry system. At the beginning of  
the work, the story starts with a conversation between a 
prostitute and a prince. Prostitute Chanchalaksi goes to meet 
Prince Mohananga but due to Gouribrata (worshiping goddess 
Parvati through the night foregoing sleep) she is not interested  
in entertaining the prince and she tells him to wait till the next 
day. She also proposes a plan to spend that night by having  
a conversation with him. The Prince agrees and starts telling 
her four stories, one by one and these are known as Hasvinoda, 
Rasavinoda, Nitivinoda and Pritivinoda.

In the first part of the story, there is a kingdom named Kelikat  
and the King is Angadhara. He has a son-in-law named 
Chandachakra, whose daughter is Bilapmukhi. Although she  
hails from a royal family, she finds no suitors as she is not  
considered beautiful. In Oriya society, looks were given great 
importance. The colour of one’s skin also had great significance 
in society. A fair-looking girl was an automatic choice. Women 
who were not regarded as beautiful (according to standards 
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set by society) had to face many obstacles, humiliation and 
discrimination. All the literature of the medieval period  
dedicated many chapters to describe the beauty of women.  
This literature has given importance to a woman’s beauty at  
first and then talks of other qualities. Thus, historically Oriya 
society gave great importance to external beauty. Eighteenth 
century poet Upendra Bhanja dedicated chapters to depict his 
heroine’s beauty. As a result, women who were not considered 
beautiful became a source of amusement for royal people as  
well as royal poets. This happened in the case of Bilapmukhi  
too. Nobody was interested in marrying her and she had  
crossed what was considered the marriageable age. Eventually, 
an ‘ordinary’ looking person agreed to marry her and the 
ceremony took place. After their marriage, some inauspicious 
incidents happened in the Kelikat kingdom. All the people  
blamed Bilapmukhi and even her father blamed her daughter for 
the unfortunate incidents and arranged to send Bilapmukhi to  
her husband’s home with dowry20. After the marriage,  
Bilapmukhi left for her in-laws’ house.  People of the Kelikat 
Kingdom were happy and relaxed as she had left 

Sasirekha of Padmanava Srichandan is a remarkable work of 
the eighteenth century. It appears that Padmanava had followed 
the path of Upendra Bhanja. His writing style is similar to the 
Bhanja style. Through this work, Padmanava has tried to portray 
the reality of eighteenth century Orissa. He was a feudal king 
of the Banki region of Orissa. Sasirekha is a romantic kavya 
with most of the lines dedicated to describing the beauty of the  
heroine Sasirekha and her romance with her beloved. The poet 
has also given some importance to her social life. Padmanava 
describes the various traditions which were made to restrict 
women in eighteenth century Orissa. In Sasirekha kavya, poet  
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has given a clear description of the system of dowry or  
joutuka. After Sasirekha’s marriage, her father provides all  
kinds of material goods and services which are needed for a  
newly married couple. Even slaves and servants are gifted to the 
bride as joutuka21.  

 
Though dowry was a tradition prevalent in all the classes of 

Oriya society, the lower class people suffered more due to this 
custom. For them, giving dowry or fulfilling the demands of the 
groom was difficult. In particular, poor families struggled for  
their existence and this system of jautuka made their situation 
worse. They considered it a curse and the girl child was viewed  
as a liability. Social security and fear of loss of virginity forced 
them to arrange the marriage of girls at an early age. 

Polygamy  

Eighteenth century literature portrays marital life as sacred 
and holistic. Monogamy was a common practice in society.  
But the royal and the rich people adopted polygamy as an 
indication of their higher social status. Oriya Mahabharat of 
Sarala Das, a fifteenth century work gives details of polygamy 
prevalent in Oriya society. Rich people and the feudal lords  
had more than one wife. Some village headmen and wealthy  
people of the village also were polygamous. Contemporary 
literary works criticized this custom and eulogized monogamy. 
Upendra Bhanja in his work praised Lord Ram and Devi Sita  
as an ideal couple. Abhimanyu Samantasimhar depicts the  
eternal love between Lord Krishna and Devi Radha.

During the medieval times, the royal family maintained  
their status by having more than one wife. This was considered  
as a royal tradition of having or marrying many women. Other 
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wealthy and middle class people also followed this system and 
also had sex slaves. This custom of polygamy prevailed in all 
parts of Orissa. Apart from literature, we have some inscriptions 
and letters which provide us some information on polygamy. 
Inscriptions of Chouhan dynasty of Sambalpur22, official letters 
of Midnapur Collector on Bhanja Kingdom of Mayurbhanja23 
and inscription of Bhoi dynasty of Khorda24 are the main  
sources which throw light on the system of polygamy in  
eighteenth century Orissa. In Sasirekha Kavya, King Vadrasena, 
the father of Sasirekha had hundreds of wives and among them  
he had a favourite queen named Sukumola.25 

In Orissa, feudatory rajas and the local zamindars  
maintained large harems. Marrying more than one woman was 
considered a custom among the Kings and Zamindars. They 
could marry as many as seven wives. Apart from this, they had 
Phulbibhaihi, Poilies, Gharjhias26. Phulbibhaihi was a medieval 
marriage tradition of Orissa. This type of marriage took place 
only in the royal and rich society. At the time of marriage, the 
bride’s father, apart from giving his daughter away, presented  
an unmarried girl to the groom as a gift. This tradition was  
known as Phulbibhaihi. The unmarried girl was the secondary  
wife of the bride’s husband. In the absence of the wife,  
Phulbibhaihi acted as the wife of the husband. In the absence  
of a legitimate heir, the Phulbibhaihi’s son could be granted 
successor status. However, the Phulbibhaihi suffered social  
stigma and taboos and could not lead a life of dignity. She lived 
the life of a slave and did not enjoy the status of a wife. She  
was considered as a rakhel or poili meant for the sake of the 
husband’s sexual enjoyment. She was living the life of an 
illegitimate wife of the husband and was given some facilities  
for her livelihood inside or outside the palace. Sometimes, the 
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friends of the bride who were from middle or low class families 
agreed to be her Phulbibhaihi. Usually, girls from poor families 
were interested to be Phulbibhaihi but generally, a beautiful 
girl from the higher castes was preferred for this position.  
This practice was however not followed by all of Orissa and  
existed in some pockets only. 

Ajita Simha (1742 - 1766 AD) of the Chouhan dynasty of 
Sambalpur had eight queens27. Jayanta Simha (1782-1818 AD) 
of the Chouhan dynasty who ruled in Sambalpur from 1782 to 
1818 had three queens named Ratnakumari Devi, Mukta Devi 
and Rahasya Kumari Devi (daughter of Baghela family).28 
Thieffenthaler, a missionary who visited Orissa in 1743 has 
recorded that the last King of Orissa, Mukundadeva, who  
showed great goodwill towards the foreigners had four hundred 
wives29.

 A Copperplate inscription of Ramachandra Deva II  
(1721-1736) of the Khorda dynasty provides information about 
polygamy in Orissa. Ramachandra Deva II, who had many  
wives loved a Muslim girl named Souria, the daughter of  
Murshid Quli Khan II and married her by converting himself to  
Islam 30. 

A letter written by Midnapur Collector to William Copper, 
President and Member Secretary of the Board of Revenue gives 
details about the royal politics of Mayurbhanja. After the death 
of Damodar Bhanja (1760-1796), the King of Mayurbhanja, 
his queens committed sati and the chief queen Patarani Sumitra  
Devi ascended the throne of Mayurbhanja31. King Damodar had 
eleven wives and four of them committed sati32. But none of  
the eleven queens had any heirs. It can be concluded that  
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polygamy in Orissa then was a tradition of the elite class and that 
it also affected other classes of society, albeit minimally.

Polygamy existed most in the royal society of Orissa. We  
have many examples of this practice. Patarani was a title that  
was given only to the senior-most rani while the title  
sana patarani was given to the youngest one. Others were  
simple ranis or queens. Similarly, in the Denkanal kingdom, 
the oldest queen was known as bada pattamahadei and 
the youngest one was sana pattamahadei and the rest were  
referred to as pattamahadei. Children born from the queens 
had different designations according to their mother’s position. 
In the States of Mayurbhanja, Keonjhar and Nilagiri, the eldest  
son had been given a designation of Tikayat Baboo, the second  
one Chhotrai and third one Routrai and the rest were simply 
baboos. In Khorda, the eldest son of pattamahadei was known  
as Jenamani. In Kanika, the eldest son of pattamahadei was  
called Mangaraj while in Kujanga State, he was called  
Beerabar.33 

Purdah 

Purdah was strictly followed by the upper caste society in 
Orissa. By the end of the eighteenth century, women in Orissa, 
as a matter of rule had become Pardanashini, who invariably 
had a veil over their face. Particularly, women from higher class 
society in Orissa had considered purdah as a social prestige34.  
However, during ancient and early medieval times, Oriya  
women had freedom to move without a veil. There are lots 
of examples of women’s free movement like women from 
Bhaumakaras dynasty, who ruled over a vast territory for such 
a long period and had moved without a veil35. Medieval stone 

architecture and sculpture of the period have not depicted the 
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veil in the engraved pictures. All the women are portrayed with 

unvelied faces. The Chousathiyogini temple of ancient Orissa,  

or Rajarani temple of early medieval Orissa or for that matter  

the Konark Sun Temple of the period show women figures  
without the veil. Women figures on the walls of the Orissan 
temples show women wearing only two pieces of cloth i.e, an 

upper and lower cloth.  An extra piece of cloth is used to cover  

the chest. Even the art and architecture of the Kharavela  

(2nd century BC) period shows that women were not using  

purdah in public places. A Sculpture on the wall depicts  

women along with male persons playing musical instruments. 

Another Cave sculpture of Khandagiri hill shows a girl fighting 
with a male counterpart and some figures depict women riding  
a war horse etc.

 In Medieval Orissa, women in general went to the groom’s 

house after marriage and were carried in a palinki which was 

covered from all sides. This was not purdah though. During the 

marriage ceremony, the bride was led to the mandap with her  

face veiled but this was not purdah. This was a custom to avoid 

meeting elderly and unknown persons. In Oriya Mahabharat, 

Gandhari had not met Pandu till she married his brother  

Dhrutarastra. It was the Muslims who came into Orissa 

and observed purdah. Muslim soldiers and some rulers 

abducted Hindu girls and women into the harem.  

To protect themselves from certain Islamic rulers and soldiers,  

it is likely that Hindu women adopted this practice of  

Purdah more. P.N. Ojha argues that Hindu women from high  

class society strictly observed the purdah always36. 
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The literature of the period also mentions the use of the  
veil by Oriya women. Women covered their faces with 
their Odhani (used by the newly married girl) and 
Panata or the tail portion of the saree in front of elderly  
people such as the husband’s elder brother or even, son-in-law  
etc. In case they were to pass before the elders, they would  
keep their faces covered with a portion of their sari37. It was a  
common custom of Oriya society to show respect to the  
elders and cannot be clubbed under the purdah system. When  
a newly married girl went to visit temples or relatives, she  
would have to cover her face with a sari. This system was  
followed by both the poor and the rich in society. But high  
class women were following it strictly. 

Literary works of the period like Lavanyavati, 
Kotibrahmandasundari, Rasalekha, Premasudhanidhi, 
Chaturvinoda, Sasirekha, Kanchikavery Vaidehisavilasa and  
other works have not mentioned the purdah system. Eighteenth 
century travel accounts and inscriptions do not give any  
indication of this tradition. However, a custom of covering 
the face in the presence of elders and unknown people existed  
among high-class Hindu society in Orissa. Lower class women  
did not follow it. Muslim women and young girls followed it 
rigidly as it was considered dignified  to do so. 

Sati

In Hindu society, Sati was an old tradition. Since the 
Epic age, it was prevalent in Indian society. After the death of  
Lord Krishna, all of his queens had jumped into his funeral  
pyre and this is known from the Purana38. Eighteenth century 
literature also records that the Sati system existed during that 
period. However, it was not rampant in Orissa. As in Bengal and 
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Northern India, the people of Orissa did not follow this system 
rigidly. It existed in some high caste families39. The literature 
of the period does not give many instances of widows burning 
themselves in their husbands’ funeral pyre during the eighteenth 
century. However, Upendra Bhanja, in Kotibrahmandasundari 
describes that the wife was burnt with the husband’s body  
when the pyre was lit40. Foreign travelers like Francoise  
Bernier41 and Tavernier42 have given information about this  
practice being prevalent in royal and high class society.  
Thomas Bowery visited Orissa in the eighteenth century and  
has observed that Sati was practiced in Balasore and other  
parts of the region43.

 Samarataranga, an eighteenth century work of Brajanath 
Badjena provides information about Sati. Though Badjena has  
not directly spoken about the Sati system in Orissa, he does  
make a reference to it when he describes a war story between  
a Maratha ruler and the King of Dhenkanal. He makes a  
mention of women burning themselves in their husbands’  
funeral pyre44. 

The system of Sati was not only prevalent in the coastal  
region of Orissa but also in the tribal dominated region 
like the undivided Koraput. Kasinath Mishra in his book  
“Itihash re Adivasi Mahila” has provided information on the 
Sati tradition in these hill regions. In Jeypore, Champavati,  
a tribal girl from Kandha tribe was pretty and well educated  
in the satras, puranas and rajniti. Her father was the village 
headman. The King of Jeypore, Biswamber Dev II (1690-
1752) heard about Champavati’s beauty and talent and wished  
to marry her45. But it was against the tradition of the Jeypore 
Kingdom. The royal family and zamindars opposed his wish to 
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marry a tribal girl. However, the King ignored their objections  
and married Champavati.

During the period of Biswamber Dev-II, the French were 
creating many problems for the Jeypore Kingdom. The presence  
of the French army at the border (in Sricacola region) of the  
Jeypore Kingdom forced the King to check them. King  
Biswamber Dev-II feared that as the French army was  
technically sophisticated in warfare compared to the Jeypore 
soldiers, they could attack the kingdom. The King died with 
this fear and worry in mind while moving up the hill. Queen 
Champavati could not bear his sudden death and on the  
following day after the funeral rites, she, along with her  
followers jumped into a pond called Goria Gonda and  
committed Sati46. Later this pond was named ‘Satikunda’ in 
memory of the Queen. 

In Arjuna Das’s Kalaplata, the heroine of the kavya  
performed Sati after her husband’s death. Sarala Das has  
praised Sati women and condemned those who did not die in  
the funeral pyre of their husbands. It appears people had  
great respect for this custom of Sati. But it was not followed  
by all sections and not all high class widows of society  
committed Sati. We have many examples of lower class  
people who have also performed it. Sarala Das portrays many 
widows from Mahabharat, who were generally from the higher  
strata or from Brahmin and Kshatriya class. During early  
medieval times, queens were not burning themselves in their 
husbands’ funeral pyre. In this regard, we have concrete  
information that Sati was not a rigid tradition. Gopinath Dev  
(1720-1727), the King of the Bhoi dynasty of Khorda was  
engaged in a conflict with the feudatory of Banki. He was  
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probably attracted to the widow queen of Banki called Sukadei  
and he was unable to win her. so he invaded Banki and killed  
the Chief Trailokya Harichandan. But the brave Sukdei  
challenged him in the battlefield and defeated him. Gopinath  
Dev was taken captive to the Banki court. The queen warned  
him and freed the occupied territories47.

Queen Sumitra Devi, a widow of King Ghana Bhanja of 
Mayurbhanja dynasty ascended the throne and ruled in the 
eighteenth century, although some other queens of Ghana  
Bhanja had committed sati. Sati was not a common and rigid 
tradition in Orissa. The Sati system however, did have same  
impact on Oriya society. The social taboos for widows had  
perhaps forced some women to embrace this inhuman ritual.  
Many times widows were also forced by family members and 
relatives to opt for Sati. 

Foreign travelers have also described the Sati ritual in  
Orissa. British documents have recorded this tradition. Mention 
may be made of an official letter that was written by the  
Collector of Midnapur to William Cowper, President and  
Member of the Board of the Revenue, Midnapur, on 28th May, 
1796. In this letter, the Collector of Midnapur talks about the 
deceased King Damooder Bange, who had eleven wives and  
of them four wives had committed Sati48.

During British rule in Orissa, Sati continued to be followed.  
It was prevalent in the higher classes as well as other classes 
of Hindu society of Ganjam, Vijaynagaram and other districts 
of southern Orissa and the tributary Mahals of northern Orissa.  
The reported cases of Sati in Orissa from the year 1815 to 1818 
were around 135. In Ganjam, 81 cases of Sati occurred between 
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the years 1814-181949. Thus, the custom of Sati which was  
started in ancient times continued in the medieval period as 
well as in the modern period. Arjuna Das’s Kalaplata Kavya  
has also depicted Sati. In this Kavya, the poet describes the  
heroine Kalaplata committing Sati.50

Prostitution

Prostitution was prevalent in eighteenth century Orissa. It  
was recognised in medieval times as a profession that was 
required in society. But, scholars and writers have depicted 
this institution as Pramad or bringing destruction to society.  
Prostitutes were invited to many festivals and wedding  
ceremonies of Kings and feudal lords and their families for  
certain rituals and to recite sacred songs. In Lavanyavati,  
a prostitute named Madanika of Molhara Desha comes to 
meet Chandrabhanu of Karnat51. At the wedding ceremony of 
Lavanyavati, a number of prostitutes sing the mangala gita  
(sacred ritual songs)52. 

In canto 2 of Kotibrahmandasundari, Bhanja has expounded 
on prostitution. When he describes the beauty of the Kingdom 
of Champanagari, he portrays the images of women on walls 
and pillars of palaces who are prostitutes. The engraved wood 
depicts prostitutes’ art53. In canto ten of Kotibrahmandasundari, 
Upendra Bhanja portrays a picture where the heroine and  
her sakhis discuss with each other the prostitutes’ techniques 
to attract males54. Brajanatha Badjena’s Chaturvinoda vividly 
narrates the profession of prostitution that was prevalent in 
society. He says that prostitution was recognised by society.  
In Priti Vinoda, part of Chaturavinoda, the poet mentions a 
prostitute called Nitambini who has easy access to the King’s 
palace. Along with her a servant also accompanies her55. All  
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the literary works of this period describe prostitution.  

Prostitutes were considered outcastes and lived outside 

the village or city and were criticised for their profession.  

Prostitutes were referred to with derogatory names such as  

dari, bitapani, barangana, besya, etc. 

In Pritivinoda, part of Chaturavinoda, Brajannath narrates 

a story which gives a clear idea about this system’s existence  

in society. A person named Jyotipunja is attacked by people  

due to certain issues and he flees to the jungle. He then goes to  
a village where he finds all the houses are beautifully painted  
in white. He doesn’t realise that the village is only for  

prostitutes. Jyotipunja stays there for some time because he 

was hungry. He finds Nitambini whom he had criticised for her 
profession of dancing in the court56. Other works apart from 

the Chaturavinoda, Lavanyavati, Premasudhanidhi, discuss 

prostitution and prostitutes.

The conjugal life of upper class women was not happy  

due to prostitution. In many cases, prostitutes were gifted in 

the wedding ceremony of higher class people57. K.C. Sahu uses 

the word ‘promada’ (disaster) for a prostitute58. Prostitution 

existed mainly in urban areas. The main reason for prostitution 

were destitution, restriction on widow remarriage, illiteracy and  

natural sexual urge59. Poverty and economic crisis 

probably forced the people to sell their girl children. The  

merchants and traders bought them from parents and engaged 

them in the profession of prostitution. Upendra Bhanja and  

other contemporary scholars have not mentioned about  

prostitution prevailing in the Muslim community. They have 

projected it to have existed only in Hindu urban society.  
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Eighteenth century works such as Rasapanchak, 

Kotibrahmandasundari, Subarnarekha and Lavanyavati, 

Sasirekha and folk tales describe these women or barangana. 

William Bruton, who visited Orissa in 1633 A. D. also  

mentions about prostitution in his account of Cuttack and  

Puri. According to him, “Most of the Orissa people have many  

wives, whom they purchase and buy from their parents: some 

keep to their vassals, to do their drudgery; others are handsome 

for issue sake and pleasure60”. During the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, the profession of prostitution got a boost 

due to foreign traders and investors in Orissa. English, French  

and Dutch merchants who established their trade centres in  

the coastal region, purchased and sold beautiful young girls  

in their export and import business61.

Prostitution was a common practice in medieval Orissa  

and it also continued till the eighteenth century with a great 

vigour. Sometimes, Muslim administrators and soldiers  

abducted beautiful girls from high class Hindu families to  

court. When abducted women returned from court, society  

was not prepared to receive them. So, they adopted prostitution 

as a source of livelihood to survive in the society. 

Medieval Oriya society adopted prostitution as a tradition  

and prostitutes were a class of women who were marginalised  

and excluded from mainstream society. They were looked 

down upon. Prostitutes were regarded auspicious only 

on certain religious ocassions and they were not treated 

the same way as courtesans. Devadasis were treated  

better in society. 
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During the Hindu period in Orissa, women enjoyed some 
freedom and for some time she was also restricted by social  
and religious laws. In 1568, Hindu rule in Orissa ended and  
Muslim rule was established. Muslims ruled over Orissa for  
nearly two hundred years but could not influence Oriya culture  
and society significantly. Muslim rule, however, brought 
some changes in the life of Oriya women. Purdah, slavery and  
polygamy which was not popular in the Hindu period became 
popular later for high class society. On the other hand, Islamic 
culture was influenced deeply by Oriya culture. Many Oriya 
and Hindu traditions were adopted by Muslims in their social 
and cultural life. However, Oriya literature of the period has  
not given much information on this subject. Except for some  
Urdu and Persian words that were used in Oriya literature 
and certain influences in cuisine and sartorial styles, there 
has not been much impact of Islam on Oriya society. 
Purdah which was strictly followed by Muslim women  
could not influence Oriya women significantly. Polygamy  
which was an ancient tradition of the royals became popular  
after Muslims conquered Orissa. 

There are many events, rituals, and ceremonies that are  
related to women’s life that were depicted in eighteenth century 
literature. Mostly dowry, puberty rituals, sati, widowhood,  
purdah, and early marriage were described. Due to all 
these irrational practices, women suffered silently. Social, 
economic and religious restrictions and discriminations, 
gender biases, prostitution etc. had forced women to a corner  
of the household with limited exposure to the outside world. 
Eighteenth century, which witnessed warfare and conflict  
between Maratha and later the Mughals over Orissa produced  
rich literature. By analysing the Riti works, much valuable 
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information has been unearthed on women’s past and her life  

as a marginalized gender in Oriya society. Although some  

literature indicates that women enjoyed high status in  

society but in reality  she was marginalised. She was portrayed 

as Devi, Mother, Sister, Wife, Laxmi, Saraswati, Sita, Savitri in  

Oriya literature and earned a position of high status in the  

public sphere but in private, she was dominated by the  

patriarchal nature of society and its evil traditions. 
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Abstract   

India is a land of sages and saints. Great sages  

come and go but their messages live forever. One 

such Indian stalwart was none other than Mohandas 

Karamchand Gandhi. He is beyond comparison and 

is fondly known as the ‘Father of the Nation’ for his 

belief in achieving India’s freedom through non-

violent means. He was a visionary, who visualised 

the current environmental problems long before  

they even occurred. He was not only a lawyer, 

a revolutionary political leader, great thinker, 

saintly figure, humanist and pacifist, but also an 
environmentalist to the core. Gandhi gave solutions  

to root out the problems faced by human beings  

because of the over-exploitation of nature and its 

resources. His fervent appeal to his fellow human  

beings was to imbibe plain living with simple 
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consumption patterns. He realised the importance of living  
as a part of the total ecosystem around us. 

Keywords: Conservation, Nature, Ecological importance

The over-exploitation of natural resources for the purpose 
of development has led to serious environmental hazards. 
In the name of development, we are unethically plundering  
our natural resources. The green thoughts of Gandhi give us  
a new vision to harmonise nature with the needs of people.  
Gandhi was not an environmentalist in the modern sense.  
Although he did not create a green philosophy or write  
poems on nature, he is often described as an “apostle of  
applied human ecology.”1 It is a fact that environmental  
concerns were minimal in Gandhi’s time; but eminent 
environmental writers like Ramachandra Guha nevertheless 
consider him as an early environmentalist.2 Gandhi’s views on  
nature are scattered throughout his writings. This study tries 
to analyse the ideas of Mahatma Gandhi to understand their  
relevance to the environment.

Mahatma Gandhi was born on 2 October, 1869 at  
Porbandhar in the State of Gujarat. His parents were  
Karamchand Gandhi and Putlibai. According to Gandhi, 
his father, though short-tempered, was truthful, brave and  
generous. His mother left an exceptional notion of saintliness  
on him. Being sincerely religious, she never took her meals  
without her daily prayers. She would take the hardest vows  
and resolutely abide by them. She inculcated the early spiritual 
values in Gandhi and moulded him as a man of religious  
beliefs and convictions.
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The care of degradation of the environment according to 
Gandhian philosophy is in the mind of the individual human  
being as the root cause for it is human greed, wanting more 
than what one needs. Greed leads to more consumerism; 
more consumerism necessitates production thus leading to 
industrialisation. Industrialisation needs unaccountable natural 
resources which leads to environmental imbalances. Secondly, 
the technology required for industrialisation will be mechanised, 
thus fuelling poverty and unemployment and this again leads  
to environmental degradation. Gandhi advocated “Swaraj”  
which helps man to be totally liberated, self-reliant and  
self-sufficient. A famous saying of Gandhi for the youth was  
and which is relevant even today is “to go back to the  
villages”.3

The off-shoot of rapid industrialisation which uses a vast 
amount of natural renewable and non-renewable resources is  
that it has led to socio-cultural imbalance in the global world. 
This has escalated to such an extent that the deep-rooted  
social values which were being upheld in India, no longer  
hold water. In this scenario, Gandhi’s life and philosophy of  
life act as the most required panacea for all causes. One can  
find innumerable solutions to the environmental problems of 
today by studying, understanding and following the footsteps  
of Gandhian life and practices.

Religious, Spiritual and Philosophical influences on  
Gandhi’s Life

Gandhi’s philosophical bent of mind was through his  
spiritual inclination. He was influenced not only by religions 
but also by scriptures, most particularly the Bhagavad Gita.  
His strength came to him due to his keen interest in spirituality  
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and practice of non-violence and truth. For Gandhi, Moksha  
meant freedom from all ills. One needs to follow “Nishkama 
Karma” and the path of righteousness to purify one’s mind  
which he felt would help humanity be an inseparable part of 
nature. Jainism urges human beings to respect various life  
forms as they look at all of nature as throbbing with life. He  
believed in the Jain principle of Aparigraha or non-possession. 
Gandhi felt that each one of us has to limit our wants  
voluntarily. Forcing the limitation might lead to discontentment, 
but voluntarily limiting one’s wants can only lead to happiness. 
He was also for Asteya or non-stealing. One should not deprive 
people’s right of using natural resources. His ideas relating 
to Satyagraha based on truth and non-violence, simple life-
style, and development, reveal how sustainable development is  
possible without doing any harm to nature and our fellow  
human beings. His idea that “nature has enough to satisfy 
everyone’s needs, but not to satisfy anybody’s greed” became  
a one-line ethic for modern environmentalism.

Gandhi considered the earth as a living organism. His ideas 
were expressed in terms of two fundamental laws: Cosmic law 
and the Law of Species. Cosmic Law views the entire universe  
as a single entity. Nothing could malfunction outside the  
threshold limits built into the grand system that includes both 
living and non-living phenomena.4 He believed that “the  
universe was structured and informed by the cosmic spirit, that  
all men, all life and indeed all creation were one.”5 He was an 
advaitist, who believed in the essential unity of man and nature.  
He wrote: “I believe in advaita (non-duality), I believe in 
the essential unity of man and for that matter, of all that lives. 
Therefore, I believe that if one man gains spiritually, the world 
gains with him and if one man fails, the whole world fails to 
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that extent.”6 Regarding the law of species, Gandhi believed  

that without the co-operation and sacrifice of both human and  
non-human beings, evolution was not possible. Being rational 

human beings, we are the custodians of the rest of creation  

and should respect their rights and cherish diversity. It is for 

this reason that taking more than the required resources is  

seen as theft. Gandhi evolved these principles from his vast 

reading and understanding of religious traditions of Hinduism, 

Jainism, Christianity and Islam. His social, economic and  

political ideas were framed on the understanding of  

interdependence of the whole universe.

Gandhi’s Life and Teachings

His upbringing was both in India and the west, where he  

had his higher education in England. His day-to-day living 

highlighted his ecological ideals in subtle ways. Gandhi might  

not have been fascinated about forests and wilderness but he  

did talk about land, soil, water conservation, nature cure,  

co-existing with other life forms, keeping one’s premises clean 

and his ashram life encompasses all these and much more.

Gandhi’s many utterances feel right when seen from the 

environmental angle. His philosophy has to be understood  

through his speeches, various articles published in papers and 

journals, from his own written books and mostly through the 

values and the principles in life which he adhered to. A mere  

glance through the various quotes of Gandhi made during his 

lifetime is a great recognition of the environmental concern  

during his time.  
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Relevance of Gandhi’s Environmental Values

Gandhi was rooted in Indian tradition and it reflected in  
his essay “Life Style”. He held a strong belief about the  

existence of divinity in all life and he felt that in nature, there 

was fundamental unity in diversity. Recounting Gandhi’s  

sayings in his numerous public speeches and articles published 

in his “Hind Swaraj”7 and interactions with different people 

at different places, one can but get a glimpse of the actual man  

that he was and it shows his remarkable capacity in gauging  

the Indian values in layman terms. Hind Swaraj, published in 

1909, criticised modern civilisation as “satanic”. He observed  

that “machinery is the chief symbol of modern civilisation; it 

represents a great sin. It is machinery that has impoverished 

India”.8 The distinguishing characteristic of modern civilisation  

is an indefinite multiplicity of wants, whereas ancient  
civilisations were marked by an imperative restriction on, and  

a strict regulating of these wants.9 Resources are limited and so  

the desire to amass wealth leads to violence both at the  

individual and collective levels. It also creates a social order 

in which inequality, oppression, and deprivation prevail with 

disastrous implications for human dignity. Gandhi believed that 

the ancient civilisations were religious in nature and limited  

their worldly ambitions. The few highlights are:

Importance of understanding our needs 

Many of his quotes are ever meaningful as they lay stress  

on the importance of living within the means. He felt that the  

real needs are only those that were required for living in the 

moment. The most famous words: “There is enough for every 

man’s need and not for    greed”,10 highlights his environmental 

concern for exploiting the natural resources for small 
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tenure proceeds instead of utilising it for need-based human  
sustenance. 

Gandhi warned, “A time is coming when those who are 
in a mad rush today of multiplying their wants, will retrace 
their steps and say; what have we done? Now this warning  
has become a global reality. The magnanimity of earth is such  
that it gives shells to all of its creatures and they exist because  
they live within their means unlike human beings who are  
driven by wants more than need, hence it is no wonder that  
the earth might end up being unsustainable for mankind very 
sooner than later”.11

Importance of Nature

 He understood deeply the relationship between 
human beings and nature, and his life resonates with it. He had  
reverence for nature and had a deep understanding of the 
importance of nature for human beings’ existence. He advocated  
a lifestyle that did not have environmental problems as he  
believed in remedy and not in cure. Gandhi valued nature 
not because it was needed or useful to man but because it was  
created by God and thus its pristine nature needs to be  
maintained. Gandhi believed in “Nature doing things for  
herself even for suffering humanity, if we could let nature take  
her course” and this was mentioned in a speech at Ashtanga 
Ayurveda Vidyalaya in Calcutta on May 6, 1925. He was of 
the view that nature’s creatures mind their own business and 
if only humans were to do the same, all life on earth could 
live in a harmonious way. On August 31, 1942, he underlined 
the importance of gifts given by nature to man and said,  
“Nature has provided us with a sufficient reserve of vitality.  
But for that, man would have disappeared long ago from  
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the face of the earth because of his own mistakes and  
transgressions of the rules of health”. Again he says, “I need  
no inspiration other than nature’s. She has never failed me as  
yet. She mystifies me, bewilders me, sends me to ecstasies”.12

Much can be written about the experiments done by  
Gandhi in the field of nature cure in his own life and later on  
when he administered it to others with great benefits – that 
is healing by air, water, earth and light. Modern Civilisation  
involved an egregious amount of violence against nature as  
it was largely seen as man’s property. This undermined man’s  
unity with his environment and fellowmen and destroyed  
stable and long established communities.13   Natural resources  
were ruthlessly exploited and their rhythm and balance  
disturbed as animals were killed or tortured for human needs. 
Gandhi believed that villages would soon disappear due to 
urbanisation as it is part of modern civilisation and of which 
environmental degradation is a product. Gandhi had a romantic 
vision of the ideal village. He wrote that, “it will have cottages  
with sufficient light and ventilation, built of material obtainable 
from within a radius of five miles. The Cottages will have 
courtyards enabling householders to plant vegetables for  
domestic use and to house their cattle. The village lanes and  
streets will be free of all avoidable dust. It will have wells 
according to its needs and it will be accessible to all. It will  
have houses of worship for all, also a common meeting place,  
a village common for grazing its cattle, a co-operative dairy, 
primary and secondary schools in which industrial training or 
vocational education will be the central fact, and it will have 
panchayats for settling disputes. It will produce its own grains, 
vegetables, and fruits and its own khadi”.14 While the western 
environmentalists spread the message of “going back to nature”, 
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Gandhi spread the message of “going back to the villages.”  
He believed that “the blood of the village is the cement with  
which the edifice of the cities is built”.15

Importance of Natural Resources  

Gandhi always advocated judicial usage of natural  
resources keeping the future generation in mind. “Man’s 
happiness lies in contentment. He who is discontented,  
however much he possesses, becomes a slave to his desires”.  
He expressed his concern in the unequal ways of using  
resources by different sections of society. According to him, 
modern civilisation helped in increasing the physical comforts  
of people but it would eventually meet its own destruction  
because of the limitation of non-renewable natural resources  
such as coal, petroleum, natural gas, etc.16

Importance of Air

We suffer because we do not realise the value of pure air.17 
Gandhi said that open air is far more necessary than food or  
water and he was hinting at the danger of inhaling impure air 
that leads to disastrous effects for health. In the Indian Opinion 
on February 1, 1913, he wrote about the human body requiring 
three kinds of nourishments ie, food, water and air. 18 All  
these nourishments are being spoiled by man due to rapid 
industrialisation and modernisation. 

Importance of Conservation 

Gandhi’s water conservation is a lesson for all human  
beings on the earth. He even advised that the river water  
flowing near the Ashram should be used in moderation and  
on being questioned about his advice he had quipped saying  
that all the flowing water in the river was not his and that  
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everyone has the right to use the water in a judicious way  
without polluting the river.

He used to even conserve paper in his day to day activities.  
He used to use scraps of paper for writing brief notes and the 
reverse of envelopes were used to send letters. Kaka Kalekar,  
a disciple and a close associate of Gandhi used to use only a  
few leaves of the neem tree instead of breaking an entire twig. 
Gandhi said, “This is violence. We should pluck the required 
number of leaves after offering an apology to the tree for  
doing so. But you broke off the whole twig, which is wasteful  
and wrong”.19  

Importance of having our Environment clean

Mahatma Gandhi gave utmost importance to keeping the 
environment neat and clean. At the Uruli Kanchan prayer  
meeting held on March 24, 1946, he said, “Anyone fouls the 
air by spitting about carelessly, throwing rubbish and refuse or  
otherwise dirtying the ground, sins against man and nature.” 
Further, he said, “Nature is lenient. It often does not punish us  
for our sins immediately.” He criticised people for polluting the 
rivers and other water bodies especially the Ganges.20

“All Life is One”

For achieving non-violence, he believed in the unity of all 
life. He was for the peaceful co-existence of all creatures and 
gave due reverence to all. His words, “Man has no power to  
create life, therefore, he has no right to destroy life” proves 
his immense affection for all life forms. According to Gandhi,  
man with higher faculties has to be compassionate to his 
fellow living beings and should not cause violence to them –  
be it animals, plants and inanimate beings.
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Importance of Environmental Ethics

Gandhi was not an environmentalist in the modern sense. 
Though he did not create a green philosophy or write nature  
poems, he is often described as an “apostle of applied human 
ecology”.21 It is a fact that environmental concerns were 
minimal in Gandhi’s time; but eminent environmental writers 
like Ramachandra Guha nevertheless consider him as an early 
environmentalist.22 Gandhi’s views on nature are scattered 
throughout his writings. He said “we cannot have ecological 
movement designed to prevent violence against nature, unless  
the principle of non-violence becomes central to the ethics of 
human culture.”23

His environmentalism was based on various ethical  
principles such as non-violence, practising truth, shunning the  
use of materials obtained by illegitimate means, celibacy as 
a means of population control, neither coveting nor amassing  
wealth beyond one’s need, sanitation of body, mind and 
surroundings, being content with available resources, 
austerity, introspection and meditation and even fasting for  
self-purification and no dereliction of duty towards nature 
including human beings. Importance of detachment towards 
wealth, family and body will only be realised with a change in 
our attitude towards them. That is to say, we must be interested  
in them not as proprietors, but as trustees.

Importance of Ecological Security

Gandhi was against large scale industrialisation as he 
was deeply aware of its outcome. Since independence, there 
has been rapid growth of industries in India and along with it,  
grave concerns of the depletion of natural resources. Awareness  
of this issue started in the west in the 1950s. According to  
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Gandhi, there should be production by the masses and not mass 

production of goods. Industrialisation resulted in urbanisation  

as villagers started migrating to towns and cities. This paved  

the way for the reduction in village practices and erosion of  

Indian values. This has caused social and cultural upheaval  

both in villages and cities. 

Conclusion

Several decades before the rise of environmental movements, 

Gandhi realised and  underlined fundamental environmental 

issues such as over-consumption of natural resources and  

violence to man and nature. Now-a-days there are several 

movements in different parts of the globe fighting against 
environmental injustice. Some of them are violent in nature,  

but in India, environmental movements have been forged by 

Gandhian traditions of non-co-operation and non-violence.  

Gandhi wrote a lot about colonial power, its impudence, and 

the heinous destiny it has imposed on the country. He criticised 

modernisation and industrialisation for its lethal effects on  

society. He observed that the Indian situation demanded a  

new economic order based on ecological balance. The village 

centrism of Gandhi is considered central to his environmental 

philosophy. His life and his ideas tell us that he was a true  

advocate of environmentalism and his green thoughts give us  

a new vision to harmonise nature with the needs of people. 

Therefore, the thoughts of Gandhi are essential to build up a  

green future. 
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Abstract   

This paper outlines the birth and growth of  
theatre, Telugu song and Cinema in the Madras 
Presidency and how they used the media to form and  
play themes related to the national movement. A 
further study of roles of individuals and institutions  
in media who were in the avant garde of this cultural 
movement to support and invoke the masses into  
the political struggle for freedom in South India is 
being analysed. 

Keywords: Theme songs, Folk tradition, Freedom 
Struggle, Garimella Satyanarayana.

The beginnings and development of nationalism  
in India was a result of the interplay of several  
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objective and subjective forces which surfaced during foreign 
rule. While British rule resulted in the depletion of vital  
resources of India and the decline of self-sufficient village 
economy and handicrafts, it led to the uniform administrative  
rule of India. These administrative controls encouraged  
oneness in protesting against Colonialism. Factors including  
the starting of modern transport, western education, and  
printing newspapers etc. led to exponential increase in liberal 
ideologies.

The Freedom movement entered different stages and with  
each phase, its mobilisation was diversified. In this context, 
songs, theatre and films played a significant role in spreading 
and disseminating the sentiment of anti-colonial struggle  
among the middle-class and the masses. At a time when there  
was no radio, television or cinema and when a large section 
of people were unlettered, theatre took on the role of a mass 
communicator, inspiring many to participate in the freedom 
struggle. 

Telugu is one of the major languages of South India1. It  
grew from the 11th century onwards and evolved to reach its 
peak during the Vijayanagara period. This period witnessed the 
blossoming of poetry and songs which led to the emergence of 
prose in the 19th century2. Prose in the form of novels, essays, 
criticism, descriptions and patriotic songs were the highlights  
of the modern period3. In this context, a song is a combination  
of melody and lyric, added to it is harmony and rhythm, and  
a beat. It has a structure, and usually repeats verses4. The song 
is created in a particular context and for a situation that was 
experienced5.  The context includes criteria with respect to  
where the song was performed, by whom and the composition 
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of the audience. It is to be explored as to how Telugu songs, 
in the context of the freedom struggle, played the role of  
promoting national consciousness in the public domain. 
 

The foundations of Telugu song tradition was laid by 
Annamayya (1408-1507) first and secondly by Kshetrayya  
(1600-1680), then Ramadasu (1620-1680), later by poet  
laureate Palli Subhramanya (1700-1780) and Thayagayya 
(1767-1847)6. In fact, Thaygayya gave stability and form to this  
tradition.

Among the Telugu poets who infused patriotic fervor  
and anti-British feelings was Garimella Satyanarayana. 
(1892-1952), often compared to Subrahmanya Bharathi 
of the Tamil country7. His nationalist literary activity  
began after 1921 and from his school days, he commenced 
singing songs tuned in popular folk tunes. His magnum-opus  
work Makodee tella doratanam meaning ‘we don’t want this  
white man’s rule’8 was cyclostyled and copies were sold at  
twelve paise per copy. The song became popular with all  
sections of society. Garimella used to sing this song himself.  
He was arrested on February 9, 1922 under 124 A Sedition  
Act and underwent a year of rigorous imprisonment.  
Subsequently, a year later, two parts of his Swarajya  
Geethamulu (Songs of Self Rule) were published 9. The  
attitude of the police is revealed in the letter given below 
dated 4th February, 1922 of the Police Superintendent 
of Godavari District to the personal assistant  
to the DIG of Police, Madras. 

“One Garimella Satyanarayana of Tilak Ashramam, 
Rajahmundry has written a book called Swarajya Geethamulu  
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in two parts…….It has been written in colloquial Telugu  
intended for the use of ordinary people, especially the lower  
classes and contains several portions highly seditious and 
objectionable. I have, therefore, the honour to request you to 
take immediate steps to get the offenders punished and prevent 
publication. The said Satyanarayana recently published here 
similar cyclostyled leaflet and steps have been taken for his  
arrest and warrant is pending”10

The British Government initiated a case against Garimella 
for his Swarajya Geethamulu for which he was later awarded  
a two-year sentence. The Non-Co-operation movement on the  
one hand and Gandhi’s campaign on the other against  
untouchability were gaining momentum. In this background, 
Garimella wrote “Harijana Patalu” in 193311. He preached that 
“all castes should work for the collective prosperity; people  
must enjoy the wealth of the land equally”. Besides these,  
Garimella wrote “Nutana Jatiya Geethamulu” (New National 
Songs) and several songs on a variety of subjects, most of  
which are believed to be lost12. In the process, Garimella  
became a linguist translating classic Tamil works into Telugu  
and Kannada plays into Telugu and English works to Telugu13. 
He was not only a translator from English but also penned  
a few original poems in English, like Heart of India under the 
surname S.N. Garimella.

“The Heart of India”, is the first work in English, a rare find  
and the only one of such a long poetic composition form on 
nationalist politics. It is a profound political commentary 
comprising popular reaction on the events during the post  
Non-Co-operation period and in the context of Simon  
Commission’s visit and was perceived through the eyes of 
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Garimella14. It is a useful narrative on the course of National 

Movement. 

His address to Simon Commission is sublime and poised  

but his differences with the British continued to be serious:

“Such souls now cry from beach to boat 

Let the country in complete boycott float! 
For Patriotism and honour stand!

Drive the foreign rule from your land” 15

Garimella though born as Telugu, his inspiration was Indian and 

his appeal was universal.

My native land is my entire theme,

To sing her sorrows is my scheme; 

Though once in a world of a well-known fame,

Alas! She lost her vigor and name”.16

He responded to the constructive programme launched by 

Gandhi by writing profusely on the issues of Ahimsa. According 

to Garimella, non-violence and the spread of knowledge were  

our only tools. Violence to Garimella was an unheroic method.  

He wrote: 

“A sleeping nation rose to light 

Astonished saw the world that sight 

An iron law has lost its might

And thus began our weaponless fight”. 17

Some of his poems like “Anayayakalambu” (the coming of 

unjust times) even reflected ideas of socialism and the poet’s  
anger against the exploitation of the poor. The heart of India  

expressed these sentiments several times. He wrote:



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 453

“The great should learn how to be humble,
The small should have a dignified demeanor,
Else, from the greatness the great shall tumble

And the small the slavery savour”.18

The bold and objective attitude of the poet gives his  

work a universal appeal and timeless relevance.

1. “Of freedom brotherhood and equality

Without a trace of loss or frailty,

May the stronger help the weak to strength!

And the richer folk the poor to wealth”!

    

2. “When shall this Universe learn this lesson?

The miseries of the dumb-folk lessen, 

It is then that the human ear will listen 

The Music of a New Era risen” 19

A profound nationalist Garimella had to face bad days 

towards the latter part of his life. Besides poverty, old age and 

ill-health also haunted him. He passed away in an abysmal  

state on December 18, 1952 after being several months in  

poverty20. Lastly, his words perpetuate his memory, which says 

“some should sacrifice and perish only then the country will 
improve.” 

It’s clear from the above, that his poems assumed the form 

of popular songs, easy to grasp by the literate as well as the 

illiterate. Patriotism, Gandhian principles, National construction, 

Untouchability, Temperance, and Khaddar were the chief themes 

in his poems. In his songs, as in life, there has always been  
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an inevitable element of revolt and universal appeal. That in  

a nutshell characterises Garimella’s songs.

Basavaraaju Venkata Appa Rao (13 December, 1894 - 19 
June, 1933)21 in his simple language, made his songs very  
popular. Basavaraju was born in 1894 at Patamata village near 
Vijayawada. He obtained his BA degree from Presidency  
College, Madras (1916) and B.L. degree in 1926 and started  
his law practice at Vijayawada in 1927. But died early in  
193322. Of all his literary works, his “Basavaraju Appa Rao  
Gitalu” is well received by the Telugu readers and respected  
too. His other important works are: Vayu Sandesamu 
(unpublished), Selayeti Ganamu (published), Andhra Kavitva 
Charitra (published), Arabian Nitsu Kathalu (unpublished), 
and Andhraratna Gopalakrushnuni Jivitamu (published) 23.  
Basavaraju wrote patriotic songs and some of them were to do 
with popularising the Harijan movement, Nationalist politics  
and Gandhi. The best examples were his poems ‘Maa Gandhi’ 
(Our Gandhi), ‘Gandhi Prabha’, ‘Mala Madigala Mora’ (Appeal 
to Untouchables), ‘Mattu Mandu’ (Medicine of Sedition), 
‘Ratnamu’ (Charakha), ‘Jateeyapataaakam’ (National flag), and 
‘Venunaadam’ (on Non-Co-operation movement) and ‘Swarajya 
Laksmi Pendli’ (Marriage ‘Swarjya Lakshmi’).

All religions are same.      
A new Jesus Christ has incarnated
By not hurting him, he melted his foe’s arrogance
Born as Hindu Paigambar (Prophet)
He cried Allaho Akbar-
An ant he ascended a throne
He is Rama who turned a slab into lady
For Dharma, he staked his very life24
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Basavaraju’s style was  on the whole adorable and easily 
adaptable.

Ghantasala Venkateswara Rao (1922–1974) - He was 
a famous regional language singer and music composer of  
Telugu private films and many other languages such as  
Malayalam, Tulu, Tamil, Kannada, and Hindi. He received  
many awards including the prestigious award of Padma Shri.  
For more than 25 years, he rendered his songs in Telugu  
movies. He rendered 10,000 kritis in almost all south 
Indian languages and lent his voice for more than 100 films.  
Ghantasala began singing as a child artiste. Not able to survive, 
he took the opportunity to stage acts in mythological plays.26  

Ghantasala participated in the Quit India Movement in 1942.  
As a nationalist and stage activist, he was put into prison for 
eighteen months during the Movement. He was also indicted 
for disrupting the railway track. While in the Bellary prison,  
he could meet different leaders like Bezwada Gopala Reddy, 
Potti Sreeramulu, Satyamurthy and Yerneni Subrahmanyam.27 
After being released from jail, he went to his original occupation 
of music and staging plays and continued to participate in the 
National Movement.

Ghantasala’s primary contribution was to make music 
accessible to all. For example, Telugu ‘Padyam’, which 
was basically musical until then, with a focus on the pattern  
of gamakas, control of breath, elaboration of raga etc was 
rendered by him with emphasis on displaying the original 
character’s emotions and inner turmoil. Immense clarity,  
adulation in punctuation, intoning and modulation, doubled  
with a gainful of soulful stress on every alphabet, both verse  
and musical, was the trade-mark of his performance28. On the  
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eve of Independence, Ghantasala sang poems and songs on 
Akashavani [All India Radio] for a program called “Swatantra 
Ratham.” Later, he composed the song that he sang for  
Tholeti Venkata Reddy’s lyrics, which became an all-time hit,  
i.e. “Swathantrame maa janma hakkani”29 (Freedom is our birth 
right). He died on February 10, 1974.30 He was honored with 
the Padma Shri” by the Indian Government. A postal stamp  
was released by the Central Government in his memory in the  
year 2003. 

The period from about 1947-1974, was a glorious one 
of Ghantasala’s great Contribution to the then cultural scene  
which set a unique trend of exposition of both semi-classical  
and ‘desi’ (music of the common people) on one hand and the 
rendering of Telugu Padyam (prosodial verse) on the other31.  
His voice continues to be evergreen. 

Emergence of Modern Telugu Theatre

The origins of modern Telugu stage began in 1880 and 
that of modern drama from the 1860s32. There has been a 
fundamental difference between theatre and drama. Drama is  
a genre of literary prose which exists in the form of written  
texts, whereas theatre is a mode of entertainment which  
originated both in the form of written and unwritten   
works. Therefore, both theatre and drama existed as  
independent forms. Majority of the plays written in Telugu 
obtained broader acclaim as forms of texts not as forms of 
stage presentation. To name a few; the plays written by Sri  
Sri, Tripureneni Ramaswami Chowdary, Chalam Kodavatiganti 
Kutumbarao and Viswanadha Satyanarayana were never  
staged in theatrical form, but continued as great dramas in 
modern Telugu literature. Between A.D. 1880 to 1881, the 
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outstanding Dharwada Theatre Company by name Altekar Hindu  
Dramatic Company travelled to some of the Andhra areas to  
stage Hindi dramas and it created interest in theatre33.

Gurajada Apparao (AD.1861-1915), was the innovator 

of the modern Telugu theatre with his play, Kanyasulkam34.  

The drama was first staged in 1892 at Vijayanagaram and was  
later published in 1897. The use of local slang, visualisation 

of incidents which were very close to day-to-day situations,  

besides portrayal of social issues and possible solutions  

were the main factors in Kanyasulkam35. The play dealt with  

the serious contemporary problem of ‘bride price’ and the  

tradition of marrying minor girls to older men36. The theme 

was social and not mythological, characters in the play were 

mature and life-like and the language used was simple.

Another genre of plays surfaced during the time of the 

Quit India Movement (1942), with which the Indian Freedom 

struggle jumped into the penultimate phase. During years  

1943-46, a large number of plays were published around the  

theme of independence: like Vedantakavi’s ‘Telugu Talli’  

(1940), Utkuru Satyanarayana’s ‘Congress Vijayam’ (1946) and  

P Raghavaraju’s ‘Delhi Kota’ (1946)37. The purpose of these  

plays was to spread the message of independence to the  

masses and mobilise them for national struggle.

The liberal movement of the 1940s provided further fillip 
to political drama. The Praja Natya Mandali (Peoples Theatre 

Movement)38 enabled the group for the staging of revolutionary 

plays. Sunkara Satyanarayan and V. Bhaskara Rao jointly  

brought out two plays: Mundadugu (1945) and Ma Bhoomi 
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(1947), dealing with the atrocities of zamindars and the rule  

of the Nizam of Hyderabad. This genre visualized into folk  

forms such as ‘burrakatha’ (story telling) to reach out to the 

common people with progressive ideas. 

Andhra produced great actors like Hari Prasad Rao,  

T. Raghavachari, Stanam Narsimha Rao and Bellary Raghava 

(A.D.1880-1946). Raghava was well-versed in Telugu, Kannada 

and English and he tried to improve Telugu theatre from  

a contemporary perspective. He advocated that women  

themselves must enact women’s roles. He said that there should 

not be songs, padyams, and music in the plays, and that theatre 

must depict day-to-day lives of the people and contemporary 

society. He was also of the view that all mythological plays  

never represent real life. By the time of the Quit India  

Movement, cinema had taken over. 

The Zamindars like Ananda Gajapathi Raju of  

Vijayanagaram, the Raja of Pithapuram, Mote Zamindar of  

Eluru, Zamindar of Vyuoor and Nujiveedu were the main 

promoters of theatre. Some larger institutions were formed  

like the Andhra Nataka Parishat in 1929, and it got reorganised 

in the year A.D. 1944, and later in 1957, the Andhra Pradesh 

Sangeeta Nataka Academy was formed. 

Through the ages, society has considered theatre as one of 

the effective tools available to human beings in their attempt 

to understand themselves and the world around them. In this  

respect, Telugu theatre provided not only recreation but also  

was able to provide insights into social evils as well as the  

ongoing national movement.
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Cinema

India has always been a multi-lingual society, with hundreds 
of languages, five of which are dominant: Hindi, Bengali,  
Tamil, Telugu, and Malayalam. By the 1930s, Bombay (Hindi), 
Calcutta (Bengali) and Madras (Tamil and Telugu) were  
established as film centers. Telugu and Tamil are two leading 
languages in South India and Madras has been the centre of 
production of films and other related activities. The Telugu 
language Talkie is as old as that of Hindi. Ardeshir Irani and 
H.M. Reddy made their first films almost simultaneously.  
But Ardeshir’s ‘Alam Ara’ was released a few months before  
H.M. Reddy’s ‘Bhakta Prahlada’ but the year is the same, 
ie, 193139. The story of the Telugu film was borrowed from 
the Puranas. It was an instant success. Telugu Cinema in the  
beginning was completely conceived of mythological set-ups  
and storylines were taken from theatre.

Gradually new companies and new artistes were born. The  
films gradually became a business proposition. But, makers  
never lost the sense of social responsibility. Among them was  
B.N. Reddy, who was at Prabhat Film Company and who later  
started the Vauhini Pictures. He had studied under Tagore at 
Santiniketan and had been exposed to Bengali theatre and the  
film world. He began his film career by specialising in Telugu;  
much of his earlier work had reflected the culture of Andhra in  
the way the work of Debaki Bose reflected Bengal. Vauhini 
Pictures grew rapidly and developed into one of the finest  
groups in Asia, maintaining high technical excellence40. 

Gudavalli Ramabrahmam launched his own ‘Sarathi Films’ 
and made ‘Malapilla’. It was released in 1938 and became  
a hit41. He was a revolutionary thinker. At a time when themes  
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related to mythology were current, Gudavalli Ramabrahmam 
heralded a new era in Telugu films by making films on  
contemporary social issues like the Harijan movement and, 
‘Malapilla’ was the first among them. It was a love story  
between a Brahmin and a Harijan. The movie dealt with issues  
like untouchability, entry into temples, social equality and 
Gandhian values. 

While some people attempted to stop the screening;  
Gudavalli Rambramham gave free tickets to Brahmins who 
wanted to watch it. While some changed and became converts, 
there were others who went home and bathed to get rid of the  
sin of watching such a movie42. Samudrala Raghavacharya, 
Cattamanchi Ramalinga Reddy, and Tapi Dharamarao wrote 
the screenplay for Malapilla. Most of Chalam’s dialogues were 
retained. Bhimavarapu Narasimha Rao composed songs using 
folk music. The songs became popular. Malapilla was released 
in a record 12 centres on September 25, 1938 and was a big 
hit. Malapilla’s success enhanced the interest of the filmmakers  
to produce movies based on social issues.  

After making a path-breaking film, Malapilla, Gudavalli 
Ramabrahmam focused on another important issue of the  
times, ie, oppression of the peasants by the Zamindars. He 
produced and directed Rythubidda under the Sarathi Films  
banner promoted by Challapalli Raja Srimanthu Yarlagadda 
Sivarama Prasad, a progressive thinking Zamindar. Interestingly, 
the film was banned in his native Krishna district. Later  
Rythubidda was cleared by the Censor board and was released  
on August 27, 1939 all over the Madras Presidency. The  
landlords of Venkatagiri were greatly offended by its content  

and sought a ban. They even burnt the film prints resulting in 
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clashes. As a result, the Nellore district Magistrate imposed  
a ban on its screening. A similar ban was also imposed in  
Krishna district43. 

Malapilla was also a direct critique of exploitative Brahmin 
rituals. It details the problem of caste, which was a major issue  
in South Indian society then and was dedicated to the  
Maharajah of Travancore, who had passed a law allowing  
members of all  castes to enter temples44.  Gudavalli dedicated  
the film to the memory of Bollini Munuswamy Naidu, 
who was hailed as Rythubandhava and was the Premier of  
Madras Presidency between 1930-32. Thus, Gudavalli’s works  
are considered as milestones in the history of Telugu cinema. 

Mana Desam (1949) was another Telugu social film  
directed by L.V. Prasad and produced by actress Krishnaveni. 
The title meant ‘Our Country’ in Telugu. The film was based on 
Vipradasa, a Bengali novel by Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay  
and was set in the backdrop of the Indian Freedom struggle45.  
This was a political melodrama about India’s Freedom  
struggle. 

Krishnaveni used all the traditional story-telling techniques. 
She used styles of Oggu katha and stage dramas like Veedhi 
Natakalu, Burra Katha, Bommalatalu in parts of the movie. 
She also included all types of old songs in Telugu like patriotic 
songs, dhampudu songs, bhajans and rural songs. The movie 
portrays Gandhian values during the freedom struggle and  
their deterioration after India attained independence. In fact,  
this was the first Telugu film based on a Bengali story and on  
the Bengali novel, Vipradasa. It was perhaps the first  
full-fledged film on the freedom movement, though mixed  
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with family emotions. But as envisaged by its producers, the  
film could not be released on August 15, 1947. It hit the  
theatres only two years later46. This film is also remembered as 
Telugu megastar and later Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh,  
N.T. Rama Rao’s acted debut as a police inspector, and  
it was Ghantasala’s first composing assignment. 

Conclusion

Both Garimella Satyanarayana and Basavaraju Venkata  
Appa Rao created nationalist literary appeal by using 
symbols of universal appeal and secular image of Gandhi.  
Among them, Garimella faced the wrath of the British  
Government by undergoing rigorous imprisonment because 
his songs were directly anti-British, whereas Basvaraju’s 
songs were more to do with national fervor. A little ahead of 
them was Ghantasala Venkateshwara Rao, who communicated 
to people through his songs. His melody, balance of larynx, 
jaw and diaphragm and his natural reflections were able to 
produce beautiful sound. His patriotic songs continue to sustain  
patriotism in the nation.

The Telugu theatre evolved in content and forms from 
mythological to social themes - representing contemporary 
issues and from verse to prose and has also been the harbinger 
of creating self consciousness among the middle classes and  
later in the masses. Both the plays which were staged in the  
theatre communicated an underlying message of freedom.

Cinema was able to communicate directly with a wider 
audience. It was democratic in the sense that if one could  
afford, one could watch a film in theatre by buying a ticket of 
his/her choice - either balcony or box, thereby undoing caste 
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and class. Moreover, cinema gave scope for experimentation of 

themes, songs and visuals.
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Abstract   

The Study to determine the wild ancestors of 
cultivated plants is a difficult one. Though basically 
botanical, it is interdisciplinary in nature and covers 
genetics, ecology, geography, ethnology, archaeology, 
anthropology, history and linguistics. The earliest 
location of cultivation of a number of plants which 
were widely dispersed in prehistoric times cannot 
be fixed to a limited area. Rice and Sugarcane are  
grasses flourishing in monsoons, which began their 
global journey from a wild status and changed the  
World. India is one of the twelve centres of origin 
of cultivated plant species, which includes rice,  
sugarcane, cotton, jute, mango, turmeric and  
medicinal plants. In fact, they represent a very  
important heritage. The History of Sugar began from 
a grass in New Guinea, sometime in 8000 BC., where 
the local people using sugarcane grass thatched 
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the roof of their dwelling houses and fenced their 
gardens, turning their home into a sweet home. The 
credit for the technology to turn sugarcane juice into 
granulated crystals that could be easily stored, goes  
to India during the Gupta dynasty, around 350 A.D.  
The fabrication of a method to manufacture cane  
sugar granules from the sugarcane juice was  
destined to make this plant universal. This wild  
grass with its crushing and extraction of crystals,  
slowly but steadily, became a highly valuable 
commercial plant, over time and changed the World. 
Philological and botanical sources offer evidence to 
conclude that sugarcane spread to other countries  
from India. In the making of sugarcane, a universal 
plant, the Buddhist monks travelling through the 
silk routes, and the Indian sailors by various trade  
routes, played a great role.

Keywords: Domesticated plants, nativity, farinaceous, 
saccharum officinarum, sakkharon, honey, cane sugar, 
Buddhism, Sinology, sarkkara.

Humankind’s march from pre-history to the present day is  

most fascinating. Man is sustained by living resources  

comprising a wide variety of plants, animals and other living 

organisms. Dependence on these most precious gifts of nature  

is absolute as they are the only known source of food for man  

and other organisms. Throughout the course of civilisation,  

ancient and modern, “man has depended on plants, animals 

and micro-organisms for energy and for a wide variety of other  

products necessary for his survival. The activities of living 
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organisms help in maintaining the life-support systems of this 

earth 1.” 

The ‘dump-heap’ theory of the origin of cultivated plants 

points out that increased hybridisation of plants/seeds in  

disturbed habitats leads to new combinations of those plants,  

thus paving the way to the beginnings of agriculture. All 

civilisations are founded on agriculture 2. 

The research done by scientists like Linnaeus (Species 

Planturum, 1753), Alphonso de Candolle (Les origines  

de nosplante scultivées, 1882), Mendel (Versucheüber P 

flanzenhybriden, 1865), and N.I. Vavilov (Studies on the origin 

of cultivated plants, 1926)3 helped the knowledge of various 

cultivated plants to grow. Generally, their source material  

was based on classical writings correlated with evidence  

from archaeology, history and linguistics. Scholars have been 

labouring to study the cultivated plants and their scholastic  

studies brought research to the problems of their origins. 

Investigations on the exact geographical origin of many 

of the domesticated plants have fructified in recent times. 
Though we have been able to point out the origin of cultivation 

or domestication of most plants within definitive regions,  
knowledge of the exact locations from where they have  

emerged is wanting. “The extreme age of the oldest cultivated 

plants makes it very difficult to trace their wild ancestors, 
or ‘progenitors,’ although there are ‘primitive’ forms still in  

existence in some cases which suggest how the cultivated forms 

originated” 4. 
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The study to determine the wild ancestors of domesticated/
cultivated plants and their wild relatives is a difficult one. 
Though basically botanical, it is interdisciplinary in nature and 
covers genetics, ecology, geography, ethnology, archaeology, 
anthropology, history and linguistics. The earliest location of 
cultivation, the number of the oldest cultivated plants which  
were widely dispersed in pre-historic times, cannot today be  
readily fixed to a limited area. 

Humans and Rice

Molecular biologists have recently proved that humans and 
plants have a lot of genetic similarity.  The DNA sequences of 
about 20% genes in humans and rice, a cereal plant, are similar.  
The close genetic similarity of rats with humans turned rats  
to be used extensively as animal models of human diseases.  
By a wise provision of nature, wild ducks carrying wild rice is 
a common sight in areas where wild rice is found growing.  The 
ducks also afford food for the people at the season when the  
rice is ripe5.  Perhaps man took to harvesting the wild rice, 
imitating the duck. 

The human ancestor, sustained by eating tubers, roots and 
fruits, was yet to make a tryst with rice. He observed mice  
eating rice, still a wild plant that grows best during heavy  
monsoon. Apart from the Irular, Korava (Ahikuntakayas), 
the rodent-pest controllers, we find Mushahars in eastern  
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and north Madhya Pradesh, who are  
‘rat-eaters.’ The rats provide their source of income and food. 
They pull out the asphyxiated rats by smoking the burrow and 
barbecuing the clean field rats grown fat on rice grain. The  
use of rats in the culinary of the tribals can be witnessed even 
today in the streets of Chennai. The lakes growing wild rice 
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became a common platter for cattle, antelopes, ducks, rats and  
a host of others. Early man began to stake his share, when  
women and children did gleaning, and others dug out catches  
of panicles from rat burrows. The early man’s encounter  
with rice began when he collected as a bonus, a stockpile of  
grain that the rat kept inside its burrow for its use.

Gift of the Goddess

The early man grew many precious plants from remote 
antiquity.  The tradition of the origin of such plants, blended  
with fabulous lore, speaks of them as gifts of gods to  
mortal man. Cerealiamunera comes from Ceres, the goddess 
of corn, and was considered gifts of the goddess Ceres.  
Farinaceous (farina+meal) seeds are divided into two classes,  
the cerealia or corn-bearing, and pulses with its proximate 
vegetative principle, starch or fecula. The Egyptian tradition 
considered barley to be the first of the cerealia made use of  
by man. Though its introduction is traced to the goddess Isis,  
its native country, however, is as little known as that of wheat 6.

Rice hardly ever grows wild in any part of the earth. 
It was conveyed, cultivated, and improved by man  
in the tropical and contiguous warm regions. Civilisations with 
the cultivated corn plants bear testimony to their culture by the 
hand of man.  The old marshes that were once impassable for 
man or cattle, can now house even a multi-storied building.   
The grains everywhere ceased growing in a wild state. This  
context has made our efforts to know their origin and the age  
when they were cultivated, very difficult.

The History of the cultivation of farinaceous plants is thus 
fascinating.  An inquiry about the country of their origin, though 
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difficult, should enable one to find the cradle of mankind.  It is 
generally supposed that India was the cradle of mankind and  

that the first emigration spread into Egypt; thence to the North. 
Primeval nations, which nurtured wild rice, must have largely 

facilitated the expansion of their pristine civilisation to other 

nations.

Rice is mentioned in the Chandogya Upanishad (belongs 

to the followers of the Sama Veda) and in the Institutes of  

Hindu Law, the Ordinance of Manu. Theophrastus’s History of 

Plants speaks of the knowledge of rice which apparently came 

to Greece from Alexander’s expedition. The Greek orydsa,  

which Theophrastus and Arrian mention, is the Tamil arisi.  

Eventually called oryza, rice took a long time to become  

common in the west.  The derivation of the word from the  

Tamil arisi, Arabic aruz, Greek oruza, Latin oryza, Italian 

riso, French riz and English rice, probably suggests that the  

cultivation of the plant has chartered its course from its South 

Indian home. With hundreds of rice varieties recognised in  

South India, the search for a time of farther antiquity of  

cultivation takes us to the day of wild rice. 

Day of Wild Rice

The search for the rice that we eat today takes us to the  

seed of a wild grass growing eight to twelve feet tall in  

marshy areas. The rendezvous with rice and its subsequent 

domestication became a turning-point in the early man’s life.  

A food that grows on the swiftly moving water, wild rice has 

been an important Indian food from the earliest times. It grew 

abundantly in wetlands, primarily in the form of shallow  

marshes, larger sloughs, shallow lakes and marshy habitats, 
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choked with wild rice, which were almost impassable, making 

harvest very expensive.

A photo finish of the harvest scenario can be had from 
Anishinaabe, the group of native North American people,  

known as Ojibwe and Chippewa, who each in the month of  

August travelled to nearby swampy wild rice fields in a birch  
bark canoe with pitch to gather wild rice using a specially  

carved stick to knock the rice kernels into the boat.  This slow 

hand harvesting of wild rice, steeped in generations among the 

Ojibwe traditions, is one that remains an important part of the 

community’s origin story.  

Monsoon Gods

Clouds built up in the pre-monsoon days created an  

atmospheric appearance that promises imminent rain, but 

disappoints the onlooker by performing nothing. Danavas, the 

drought-demons, probably cover different aspects of the sky  

in the dry season.  Vritra, the most important drought demon,  

‘the obstructer’ of the heavenly waters, being the entire dry  

weather sky, had withheld the waters7. The ancients called this 

abortive rain-storm, Vritra. Susna ‘the scorcher’, who spoils 

the harvests, is the personification of the intense pre-monsoon  
heat, Aurnvabha, son of the wool-weaver, possibly referring  

to the woolly look of the dry-weather sky or to the whitish  

dust and smoke-haze spread.  The rain falls, as soon as Vritra 

is smitten. Along with it, all the other drought-demons take 

themselves off. The intervention of Indra, the wielder of the 

lightning, materialised the outbreak of the monsoon season.
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Wild Rice, gift of the monsoon

After making the land hot and dry during winter, an air  
mass shifts to bring heavy rains during summer.  The wild rice, 
a grass usually well adapted to this annual monsoon-influenced  
rise and fall of water levels, had made its habitats within and 
along the monsoon moist banks of rivers and streams and  
edges of marshes located in a subtropical monsoon climatic  
zone.

By dissecting the word varsha, we reached a region in the 
Bharata Varsha, where a people lived by the grace of monsoon, 
whose gift was wild rice. The visitation of monsoon every year 
to the Western Ghats is to irrigate pepper. With the advent of 
domestication of rice, the early man experienced shifting of  
fortune due to the vagaries of monsoon rainfall, which often 
threatened the crop production, sometimes due to prolonged 
droughts and sometimes due to flash floods.  This nourished  
his intelligence, resulting in the weaving of the Indra-Vritra  
myth.

Harvest in Wild Rice

Harvesting wild Rice is called knocking the rice, or ‘ricing’.  
The Ojibwe designated the month for ricing in August or  
September as the “month of making wild rice,” which came to be 
known as Manoominike Giizis or the Wild Rice Moon8.

The general technique used to harvest wild rice, in the  
words of Jenk9 (1977), is as follows: “Before the grains were  
ripe, women would often go to the rice fields by canoe and  
tie the standing stalks into uniform bunches using strings of 
basswood bark or other materials.  Then, during harvesting,  
two people in a canoe, usually women, would push their way 
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through the wild-rice beds, and while one person poled, the  
other pulled the bundled stalks over the side of the canoe, and 
hit the fruiting heads with a stick to knock the grains off into  
the bottom of the canoe. On the return journey, the other  
person would harvest grain into her end of the canoe, while  
the first harvester poled”10.  The shape and smoothness of the  
small, light water craft, found ideal for this terrace, caused the 
least harm to the rice plant. 

Harvesters using canoe paddles moved the canoe through 
the plants and entered the wild rice beds, but long traditional 
forked poles were used to move through the rice beds, because 
they protected the plants’ root systems.  Every harvester owned 
a pair of ricing sticks, also called knockers, of about three feet  
in length used to thresh the kernels into the canoe. A very  
smooth lightweight wood facilitated the knockers by relieving  
the ricer’s arms from tiring, and caused no damage to the  
plant and was hardly noticeable in the hand. The seed would  
be bounced after drying to separate the kernel from the hull.  
Some called this, “dancing the rice.”  

The dark virgin in a canoe, depicted as Kanya in India,  
shows that the sign Virgo belonged to the hey-day of  
wild rice and with the advent of domestication of rice, the  
idea further spread worldwide. The formation of Virgo occurs  
when the sun enters the sign of Virgo in August/September.  
Most countries realised this sign as marking the season of  
the harvest. The Greco-Roman world identified Virgo in Isis.  
Sir William Jones observes that this Zodiac, “is drawn standing  
on a boat in water, holding in one hand a lamp, and in the  
other an ear of rice-corn (spica).” Described in the Hindu  
Zodiac as Kanya, the sign was Isis in the Egyptian Zodiac  
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who wore a crescent on her head and the Eleusinian Ceres.  The 
month corresponding to Phalguna in the Indian solar year was 
“Isa, a title of Siva, or Mahadeo, who also wears the crescent, 
and is sometimes represented standing erect in the middle of  
the argha, like Virgo in the boat”11.

Too much of a thing can be poison even if it is amrut, thus 
goes an adage. The realisation of Marc Aronson, Marina Tamar 
Budhos, a husband-and-wife team that they had the history 
of blood sugar in their families, prompted them to script the  
globe-trotting story entitled Sugar changed the World: A Story  
of Magic, Spice, Slavery, Freedom, and Science, - an award 
winning work. People using bitter sugar are living amidst us.  
The sweet sugar not only drove the bloody slave trade, causing 
the loss of countless lives, but also planted the seeds of  
revolution that led to freedom in the American Colonies, 
Haiti and France. Various Cultures around the world accorded  
reception to sugar, which resulted in people writing several 
voluminous histories on this plant. Even then, cracking its  
nativity was a difficult task. 

Rice and Sugarcane are grasses flourishing in monsoons, 
which began their global journey from a wild status and  
changed the world. Apart from that, India is one of the twelve 
centres of origin of cultivated plant species, which includes 
rice, sugarcane, cotton, jute, mango, turmeric, medicinal plants,  
along with various domesticated animals. In fact, they represent 
the greatest heritage.  

Nativity of Sugarcane

The date of diffusion of Sugarcane, initially unknown,  
caused a misinterpretation of its origins. Early historians  
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presumed that Sugarcane was indigenous to China, and  
considered China to be the place of domesticated sugarcane12  
from remote antiquity, which involved much obscurity. This 
argument failed to hold the ground with the publication of  
new studies. 

Analysing the history of this single plant has given us a  
chance to pry open the time history of the world. As a result,  
the world realised India to be the country to introduce  
sugarcane to the Chinese.

Of the five species among Sugarcane, none could survive 
on its own in the wild. Cultivation for their survival made them 
completely dependent on people. Sugarcane in its wild state 
cannot be found anywhere these days.

The failure to confirm the nativity of the first country to 
cultivate the cane and manufacture sugar, has persuaded many  
to dig into the past, from time to time. The inherent sweetness  
of this plant paved the way for its domestication in tropical 
Southeast Asia on an unknown date at least a thousand years  
ago. This wild grass with its crushing and extraction of  
crystals, slowly but steadily, became a highly valuable  
commercial plant, over time, which changed the world.

Was Sugarcane a tribal experience?
Our ancestors loved sweet tastes and ate wild honey, the 

oldest known sweetener. They also used dates and other sweet 
foods as sweeteners, till the time they began to extract phloem 
saps of sugarcane (Saccharum Officinarum), a tall, reedy grass. 
Scientists go back to the area we now call New Guinea, to be 
the place where agriculture, especially banana and sugarcane, 
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developed. The History of Sugar began from a grass in New  
Guinea, sometime in 8000 BC., where the local people using 
sugarcane grass thatched the roof of their dwelling houses 
and fenced their gardens, turning their home a sweet home.  
New Guinea sucked and chewed on pieces of chopped  
sugarcane for energy. Merely chewing the raw sugarcane to  
extract its sweetness would have kept the cane where it was 
discovered. Tribals of New Guinea were unlikely to have  
strived to invent a technology to extract sugar from sugarcane. 
They would have preferred to live in a hut thatched with  
sugarcane, but seldom change the food habits or lifestyles that  
the sugarcane offered.

Where precisely did cane sugar originate is a question that 
poses a historical conundrum.  On the question of the early  
history of the sugarcane, and of the culture and manufacture 
of sugar, there exist diverse opinions. Sidney Mintz and his  
sources point out New Guinea as the place of domestication 
of sugarcane, around 8000 BC., from where it had reached the 
Philippines and India.  The passion for sugarcane led the Indians  
to pass the knowledge of the plant (S.spontaneum) to nearby 
regions.

When was sugar first made by crushing the stems of the  
plant Saccharum officinarum and by refining its sap?  The 
credit for the technology to turn sugarcane juice into granulated  
crystals that could be easily stored goes to India during the 
Gupta dynasty, around AD 350.  The fabrication of a method to 
manufacture cane sugar granules from the sugarcane juice was 
destined to make this plant universal. Through various trade 
routes, travelling Buddhist monks as well as Indian sailors  
carried sugar to various places.
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An accidental hybridisation between sugarcane and a 

wild relative called Saccharum spontaneum, thought to have  

occurred in northern India since time immemorial, did the  

miracle in the evolution of a new species called Saccharum 

barberi or katha with thinner, harder stems. Although these  

hybrid canes “produce less sugar, they are more hard, and  

more resistant to pests and diseases, than the noble canes”13.  

Better suited to the subtropics and to high altitudes, where 

the original or noble canes do poorly, they found their way to  

China and subsequently to Persia (modern Iran) and then to  

Europe in ancient times itself. 

Philological and botanical sources offer evidence to  

conclude that sugarcane spread to other countries from India. 

Mention of sugarcane in the Atharvaveda, Institutes of Manu,  

and the medical treatises of Charaka and Susruta, upholds 

this claim. “I have crowned thee with a shooting sugar cane, 

so that thou shalt not be averse to me”14 is a quotation from  

Atharvaveda. Chewing of ikshu, alluded to in the  

Atharvaveda15, is certainly said about sugarcane. The Rigveda 

does not expressly mention sugarcane (ikshu) but it is found in  

all the other Samhitas. 

When was sugar first made by crushing the stems of the  
plant Saccharum officinarum and by refining its sap? The  
answer is still unknown. The lack of knowledge of the date of 

diffusion of sugarcane caused a misinterpretation of its origins. 

However, India is acclaimed as the land of origin of the plant  

as well as of the technology to refine sugar. The passion for 
sugarcane led the Indians to pass the knowledge of the plant 

(Saccharum spontaneum) to nearby regions.
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Europe experiences the taste of sugar but fails to conquer it
Honey along with other sweeteners, predated cane sugar.  

A perpetual human sweet tooth can be described when 
Theophrastus, who lived about 820 years before the Christian  
era, described the different kinds of honey.  He mentions  
sugarcane as “Honey extracted from canes or reeds.” While 
Herodotus wrote about a sweet reed that produced honey,  
around 510 BC; Nearchus came across this reed as he set out  
to investigate India’s coast around 326 BC. Megasthenes in  
300 BC, quotes Strabo’s “India stone sweeter than figs and  
honey.” This plant that covers 10,000 years of history and  
ranges round the world continues to remain a passionate  
subject for anyone who comes across it.

When the first century of the Christian era dawned, Pliny, 
Dioscorides, Galen and other writers began to call saccharin  
a concrete honey, used as a medicine.  They described sugar  
as collected from canes like a gum; white and brittle between  
the teeth: the largest being the size of a hazel nut. The conquest 
of northern India in 326 BC gave Alexander the Great  
(356-323 BC) an occasion to reach sugarcane and experience 
its taste but he failed to conquer it. The sugarcane did not reach 
Arabia until the 13th century and it was utterly unknown to the 
ancient Egyptians and Jews.  The Greeks or Romans could have 
known it imperfectly.

Honey from reed called sakkharon
Dioscorides wrote of “a honey called sakkharon, collected 

from reeds in India and Arabia felix (modern Yemen), with the 
consistency of salt, and which could be crunched between the 
teeth.” Some writers like Dr. Moseley conjecture that the sugar 
referred to by Pliny and Dioscorides, “being made use of at  
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Rome, was sugar-candy, obtained from China”16. With more 
probability, others argue that it was a product of a different  
species, the arundobambos of Linnaeus, which yields a 
sweet milky juice, and freely crystallizes in the sun’s rays,  
resembling sugar in taste and appearance, and is similar, if not 
identical, with gum manna17. The Greeks who called sugar  
“honey from reeds” knew only about brown, or honey-coloured, 
sugar. This “sakkharon” was traded in Alexandria at that time. 

History of Sugarcane aligned with themes of conquest and 
control 

The Sugarcane plant itself did not reach the Mediterranean 
until the Arabs conquered Egypt, and introduced it in 641 A.D. 
This was the period of the lightning Arab conquests and they  
took sugarcane with them all the way across North Africa, 
into Spain where, five hundred years later, they brought some  
75,000 acres of sugarcane under cultivation.

Prior to the ninth century, Europe was ignorant of the  
process of manufacture of sugar from the cane. It was the 
Saracens or Arabs, who supplied the western nations with  
the first consignment of sugar. Familiar with the cultivation 
of sugarcane and its manufacture, they introduced its culture 
into Egypt, Cyprus, Crete, and Sicily, and the southern part of  
Spain18. We hear from the Venetian Historians about the import  
of sugar into Venice, from Alexandria, in 996 and from Sicily  
in the 12th century19.  Europe, prior to the Crusades, sought very 
little sugar. Some crusaders found in Syria novel nourishment 
from chewing. A kind of wild honey made from this sweet reed 
was called ‘Zucra’ (Arabic sukkar)20. Cultivated with great labour, 
sugarcane is bruised in mortars, when ripe, and the strained  
juice sat in vessels as concreted white salt, eaten with bread.



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 481

Towards the making of a universal plant 

Sugar was known for a long time in England, only as 
medicine21. The adventurers, returning from the Holy Land,  
were chiefly instrumental for the spread of the taste for sugar  
and other luxuries and refinements of the East throughout  
Europe. The Venetians in the 15th century imported it into  
England in small quantities.  In the meanwhile, honey continued 
to be the principal ingredient in sweetening liquors and dishes.   
In the early part of the 17th century, only an inconsiderable  
quantity of sugar was imported for the use of the rich.

The Moors brought sugarcane into Spain and the Portuguese 
learned the culture and manufacture of sugar from the Saracens 
and introduced the same into the Canary Islands and Madeira  
in the early part of the 15th century which they conveyed to the 
New World22.  Many asserted that these islands furnished the 
first plants of the sugarcane that ever grew in America23. Want  
of sources smarted scholars like Professor Humboldt to  
conclude that the sugarcane was indigenous24, on the ground  
that this was a work of supererogation.  The survival of the  
opinion that sugarcane was indigenous both to the American 
continent and to the islands prevailed upon Christopher  
Columbus, who discovered the New World subsequently.  On  
his second voyage in 1493, Columbus took sugarcane to  
Hispaniola (now the Dominican Republic and Haiti).

The nativity of the cane of the West Indian Islands may be 
indigenous, or of Spanish origin, and hence contentious. But,  
the fact that the art of manufacturing sugar from the cane was 
the one introduced into the New World by the Spaniards and  
the Portuguese and was augmented by the system of African 
slavery, remains an undisputed fact. The Black Death caused 
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labour shortages. This paved the way for slavery, which became  
an important factor when sugar production was shifted to the 
Atlantic islands controlled by Portugal and Spain, followed 
by New World colonies. The system of forced labour, further 
augmented high outputs and England was getting rich by  
slavery in the New World.

The sugarcane first cultivated in St. Domingo or Haiti, in 
1506, appears to have succeeded there better than in any other 
part of the West Indian islands.  In a work published in 1630,  
Peter Martyr mentions about twenty-eight sugar estates in  
St. Domingo, established in 1518 by the Spaniards, and  
comments: “It is marvellous to consider how all things  
increase and prosper in the island of St. Domingo”25. Spanish  
and Portuguese exports supplied most of Europe’s sugar  
throughout the sixteenth century and the beginning of the 
seventeenth. French and English production outstripped all  
other colonial production, from 1650 onwards and led to the 
formation of “triangles” of trade: the Atlantic and the Rum  
triangle. Sugar plantations emerged both as an early form of 
industrial production and as a significant factor in the rise of 
capitalism.  

Though the word ‘sugar’ reached Europe around the 
year 1100, it could become a household word only after the  
18th century.  It spread throughout the Caribbean in the  
seventeenth century, providing a cheap supply of sugar to the 
Western world and creating a revolution in human societies by 
altering their diets, social customs, and economies. Cultivating 
sugarcane, a labour-intensive business, paved the way for the 
kidnapping of large numbers of Africans who were sold into  
slavery in the Caribbean to tend plantations: events that 
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irreversibly changed the social fabric of the region.  A legend 

says that Bodhidharma, a sage from southern India, introduced 

the Ch’an school of Buddhism in China, and carried tea plants 

with him to China. Yet another Zen Buddhist legend says  

that Bodhidharma tore off his eye-lids after falling asleep  

while meditating, whereupon, the first tea bushes grew in  
China.26

It was honey along with other sweeteners that predated cane 

sugar, which took both tea and sugar to the doorstep of China, 

where the people were a bit reluctant to include sugar in their  

diet. It is meaningful to recollect the story of Bodhisattva, who  

taught the Chinese, the technology of making refined 
sugar. The Chinese enjoyed tea drinking without milk 

and sugar. Wherever they went, the custom of tea 

also followed. The British came under this spell in  

the wake of its trade with China in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

Their ships carried tea as cargo and porcelain vessels 

as ballast. In order to boost the tea trade, they offered  

porcelain vessels as a bonus which were in much demand in 

Europe. 

Sugar in the company of tea marked a dietary revolution 

in England, during the eighteenth century. The downward  

percolation of tea with sugar brought about a sea change in 

the social life of the people almost everywhere. Tea drinking  

customs differed from country to country. As the British  

wanted to take the international tea market from China, they 

entered into tea plantations in Assam, which later spread across 

hilly India and the Cardamom Hills.
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In England, demand for sugar remained high from its rarity  
in the eleventh century. But, in the nineteenth century, its 
widespread availability became noticeable. The fall of 
sugar price, between 1650 and 1750, helped it to percolate  
downward to reach the lower classes of the English society.  
This anecdote of sugarcane comprehends the saga of the making 
of sugarcane, a universal plant.

The development of Sinology brought more light on  
China’s Buddhist past, which in turn linked the Chinese  
sugarcane with the spread of Buddhism. In India, sugarcane  
had a Hindu past, as we see that the plant was associated with 
Lakshmi, Ganapathy and Kamadeva. Sugarcane fascinated the 
Buddhists, who developed religious parables from primitive 
sugarcane technology. In the making of sugarcane, a universal 
plant, these Buddhist monks travelling through the silk routes, 
and the Indian sailors by various trade routes, played a great  
role. The study on sugarcane made from the period when the  
word sarkkara was formed will take one to the days of  
propagation of sugarcane to the modern period. On the other  
hand, the study of the word sarkkara, made retrospectively  
will take him to the tribal region where people used honey 
for sugar in the primitive period followed by candy from  
palm wine.
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Abstract

Abstract   

The North-Eastern part of India is well known  
for its forest vegetation cover, rich biodiversity and 
hotspots. These States have favourable climatic 
conditions that aid its biological richness. A large  
chunk of natural resources and perennial river  
systems are a boon for these States. Off late, these 
forests, wildlife sanctuaries and national parks are 
under stress due to land use changes that have a  
direct impact on the soil health, water resources, 
wildlife and productivity. 

Nearly 80–90% of the total cultivated area in  
these States are under Jhum (shifting cultivation), 
which has been practised from time immemorial. But, 
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this technique resulted in soil health degradation and 
soil erosion which subsequently led to changes in  
land use from jhum to fallow and plantations such  
as tea, rubber and other cash crops. This soil  
degradation is influenced by change in land use  
pattern, land use management and factors such as 
soil erosion, change in soil nutrients and deposition  
of eroded materials down slope. 

Sustainable land use and continuous monitoring 
of land use changes are required to preserve one 
of the agriculture-dependant areas of the country.  
Land use involves altering the land area either  
through a stipulated pattern so that it is not degraded 
or categorical conversion of land for residential 
and commercial purposes. Due to the altitude, the  
North-Eastern States prefer shifting cultivation 
and crop failure or monsoon failure tempts for  
conversion of land. Pressurisation for economic 
development, urbanisation, population and climate 
changes are the main reasons for change in land  
use pattern and agricultural area, production and 
yield (APY) values of North-Eastern States. This  
can be alleviated by afforestation, social forestry, 
changed agricultural practices etc. 

The forest fire in this region is a result of slash  
and burn technique. Due to its isolation and  
topography, biodiversity of this region is being 
maintained/retained to some extent; transportation, 
mining, deforestation, infrastructure development  
are some of the factors that degrade this region. 
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Change in land use pattern means change in  
area, production and yield of agriculture. This change 
has an impact on wildlife also. Frequent floods, 
landslides and irregular rainfall lead to migration 
of elephants, rhinoceros and other wildlife to  
human habitation in search of water and territories 
giving way for human-wildlife conflict. Studies and 
reports show that more than 70% of the population 
of the north-east depends on agricultural activities  
for livelihood. Changing the land use pattern for 
agriculture is acceptable, but that should not be  
carried out at the cost of natural forest cover. A law 
that limits the change in land use pattern is the  
need of the hour; farmers surrendering their 
unproductive agricultural lands to land mafia and 
conversion of land to other purposes are to be  
checked and offenders are to be strictly dealt with.  
A cap in construction activities in this region 
can save this pristine ecosystem and can prevent  
wildlife migration. 

Introduction

North-East India, one of the world’s biodiversity hotspots 
consists of eight states that is home to 25% of India’s total  
forest area and indigenous people such as Mizo, Naga,  
Khasis, Garos, Bugun, Hruso, Kuki, Meiteis, Lusheis, Bodo, 
Sherpa etc. dwell in harmony with nature. Earlier history  
shows that Assam was known as Pragjyotish, later as Kamarupa  
in the 6th century and the present name Assam found around  
the 14th century. After independence, the eight sister states  
merged with the Indian Union (Dikshit and Dikshi, 2014).  
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Despite being endowed with several advantages such as  
30–35% of the country’s water reserves, 40% of India’s 
hydropower potential, fertile lands, untapped human resources  
and entry point of markets, these states are characterised by 
inadequate infrastructure, internal conflicts and low capital 
formation (FICCI, 2014, UN Report). Yet, the state of very  
limited to zero development is an indirect advantage, that 
its pristine ecosystem, vegetation types such as tropical  
rainforest, Alpine meadows, Indo-Myanmar biodiversity  
hotspot, Indo-Malayan, Indo-Chinese and Indian bio- 
geographical territories (Chakravarty et al., 2012) are  
classified under protected areas such as National Parks and  
Wildlife Sanctuaries wherein, many flora and fauna are yet to  
be explored. 

Assam houses two of the UNESCO World Heritage sites  
– the Kaziranga National Park and the Manas Wildlife  
Sanctuary. Two more - River Island of Majuli in the midstream 
of Brahmaputra River and Moidams (mound-burial system 
of the Ahom dynasty) are also in the tentative list submitted  
to UNESCO. Arunachal Pradesh houses one of the largest  
and oldest Buddhist monasteries in India; its linguistic  
heterogeneity is another obvious trait in Arunachal Pradesh. 
Manipur has a history of culturally advanced Kingdoms. 
Meghalaya is a plateau with different elevations and the  
town of Mawsynram in the southern slope of Khasi hills  
receives the highest rainfall in the world. Mizoram is  
characterised by the presence of a homogenous tribal  
population. Nagaland is home to the Nagas, a tribal group and  
is one of the Border States. Sikkim is distinguished by its 
Himalayan flora and fauna, has a hilly terrain and is accessible  
from the plains of Bengal. Tripura is another hilly state, with  
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warm and humid tropical climate and is an agriculture-based 
economy. Due to the ever-increasing population, limited 
availability of natural resources and climate change, the urban  
and suburban population of these hilly states migrate to  
various parts of the country. Many of the farmers and those 
who sustain only on the revenue from agriculture - have  
started changing their land use pattern - from agriculture to 
residential, commercial and other forms. 

Land forms vary from region to region and especially in the 
north-east, it is unique, due to poor socio-economic conditions, 
dominance of marginal and small farmers, subsistence farming, 
complex, risk-prone rain-fed agriculture and population pressure 
and age-old cultural practices of cultivation (Choudhury  
et al., 2014). North-Eastern States are hilly and are endowed  
with various mountain ranges, plateaus, passes and valleys.  
Most of the North-East States, with an exception of  
Arunachal Himalayas and Meghalaya plateau, are formed 
by tertiary rocks which are around 60 million years old. The  
current article is an attempt to review the traditional land  
forms and evolution/changes in land use pattern and  
agricultural area and production yield in the North-Eastern  
States. 

Traditional Landforms of North Eastern States

The most significant geographical aspect of Assam is  
that it contains three of six physiographic divisions of India 
namely Northern Himalayas (Eastern Hills), the Northern  
Plains (Brahmaputra Plain) and Deccan Plateau (Karbi  
Anglong). The Umachal rock cave is a fifth century rock cave; 
hills, islands, lakes such as Dipor Bil, Dora Beel, Haflong lake, 
Kapla beel, several rivers with Brahmaputra, Dibang, Manas, 
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Puthimari; plateaus – Karbi-Meghalaya plateau and the other 

being the Karbi Anglong plateau. Arunachal Pradesh is the home 

for hills – Abor and Mishmi Hills, lakes such as Ganga Lake, 

Sangestar Tso and Lake of No Return (lying in the Pangsau  

Pass on the India – Myanmar border); mountain passes –  

Bum La, Kepang La, Milakatong La and Sela Pass; rivers  

such as Dihing, Emra, Kameng, Lohit etc.; one of the  

significant landforms in Arunachal Pradesh is Namcha Barwa  
Himal or Namjagbarwa syntaxis or the Namjagbarwa Group 

Complex. It is the easternmost section of the Himalaya  

(Carter, 1985). It spans from Siyom River into Tibet to the  

canyon of Brahmaputra in India. It also contains peaks –  

Namche Barwa, Nai Peng, Sentang Bu and Gyala Peri. Manipur 

is characterised by hills, narrow valleys and flat plain. The  
Loktak lake is an important feature of the central plain. It is  

home to several rivers, lakes and hills; Dzukou Valley is  

well-known for its seasonal flowers and flora and fauna  
(Inside NE, 2020). Mount Koubru, also known as Mount  

Koupalu is one of the highest mountains in Manipur; Mount  

Tempu is another peak along the borders of Manipur and  

Nagaland. There are a series of floating  islands exclusive to the  
Loktak Lake in Manipur – termed as ‘Phumdis’; these are 

heterogeneous masses of vegetation, soil and organic matter  

in various stages of decay. Also, Keibul Lamjao National Park 

is constituted by these masses of vegetation and also preserves  

Eld’s deer, which is an endangered species, indigenous to  

this area. Meghalaya is home to several rivers – Daring, Ganol, 

Bhupai, Khri, Umiam or Barapani, Mawpa etc. In the southern  

Khasi Hills region, rivers have created deep gorges and  

waterfalls. There are a large number of caves in Jaintia, Khasi and  

Garo Hills; Krem Liat Prah is the longest natural cave in  
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South Asia. Passes, Purvanchal Range and Shillong Plateau are 
some of the landforms of Meghalaya.

Mizoram has Lushai Hills, Phawngpui (also known as 
the Blue Mountain), Hmuifang; rivers – Barak, Lungleng, 
Mengpui, Phairuang, Surma – Meghna River System. Palak Dil  
(Pala Tipo) is the largest lake in Mizoram and a reservoir lake 
– Tam Dil is located in Saitual town; Purvanchal Range or 
Eastern Hills is a sub-mountain range in Mizoram. Nagaland  
is home to the Langpangkong Range, which is one of the  
six major mountain ranges; Teyozwu Hill is located in  
Viswema; Naga Hills are a part of a complex mountain  
system inside Nagaland and Burmese area. Mount Saramati 
is the highest point of the Naga Hills. There are several rivers 
and Dzukou valley is located in the borders of Nagaland and  
Manipur. Sikkim contains glaciers – Lonak glacier, Rathong 
Glacier and Zemu Glacier. Sivalik hills also known as Shivalik 
Hills and Churia Hills are the mountain ranges of the outer 
Himalayas in Sikkim; Gurudongmar lake, Khecheopalri lake  
and Tsomgo lake are considered sacred. There are several 
mountain passes of which the famous Nathu La pass is between 
Sikkim and the Tibet Autonomous region; also several other 
rivers, valleys and waterfalls are found in Sikkim. Tripura is 
also home to several mountains (Atharamura, Baramura and 
Betlingchhip), hills (Lushai hills, Boromura, Devtamura, Jampui 
Hills and Longtharai; lakes such as Bijoy sagar, Kamalasagar  
and Rudrasagar lakes, rivers (Dhalai, Feni, Gumti River, Haora, 
Juri, Khowai etc).

Land Use Pattern of Eight North Eastern States (in 000’ ha)

The following table shows the land use pattern in the eight 
North-Eastern States as per the Forest Survey of India report.  
The land use classification is divided into ten categories: 1 –  
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Total Geographical area, 2 – Reporting area for land utilisation,  
3 – Forests, 4 – Not available for cultivation, 5 – Permanent 
pastures and other grazing lands, 6 – Land under miscellaneous 
tree crops and groves, 7 – Culturable wasteland, 8 – Fallow lands 
other than current fallows, 9 – Current fallows, 10 – Net area  
sown.

The following table shows the forest cover of the North 
Eastern States with Mizoram having the distinction of highest  
area under forest cover in terms of percentage of geographical 
area.
 

Forest cover of North Eastern States (in sq. km)
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Agriculture is the predominant occupation and the land 
use accounts for about 54% of the total geographical area of 
 Assam. Deka et al., (2018) studied the change in land use 
and cropping pattern in Assam and reported that there was  
significant negative growth in the forest area, barren and 
uncultivable land, permanent pastures and other grazing land,  
land under miscellaneous trees, groves and fallow land. 

LU/LC Classification, Area, Production and Yield of 
Principal Crops in Assam and Arunachal Pradesh

With the steady increase of population and newer trends 
in agro-technology, there are considerable changes in the  
agricultural scenario of North East India. There is an increase in 
the net area sown as well as the gross cropped area in the last 
few decades, which implies that there is significant disturbance 
of forest area. Saikia and Sahariah (2020) reported that  
favorable climatic conditions, socio-economic factors and 
livelihood prospects influence the land use pattern (agricultural 
land use) in the Nagaon district in Assam. Similarly, the  
Barpeta district, once rich with a variety of physiographic  
features favorable for agricultural development, limited the 
expansion of arable land in the 1930s to 1950s. The most  
dynamic change in land use was reported in the immigrant-
dominated low-lying region of Barpeta district in that period 
(Geeta, 1989). The actual area under forest in Assam is 22%, 
which is far less than the actual area that it should be – which 
is 33%. Over-exploitation, large-scale encroachments of forest 
lands, conversion of forest lands into agricultural lands, shift  
in cultivation practices are some of the reasons. This may be  
due to land conversion from forest land to cultivable land and 
further – from cultivable land to residential/commercial land.  
The land under miscellaneous trees and crops got reduced in 
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the period. There is significant increase in the net area sown,  
which indicates the rising population and its needs. The land use 

pattern in 2018–19 is totally different from 2008–09 in Assam  

and Arunachal Pradesh, which is evident from the following  

table.

In Arunachal Pradesh, there is no considerable change in  

the forest areas in the period except a slight increase in the  

forest area. But, there is a drastic rise in the land put for  

permanent pastures and grazing lands and land under  

miscellaneous tree crops. There is very little change in the  

other parameters in the period of 2018–2019. The following  

table shows the area, production and yield of certain crops in 

the years 2015–16 and 2019–20. There are differences in all  

the parameters – area, production and yield in Arunachal  

Pradesh. The cultivated area is given in ‘000 hectares,  

production is given in ‘000 tonnes and the yield is given in kg/

hectare.
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The gross irrigated area varied from 2006–07 to 2015–16.  

In 2006–07, the irrigated area for food grains was about  

57.93 million hectares whereas in 2015–16 it got reduced to  

52.62 million hectares. In the year 2008–09, the industrial 

production of coal and lignite, steel, cement and crude oil was 

525.2, 57.2, 181.4 and 33.5 million tonnes respectively. There  

was a considerable increase in the case of coal and lignite and  

steel and a slight decrease in cement and crude oil in the year 

2019–20. The coal and lignite, steel, cement and crude oil was 

771.3 million tonnes, 121.52 ‘000 tonnes, 110.16 million tonnes 

and 24.23 million tonnes respectively. This shows the variation  

in land use pattern and the subsequent effect on industrial 

production in Assam. 

Shimrah et al., (2015) reported that between 1988 and 

2008, highly dense forest area got reduced by 125 sq.km. and  

moderately dense forest increased by 36.6 sq.km. Further also  

due to human activities, cultivated and other land use  

categories increased by 86.3 sq.km, which is around 95%  

increase from 1988 to 2008. Nayak et al.,(2021) reported that  

the areas under agricultural/fallow land, open forest and  

dense forest showed an increase by about 0.8–2.4% during  

1981–2006 and the areas under dry/snow cover and shrubs/ 

small vegetation decreased by about 0.7–3.6%.
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The changes in area, production and yield in the year  
2019–20 when compared with the year 2015–16 is attributed 
to the conversion of forest land to agricultural land and hence  
there is increase in the area, production and yield of food grains  
and oil seeds. There is a very slight decrease in the case of 
sugarcane.

LU/LC Classification, Area, Production and Yield of 
Principal Crops in Manipur and Meghalaya

Studies of land use/land cover analysis in Manipur show that 
the area under common property resources recorded a marginal 
negative growth right from 1995. Also, increasing practice of 
shifting cultivation has adversely affected the dense forest cover 
of Manipur; these forest covers are converted into scrub forest 
and subsequently into barren land. Areas under wetlands, water 
bodies and dense forest cover have also shrunk from 1995 to 
2010 (Devi et al., 2014). Another study (Tungnung and Anand, 
2017), reported that the built-up area of Imphal, Manipur had 
increased from 22.07 sq.km to 74.16 sq.km while agriculture 
areas reduced from 54.18 sp.km to 14.26 sq.km during 1970–
2015. This may be due to improper planning and management, 
and population that resulted in the expansion of city areas in all  
the directions. Sharma et al., (2011) reported that Umtrew Basin 
in the foothills of the Meghalaya Plateau showed that since  
1977, there has been an increase in areas under mixed built-up  
land, barren land and other associated land use patterns.  
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Moreover, deforestation and industrial growth resulted in  
increase of scrub area and barren land. The following table  
shows the land use pattern in Manipur and Meghalaya in the  
years 2008–09 and 2018–19.

In the case of Manipur, there was no considerable change 
in the land use pattern. In Meghalaya, there is slight decrease in 
the forest cover; increase in area not available for cultivation and  
land put for miscellaneous tree crops and decrease in fallows  
and current fallows; there is significant increase in the net area 
sown in both Manipur and Meghalaya. Sarma et al., (2016)  
studied the land use pattern in Garo Hill of Meghalaya and 
reported that the dense forest has declined from 27% to 14%  
from 1991 to 2013; also the percentage of open forest has  
decreased from 55.40% to 48.98% in the same period. Also,  
the agricultural land, built-up area and other anthropogenic 
activities increased. 

Land use/Land cover changes have an impact on the 
agricultural produce – in terms of area, production and yield.  
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The following table shows the area, production and yield of  
major food crops in Manipur.

Shifting cultivation has resulted in differences in  
productivity and yield in Manipur. The practice of shifting 
cultivation has resulted in reduction of forest area; Manipur,  
which has vast areas specifically demarcated for reserved 
and protected forests has declined; yet shifting cultivation is  
considered a part of indigenous ethnic culture of Manipur 
(Marchang, 2017). The following table shows the APY values  
of Meghalaya for the years 2015–16 and 2019–20.

There is no significant change in the APY values in 
Meghalaya. Yet, studies show that commercial crops have made 
significant inroads on the Meghalaya Plateau that resulted in  
shift from subsistence farming to commercial multi-cropping 
to mono-cropping, traditional to modern crops and food to  
non-food crops; also due to population pressure, shift from 
subsistence farming to cash-cropping has become inevitable 
(Behera et al., 2016).
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LU/LC Classification, Area, Production and Yield of 
Principal Crops in Mizoram and Nagaland

Mizoram people have practiced slash and burn cultivation 
for centuries, which they stopped after British rule; and this  
was due to developmental concerns and land use policies.  
Traditional management of forests include certain regulations 
such as limited access, size restrictions and sacred/protected  
areas (Kimi and Vanlalhruaia (2012). In Nagaland,  
cultivable land is the most valued form of property and in  
Naga context, ancestral land has a symbolic meaning,  whereas 
purchased land does not. Nagaland has an operational area of 
about 15,85,525 hectares out of the total geographical area  
(State level Nodel Agency for IWMP). The following table  
shows the land use pattern in Mizoram and Nagaland in the  
years 2008 – 09 and 2018 – 19.

The New Land Use Policy (NLUP) launched in 1984 in 
Mizoram aimed at putting an end to the shifting cultivation  
practices, but there was not much impact. Certain vector-
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borne diseases were reported in Mizoram due to the impact of 
climate variables and deforestation; also in the monsoon season, 
approximately 0.8°C rise in the temperature facilitated the  
spread of vector-borne diseases (Karuppusamy et al., 2021). 
LULC mapping of Kohima and Dimapur districts showed that 
built-up areas have increased at the rate of more than 300 ha/
year in both the districts during 1998–2018 whereas, agricultural 
land and forest land declined. These changes are attributed to  
shifting cultivation, deforestation, urban migration and 
infrastructural development (Ritse et al., 2020). ). The 
following table shows the APY values of Mizoram for the  
years 2015–16 and 2019–20.

From this table, it is evident that there is a slight change in 

the APY values in the State of Mizoram. A Study reports that 

changing climate and population pressure has led to the decline  

in production of principal crops under shifting cultivation (jhum) 

in certain villages of Mizoram and replacing subsistence crops  

with economically viable cash crops and converting shifting 

cultivation land use systems into permanent plots to sustain 

livelihoods (Sati, 2019). The following table shows the  

APY values for the years 2015–16 and 2019–2020 in the 

State of Nagaland. Further, there is very slight change in the  

APY values in the period.
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A Comparative Study of LU/LC in two districts – Mon 
and Zunheboto in Nagaland revealed that change in land use 
can effect changes in soil properties, altitude gradients and soil  
texture (Mishra and Francaviglia, 2021). Although 
commercialisation opportunities such as plantation, shifting 
cultivation are better options, change in forest land and  
urban expansion is a threat to biodiversity.

LU/LC Classification, Area, Production and Yield of 
Principal Crops in Sikkim and Tripura

Sikkim is among the few states, where forestry is the 
major land use and nearly 83–85% of the total geographical 
area is under the control of the State Forest Department. The  
presence of national parks and wildlife sanctuaries and a  
proposal for creation of a World Heritage Site under the  
natural and cultural category make it the greenest and organic 
State of India. Yet, in the case of Gangtok, there is an increase 
of industrial activity in the years 1975–2011 with a growth 
rate of over 350% from 1985–1995. There has been 6% and  
15% increase in the transport and recreational sectors during 
1975–2006 (Kalosona et al., 2016). From the following table,  
that shows the land use pattern in Sikkim and Tripura for the  
years 2008–09 and 2018–19, it is evident that the net area sown  
in both these states have increased and there is no significant 
change in other parameters.
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Sharma et al., (2015) studied the LU/LC pattern of  
Sikkim Himalayas using IRS LISS III imagery and showed  
the restriction of natural vegetation cover to 42% of the area  
of East District of Sikkim and there is too much of  
anthropogenic pressure of the survival of biodiversity of the 
Sikkim Himalayas. On the contrary, another study by Mishra 
et al., (2020) shows that a particular watershed, Rani Khola 
of Sikkim Himalaya showed an increase of dense forest, 
built-up area and water bodies by 16.40%, 2.13% and 0.11%  
respectively; this increase of forest cover can be attributed to  
the policy changes and traditional agroforestry systems, 
complicated changes in LU/LC in the watershed over the  
years and hence the increase in forest area and decrease in 
agriculture land and barren land (restricted only to Rani 
Khola watershed area). In case of Tripura, though the land use 
changes originated during the 1947 Bengal Partition and 1971  
Bangladesh War and subsequent migration, the imbalance of 
man-land ratio, rapid urbanisation, expansion towards north-
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south direction, land, forest cover conversion into residential  
and commercial build-ups took place in the past four decades 
(Santra et al., 2018). The following table shows the APY values  
of major food crops in Sikkim for the years 2015–16 and  
2019–20.

Increase in yield of all the major food crops is attributed 

to changes in agricultural practices. These changes are not  

specific only to food crops, but also for plantation crops and  
cash crops. A Study by Prokop and Ploskonka (2014) showed  

that deforestation of terraces in Sikkim Himalayas occurred 

for the establishment of tea gardens and factories; increase of 

population resulted in deforestation of flood plains after 1930;  
the river-channel area was enlarged by 42% between 1930  

and 2010. Other effects include reduction of carbon and  

nitrogen content due to tea and rice cultivation. Another Study 

shows that conventional agricultural practices such as tillage, 

no-till, no-till-live mulch had impact in the CO
2
-eq emission 

besides production and yield of pulses; conventional tillage  

had the highest net CO
2
-eq emission while no-till-live mulch  

had the lowest (Yadav et al., 2021). The following table shows  

the APY values of major food crops in Tripura for the years  

2015 – 16 and 2019 – 20.
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Here too, due to urban agglomeration and pressure on the  
forest lands, there is an increase in the cultivated area and 
production when compared with the years 2015–16 and  
2019–20. The difference in the yield is due to the rainfall  
pattern and the type of crops. A Study showed that a large  
portion of land along the banks of the River Khowai eroded  
from the year 1975 to 2014. This has an impact on the built-
up area, decrease in net sown area, flood plain dwellers along  
the river area and future vulnerabilities and instabilities  
(Debnath et al., 2017). Land conversion has become inevitable  
and conversion to agroforestry can yield better results.  
Agroforestry land suitability study shows that the eastern  
Indian Himalayan Region can be enhanced by improving soil 
fertility, soil and water conservation (Nath et al., 2021). 

Discussion

Earlier, forest lands were converted for cultivation and  
then for residential and commercial establishments. Now, the 
value of land, its location and the availability of resources are 
taken into account. For e.g. A Study shows that pharmaceutical 
factories are established in a specific town in Sikkim; here, the 
land is also valued more for its location than for its agricultural 
productivity (Chettri, 2020). Also, from 1981–2006, due 
to the decline of non-vegetated/small vegetated lands and  
the expansion of agricultural land/forest covers, there is a  
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considerable cooling of temperature in the north-eastern states 
(Nayak et al., 2021). There is a positive correlation between 
population growth and forest cover and urbanisation; decrease 
in monsoon rainfall and increase in temperature is also  
attributed to LU/LC changes. Other alarming issues are 
anthropogenic activities such as deforestation due to the 
combination of shifting cultivation, increasing human  
population and increasing demands of agricultural lands, forest 
fires, slash and burn methods etc (Jamir, 2015). In Assam, the  
area of cultivation steadily decreased from the year 2015–16 
to 2019–20 from 2683 ‘000 hectares to 2487.66 ‘000 hectares. 
Similarly in Mizoram, the area decreased over the years. In  
the case of Manipur and Meghalaya, there was steady  
increase and decrease in the same period. On the other hand, 
in the case of Tripura and Arunachal Pradesh, the area for  
cultivation increased in the same period. The production and  
yield were better in Assam, but there was steady increase in 
production and decrease in yield in Arunachal Pradesh. The 
production was around 435 ‘000 tonnes in 2015–16 and it  
stood at 420 ‘000 tonnes in the year 2019–20, but there was a 
spike in the yield from 1468 kg/hectare to 2030 kg/hectare,  
which shows the pressurisation of more and more production  
and yield the land faces in the north-eastern states. 

Topography, History and Socio-Economic conditions vary  
from place to place. In the north-eastern parts, the traditional 
Agrarian structures and agricultural practices are shifting  
cultivation or jhum. Reports show that the area under 
jhum decreased over the years and nomadic tribal village  
communities settled down by cultivating wet rice in the  
valleys, different crops in the terraces and any other choice 
available for sustenance (Bezbaruah, 2006). Also, there was 
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pressure to adopt HYV (high yield variety seeds that have 

shorter life cycle) seeds that enabled farmers to go for multiple 

cropping. Due to the difficult terrain and wide variations in slopes 
and altitudes, indigenous cultivation practices were followed; 

but, cultivation practices have changed in the name of evolution 

and dependence on livestock, alternative sources such as  

horticulture, tourism, plantations have become very common. 

Studies suggest that ‘Green Revolution’ has several impacts on  

the agricultural landscape and Ecosystem Services in India  

(including the north-east region); this includes agricultural 

expansion such as total crop area, crop production and  

irrigated area; also this suggests a need of appropriate ecosystem 

management strategies that help to preserve ecological integrity  

and human well-being (Sannigrahi et al., 2021). A Study by 

Wapongnungsang et al., (2021) showed that the application 

of indigenous soil microbes and rock phosphates has increased  

the physicochemical properties such as soil pH, available 

phosphorus and available nitrogen and decreased the soil 

carbon, microbial biomass carbon and moisture in certain parts 

of Mizoram. Such indigenous methods of agricultural practices 

can be followed in order to increase the yield or to cater to the 

exponential growth of population rather than converting the  

land to residential or commercial areas altogether for a single 

year’s crop failure. Farmers should also be trained for alternate 

agricultural practices like how to deal with irregular rainfall,  

crop failure and human-animal conflict; also use of bio 
decomposer solution (like in the parts of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh 

and Punjab, where this solution is used instead of burning 

agricultural residues); or else they may be forced to surrender  

their unproductive agricultural land to the land mafia. 
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Conclusion

Changing land use patterns in North-East India are linked 
with soil physic-chemical and biochemical properties and the 
soil microflora structure. The Worldwide Fund for Nature has 
identified the entire stretch of Eastern Himalayas as a priority 
‘Global 200 ecoregion’ – that prioritises conservation efforts 
for the region with relatively large units of land or water with  
natural communities sharing a large majority of their species 
dynamics and environmental conditions. Yet, the growing 
population has put tremendous pressure on forest land and  
hence forest lands are converted into cultivation lands and 
subsequently they are converted to residential and commercial 
lands. Research is required to identify the reasons for  
continuous crop failure, monsoon failure and extinction of  
species. These factors increase the urban agglomeration, creation 
of urban heat-islands, increase in the use of chemical fertilizers  
and diseases. The Indian Red Data Book published by the  
Botanical Survey of India has declared that out of the 1500 
endangered floral species, around 800 are from North-East  
India. Another important biodiversity significant fact is the 
Indo-Burma hotspot, which is the second largest in the world. 
With all these credits, all the eight states are to be conserved in 
an appropriate manner. But, border disputes, internal conflicts, 
communal violence, pressurisation on national parks and  
wildlife sanctuaries and other factors mean the extinction 
of all these ecologically significant features. Infrastructure  
development, excessive development near forest areas, frequent 
human-wildlife conflicts are the key issues to be addressed.  
A law that limits the construction, tourism-related activities  
such as cruise, safari has to be passed. Violations should be 
dealt with strict penalties. Employment opportunities should be 
created to address the issue of urban migration. All these issues 



December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue510

Journal of Indian History and Culture

are to be addressed on a war-footing or else, these ecologically 
fragile and sensitive regions may become a memory of the  
past.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CASTE SYSTEM 
AND THE BRITISH ROLE

Dr. Nanditha Krishna
Director
C.P.R. Institute of Indological Research

When I was in school we had no idea about our caste or 
religion or that of our friends. I still don’t. We grew up innocent of 
any sort of divisions and nobody discussed such subjects. 

Switch to 2009. I run several schools. We never asked 
the students their caste till, one day in 2009, the Director of  
School Education sent a letter saying that we must document  
every child’s caste. So we sent out a letter to the parents. We 
immediately received a visit from two scheduled caste couples 
who said that they chose our school because we never asked  
the child’s caste, so why are we doing it now? What can I say?

With five states going to the polls, all we hear about is the 
caste of each candidate and his caste strength. It is shocking that 
75 years after independence and increasing levels of education, 
we have not yet outgrown the caste system.

The early Rig Veda does not mention caste at all. The  
Purusha sukta, a later interpolation, mentions the four varnas. 
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But India has jatis, not varnas, and most jatis do not fit into  
the varna system. Valmiki, author of the Ramayana, was an  
Adi Kavi, but a thief by jati. In the Mahabharata, King  
Shantanu married a fisherwoman, Satyavati. Her son Vyasa, 
fathered by Rishi Parashara, was the author of the epic, and 
his descendants were the Pandavas and Kauravas, accepted as  
Kurus and as the Kshatriya rulers of Hastinapur. The Kshatriya 
King Kaushika became the Brahma rishi Viswamitra. Caste  
was flexible for a long time. The list is endless.

Megasthenes divided the entire population of India into 
seven castes: philosophers; husbandmen; herdsmen and hunters; 
traders, artisans and day-labourers; warriors; overseers, inspectors 
and spies; and councillors and assessors. Megasthenes does not 
mention their inflexibility. Chandragupta Maurya who belonged to 
the scheduled Maurya tribe of Bihar, was selected by Chanakya, a 
Brahmin, for his leadership qualities, not his caste. 

Hiuen Tsang mentions four castes, but also adds that there 
were mixed castes, numerous castes formed according to their 
kinds, which cannot be described. Interestingly, the early Arabs 
also divided the population into seven castes.

The Guptas were Vaishyas who became Kshatriyas when  
they established their rule. Nobody knows the origin of the 
Pallavas, leave alone their caste. Harihara and Bukka were  
Kurubas who claimed Yadava lineage. They were converted to 
Islam by Muhammad bin Tughlaq, reconverted to Hinduism 
by Vedaranya, Shankaracharya of Sringeri, and then crowned 
as Kshatriyas and rulers of Vijayanagara by the same  
orthodox math. Hemu, in the 16th century, was a seller of 
saltpetre who became the ruler of Delhi and assumed the title  
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of Vikramaditya, till he was killed and beheaded by Akbar’s  
regent Bairam Khan. Shivaji was a Maratha who was crowned 
Kshatriya when he created the Maratha empire. Each  
South Indian dynasty belonged to a different caste but the  
king was always crowned as a Kshatriya.

Ramanujacharya, the 11th century Vaishnava philosopher, 
absorbed people of every caste, including the so-called 
“untouchables” and downtrodden, into his Sri Vaishnava bhakti 
movement and gave all of them the sacred thread, converting  
them to Brahmanism. Many North Indian communities who 
moved south during the Muslim invasions, like the Saurashtrians 
or Pattunool weavers of Madurai, are called Brahmins. 

 
The definitions of religion and caste as we know them were 

developed during the British period, in the 19th century, “by 
elevating texts like Manusmriti to canonical status,” to quote 
Sanjoy Chakravorty. But few people follow the Manusmriti. 
During the first census, it was found impossible to fit the various 
jatis into the four varnas and W.R. Cornish, in charge of the  
census in Madras Presidency, wrote that “regarding the origin  
of caste we can place no reliance upon statements made in the 
Hindu sacred writings. Whether there was ever a period in  
which the Hindus were composed of four castes is exceedingly 
doubtful.” 

According to anthropologist Susan Bayly of Cambridge 
University, “until well into the colonial period, much of the 
subcontinent was still populated by people for whom the  
formal distinctions of caste were of only limited importance, 
even in parts of the so-called Hindu heartland…The institutions 
and beliefs which are now often described as elements of 
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the traditional caste (system) were only just taking shape as  
recently as the early 18th century.” 

In Madras Presidency, the tinnai palli or village school, 
had boys of every caste learning from the village school 
master, till they were forced to close down when the British 
introduced schools designed on British lines, a legacy of Thomas  
Babington Macaulay who produced his famous Memorandum 
on (Indian) Education which was scathing on the inferiority  
(as he saw it) of native (particularly Hindu) culture and learning. 
He argued that Western learning was superior, and currently  
could only be taught through the medium of English. This led 
to the English Education Act of 1835, a legislative Act of the  
Council of India which gave effect to a decision in 1835 by  
Lord William Bentick, then Governor-General of the British  
East India Company, to reallocate funds that were required  
by the British Parliament to be spent on education and literature 
in India. This led to a decision to support institutions of learning 
that taught a western curriculum with English as the medium of 
instruction. The British built schools where the scheduled castes 
had to drink water from separate cups. The caste indoctrination 
began there.

Pre-colonial court documents and the accounts of travellers 
make little or no mention of caste. The construction of social 
identities was done to serve the British government’s desire 
to create a single Hindu identity with a common law for easy 
governance. Thus a complex, diverse and flexible society was 
reduced to a single identity, separated by “castes” which were  
a part of the British government’s divide and rule policy.

Caste permeated into Islam and Christianity. I once went to 
the funeral of a Christian friend in a Chennai church. The priest 
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came and asked me my caste. I said that I was not a Christian  
but would like to attend the funeral service. He said that  
I must sit in the pew meant for my caste. What does my caste 
have to do with death and mourning? In several villages,  
Dalits have to sit outside the church – I have never understood 
why they converted. Similarly, darzis, dhobis and bhangis 
are much lower than Syeds and Sheikhs in the Muslim caste  
hierarchy and the various castes do not intermarry. 

The status of the downtrodden was always bad, and no caste 
can claim that they treated the Dalits well. When we began to 
restore a sacred grove that belonged to a Dalit community in 
the deep south of Tamilnadu, the local OBCs burnt it down one 
night, saying that a forest would encourage the Dalits to go into 
the local temple to pray. In many villages, we have been asked  
to choose to work with either the Dalits or the OBCs, not both.  
Our village service is very simple: planting trees and medicinal 
plants and skill development for local women. Even such 
innocuous activities bring out the ire of other castes. Does a tree 
have a caste? The tribals are the poorest of the poor, deprived of 
their traditional land rights and have no status. With no skills,  
they suffer the most.

This election has been so full of caste that I fear for the future 
of my India. Urbanisation – where people live side-by-side with 
no idea of their neighbour’s caste - has improved the situation in 
the cities, but India lives in its villages. That is where a Dalit is 
still murdered for walking through the main street of the village.  
When will we treat them as human beings?

(This paper is a revised and expanded version of a similar article 
that was published in The New Indian Express dated 12-02-2022)
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Book Review -1

INDIA THAT IS BHARAT – COLONIALITY, 
CIVILISATION, CONSTITUTION

Author :  J. Sai Deepak
Publisher :  Bloomsbury India,  
  New Delhi, 
Year :  2021

India that is Bharat is the first book of a trilogy where  
the author explores the roots and influence of European  
colonialism on the Indian State of Bharat. Colonisation is a  
process by which the people of one nation establish colonies  
in other societies while retaining their bonds with the parent 
nation, and exploit the colonised societies to benefit the parent 
nation and themselves. He defines four forms of Colonialism: 
exploitative colonialism, settler colonialism, surrogate  
colonialism and internal colonialism, the first two being the  
best -known. By ‘coloniality’, he refers to the thought process 
that advances the goal of colonisation, namely colonisation of  
the mind through complete domination of the culture of the 
colonised society. Of all the sources and forms of colonialism 
and coloniality the world has witnessed, none equals the  
Western European version of imperialism, which is seen as 
the descendant of and the successor to European Colonialism.  

Post-colonialism gives the impression that the colonial  
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mindset ended with the departure of the colonial power, when,  
in fact, it survives and continues to impact decolonised  
independent societies. According to the author, decolonialism 
scholarship emanated from Latin America, which has  
contributed significantly to the understanding of coloniality and 
the response to it.

The author traces the origins of Eurocentrism to ‘the Age  
of Discovery/ Exploration’ in the fifteenth century, when 
Christopher Columbus set out in 1492 to ‘discover’ the  
‘New World’. This was the beginning of European colonisation. 
This volume ends in 1919, when the British gave India a 
Constitution – the Government of India Act of 1919, 84 years  
after Macaulay introduced his education policy. This was  
also the year when the League of Nations - a cosy club of  
European nations who ruled most of the world - was formed .

The Asian experience could impact the way colonialism, 
coloniality and decoloniality were perceived. While both  
North and South America and nearly half of Africa have been  
converted to the religion of the European colonisers, this is not  
the case with the former colonies in Asia. In contrast, the  
pre-colonial faith systems in several Asian countries, such as 
India or Bharat, makes them ‘living indigenous civilisations’ 
to a significant extent. This is an important difference since  
the scholarship of decolonialism, while being aware of the 
theological origins of European coloniality, appears to focus 
primarily on its racial aspects in the Americas and Africa. In 
contrast, the post-colonial societies of Asia, while retaining 
their indigenous faiths, have, according to the author, permitted  
their minds to be colonised through language, education and 
western-inspired constitutions.
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According to Sai Deepak, the so-called liberal laws and  
acts passed by the British were actually regressive towards 
indigenous systems which were threatening to the colonisers. 
The so-called neutrality of the British Constitution and the 
separation of the Church and the State were Christian ideas 
that were used to achieve their own goals. Thus, decoloniality  
requires an understanding of the colonial period and its  
continuation in modern India must change to an Indian point of 
view, says the author. Secularism was artificially imposed on 
India, although the law in England assumed that Christianity  
was the only true religion and the King or Queen was the  
‘Defender of the Faith’. The book traces the origin of words  
such as tolerance, secularism and humanism to Christian  
political thought and finds that they were utilised to subvert 
indigenous ideas through a Constitution that was apparently  
secular and universal, yet anti-Indic.

He also suggests that the coloniality of the middle-eastern 
conquerors who preceded the British shared the aversion to 
Indic religions, which were regarded as pagan. Thus, he says, 
decolonisation of the mind is essential to detach the Indian 
Constitution in the areas of nature, religion, culture, history, 
education and language. Importantly, he believes that thinking  
in the colonial language influences the mind towards  
coloniality. 

Deepak disproves the argument that India as a nation state  
did not exist before the mutiny of 1857. This is very true  
since as early as the Mauryan period, India stretched from  
Afghanistan to South India. He states that nobody can argue  
against the religious inspirations for Columbus’ missions and 
the British government’s inclusion of missionary ideas into 
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Indian society. His arguments about the existence and therefore 
pending reclamation of the indigenous consciousness of an  
Indic civilisation are appealing in terms of ideas.  Many laws  
and acts passed by the British may sound liberal today but  
they also suppress indigenous systems. The façade of neutrality 
according to him was Christian neutrality while the word  
secular must always be understood as Christian secularism, since 
India never had the problem of separating the religious from  
the State. Thus, he suggests that decoloniality should rediscover 
Indian history through an Indian consciousness. 

Sai Deepak is a lawyer who has taken up some very 
prominent cases, such as representing the deity of Sabarimala. 
As a Constitutional lawyer in the Supreme Court, he presents 
the arguments both for and against the proposition and finds  
the solution in the indigenization of the Constitution. There 
is no doubt that many of our acts and laws are totally outdated  
and definitely require much modification, and the author has 
presented the British acts and the Indian response/rebellion 
against most. However, while the British colonisation of India  
was undoubtedly for the sole purpose of commerce and  
denuding the country and all its resources for the benefit of the 
parent nation, let us not forget that the English language opened 
up a world of new ideas and great scientific developments  
which are worth following. There has to be something that  
guides our country and that is the Constitution of India.  
However, the Constitution cannot be static and the very fact  
that there have been 105 amendments of the Constitution since 
it was enacted in 1950 (including the very first amendment in 
1951 itself) means the Constitution will grow and change along  
with the nation. We are very proud of our past and the great 
achievements of our mathematicians, scientists, etc. But 
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let us also remember that we forgot the existence of the 
democratic and republican institutions of ancient India, of the  
Arthashastra, Ashoka and Aryabhatta, and had to be retaught  
our history by the colonial power.

Nanditha Krishna

Director,
C.P.R Institute of Indological Research,

Chennai.
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Book Review -2

THE RGVEDA IN ITS HISTORICAL 
SETTING

Author : R.N. Nandi
Publisher :  Primus Books, Delhi
Year :  2018 

Divided into seven segments, namely, Introduction, Timing 
the Text, Language and Social Change, Ritual and Power,  
Soma in Archaeology and Literature, Revisiting the Saraswati,  
and Animals in Art and Literature, The Rgveda in its Historical 
Setting, written by renowned Professor R.N. Nandi is a very 
significant contribution to the field of Aryan Studies. This  
follows his earlier works especially on Rgveda, such as Aryans 
Revisited, Delhi 2001, Ideology and Environment: Situating 
the Origin of Vedic Culture, Delhi 2009,  and  An Outline of the  
Aryan Civilisation,  Delhi  2013, besides a number of related 
articles such as Anthropology and the Rgveda, Archaeology and 
the Rgveda, Aryan Settlements and the Rgveda to name a few. 

Professor Nandi seeks help from the four-volume  
compendium of the Rgveda edited by F. Maxmuller and the 
commentary of Sayana. As regards text citations, they are  
placed in the order of book, hymn and stanza. The author has 



Journal of Indian History and Culture

December 2021, Twenty Eighth Issue 527

discovered major facts related to the Aryans in his former  
works, and little remained to be said further on the subject. 
However, he has tried not to repeat the earlier propositions.  
He himself states in the Preface that the work deals with the  
issues not covered elsewhere by him, though issues discussed  
in other works are touched upon for the sake of perspective.

 
In the Introduction, Professor Nandi makes it clear that in  

the Rgveda, the countryside comprised forests, mountains, 
swamps, deserts, coastal fringes, besides river valleys and  
canals surrounded by vast agricultural land. The text describes  
all these geographical features. The text, however, does not  
refer to any term for ‘mega city’, but an honest look at the 
description of the majestic citadels suggests such an idea.  
The expressions mahi (massive), prithvi or urvi (broad and  
large), asmayi (stone built), sahasrasthanu (many pillared), 
satadru (full of resources), pur (fortified settlement), etc, indicate 
undoubtedly that the Harappan cities were synonymous with 
excellence. Nandi says that agriculture was well-developed in  
the Rgvedic phase. According to him, the Vedic Harappans 
produced all varieties of pulses which the South Asians 
relish today. Trade and crafts flourished. Though the  
term for market is not mentioned in the text, all activities  
related to the market system are well-dealt with. As regards  
iron, it is said to have been known in the third millennium  
BCE judging by the discovery of iron objects at Mohenjodaro  
in Sindh and Mundigak in Afghanistan. 

The geographical area of the Rgvedic people stretched  
from Haryana, Rajasthan and Gujarat in the east, to Baluchistan, 
Afghanistan and parts of eastern Iran in the west; from the  
south central Asian borderlands, the Swat Valley and the  
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Kashmir Valley in the north, to the Rann of Kutch and Sindh in 
the south. The name Harappa appears in the text in the context  
of  a struggle between a Parthian chief and his south Asian 
detractor. Among the details described, the latter is said to 
have been eliminated on the eastern flank of Harappa or 
Hariyupia. Professor Nandi’s finding is that the text-archaeology  
correlation in respect of the Harappan civilisation shows that 
the Harappans and the people of Rgveda were parts of the same 
multi-ethnic, multi lingual, multicultural, geographical and 
chronological space. The geo-climatic devastation which was  
in continuation for a long period had the worst effect on the  
Vedic Harappan subcontinent and it gave birth to an ideology of 
nature worship, and prayers could be recited only in the Vedic 
dialect. It is noticeable that the Vedic dialect in turn morally 
upgraded the Vedic speaking community. 

The second chapter discusses the timing of the text. The 
author feels that the whole problem of dating essentially needs 
reconsideration. The internal stratification, correlation of  
textual material with some firmly established historical 
developments and the like seem to be ignored while  
determining the correct timing of the text. On the basis of firm 
sources, the author remarks that the date of the Rgveda must  
go to the third millennium BCE and definitely the middle of  
this time-frame which is also known as mid Bronze Age. 
The significance of Fire rituals, the cult of the Solar Disc, the  
flourishing urban context and the commercial contexts have 
been well described on the basis of textual hymns. The author 
mentions the views of archaeologists such as A. Parpola in 
and his work deciphering the Indus Script which illustrates the  
structural evidence of the Fire cult during the second  
millennium BCE. V.M. Masson in his article The Bronze Age 
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in Khorasan and Transoxania, states that the diffusion of  
Harappan influences is well-documented in South Turkmenistan  
sites such as Altyn-depe during the mid-third millennium BCE.

The third chapter of this work enumerates the characteristics 
of the Rgvedic language and social changes in north western  
South Asia during the Middle Bronze Age. The extreme episodes  
of cold dry phase during the early Holocene (8000-5000 BCE) 
phase in Europe and a wet and warm regimen in much of  
Asia and Africa may have compelled native Europeans to  
move towards a more habitable southern latitude, but 
this may not apply with Indo Europeans. Migration from 
Europe preceded the Middle Bronze Age by a few thousand  
years and it had nothing to do with any historical development 
being discussed here. The oral text does not give any indication  
of migration from outside South Asia or any memory of an  
outside land.

The author lays stress on the issue that for at least 
half a millennium, the Vedic speaking communities were  
contemporaries of the Harappans in the same geographical 
region. Further, it could be said that the Mantra dialect of the 
Rgveda emerged from a vernacular form of the Vedic dialect. 
The Vedic dialect preceded the former by several centuries.  
The Vernacular Vedic dialect was placed between the Mantra 
dialect and some important spoken dialects like Prakrit,  
Dravidian and Munda. 

The fourth chapter of the book throws light on the Ritual  
and Power of the period. The writer makes it clear that the  
Middle Bronze Age was a nodal point in the history of north-
western South Asia, Afghanistan, Iran and south Central Asia. 
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It was a vast territory inhabited by ethno-linguistic communities 
with diverse material culture having strong biological and  
cultural affinities. Multiplied development of rituals and power  
may be observed in several passages referring to sacrifices for a 
full year. The year long sacrifices mentioned in several hymns 
indicate the supreme significance of rituals and the developed 
stages of powers in society.

The fifth chapter discusses the importance of Soma in both 
archaeology and literature. The Soma cult found popularity  
among non-believing ethnic people who prepared the juice and 
rejoiced in it in some significant ceremony. The ideology of  
Daiva worship which was the main objective of the people was 
attractive and provided an impetus for the observance of the  
Soma cult. People engaged themselves in the process of Soma 
cult and earned a higher status with the Daiva worshippers. The 
writer argues that originally Soma appears to have belonged to 
some dark-skinned ethnic groups which inhabited the tracts of 
Paropamisas or the Hindukusha Mountain.

In the sixth chapter Revisiting the Saraswati, the goddess  
seems  to have drawn the largest number of prayers from bardic 
composers who describe her it as the supreme goddess, supreme 
mother and supreme river. There are as many as fourteen stanzas 
which speak of the river goddess Saraswati in the sixth book.  
The river Saraswati dried up in the 21st century BCE. The high  
praise of the river Saraswati also takes it to at least the mid 
Bronze Age. A new study made by A. Sarkar confirms that 
the river Saraswati was full of vigour in the early phase of  
Harappan Civilisation which was between 7000 and 5000 
BCE. Depending on a technique called optically stimulated  
luminescence to date pottery shards, the scholars date the early 
mature Harappan phase to 4000 BCE and a pre-Harappan  
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Hakra phase to 6000 BCE. The river Ghaggar- Hakra received  
its first setback around 2500 BCE.

The last seventh chapter draws our attention to the study 
of Animals in Art and Literature. The geographical area 
described was a natural habitat for several animal species  
which are no longer in the region. The tiger, the elephant and  
the rhinoceros were important among them. These three  
animals were mostly found in large numbers in the Greater  
Indus Valley, at least till the end of the third millennium BCE.  
The humped bull, elephant, goat, hare and other animals are  
also depicted in Indus art. The lion is found in bardic  
description, but it does not find mention in the Harappan seals.  
As for the horse, the earliest literary record of north-western  
South Asia offers several terms like asva, haya, hari, arvata and  
vaji. Horse remains have been found from Bronze Age sites in  
Gujarat and Surkotada in Kutch, Lothal, Malvan and Kanewal.

The text does not contain any Conclusion. The book,  
however, provides new ideas on research in the Rgveda which 
is its chief contribution. The author has perfectly followed 
the methodology i.e, from data to conclusion, and never from  
conclusion to data. The publisher of the Primus Books, Delhi 
deserves all praise for bringing out such a commendable work.

S.N. Arya

Professor and Head,
Department of History,
Patliputra University,

Patna.
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