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I The Civilization of Hinduism 

F~r av.er two thot~s~nd years much of Asia has been dominated by Indian 
Hmdmsm a.s a reh~10us: social an? political force. Hindu Asia encompasses 
the subco~tment of India, the 1:enpheral sub-Himalayan valleys, the major 
part. ofmamland South.-East Asia and the Indonesian archipelago. However, 
the .mflue_nce o~ Buddhism and Islam has ;ilso been pervasive in these areas 
d~rmg this penod, and today only .India.; Nepa.I arid Bali are predominantly 
~m~du, even th?ugh the whole region still retams vestiges of Hindu culture. 

· '!:~e. temple 1s the most characteristic artistic expression of Hinduism;: 
provid\ng a focus for both t~e ~ocial and spiritual life of the community it 
serves.{!' ~mples have been bu~It m all parts of Hindu Asia at different periods 
and contmue to be erected m those countries ,vhich are still Hindu. The 
:emple_ reflects the ideals and way oflife of those who built it and for whom 
it was mtended to operate as a link between the world of man and that of 
the g~ds. In order. t~ understand the architectural forms and sacred art of 
the Hm_d1;1 .te~ple 1t 1s necessary to investigate the origins and development 
of the c1V1hzat1on that produced it. 

T~e term 'Hfnduism' incorporates a larger part of Indian rivilization 
tha.n rs commumc_ated by the word 'religion': it is a synthesis of many different 

_beh_efs and practices, modes of living and thinking. These differences are 
bound together by a cultural continuity and cohesive force that characterize 
Indian ci,:ilization. It is significant that nowhere in the extensive vocabularv 
of ~he Indian ~a~guages is there a .w?rd that corresponds to the term 'religior{' 
~m f~ct, re~1g~ous .and _non-religious matters are never distinguished in 
H:ndmsm as 1t 1~ ~mmagmable that any activity, impulse or process can be 
w1t~out some ~1vme potential. ~Iinduism spans the complete spectrum of 
fodian culture tro1:'1 the everyday agricultural life of the village to the trans­
cendent~! speculat10ns of the philosopher. At its most rarefied and abstract 
level, Hmd.u ~ho~ght dismisses the world as illusory; it aims at breaking 
thro~gh t?1s 1llus1on ~o d1~cover a~1 ultimate reality beyond. The temple 
reflec_ts thrs ra1:ge of ~mdmsm and 1s much more than a mere setting for the 
practices ~ssonated ,~:1th ~ertain be.liefs; it is imbued with a complex system 
of _symbolism by which 1t embodies the most elevated notions of Hindu 
philosophy while still serving the requirements of everyday religious life. It 
1s, therefor:, an ~xJ?~ession both of Hindu society and of the most profound 
levels of Hmdu civilization. 

THE CIVILIZATION OF HINDUISM 15 

The origins ~f Hinduism 

Cultural contrasts are implied by the geographical features of the Indian 
subcontinent. The river plains of northern India are divided by hills from 
peninsular India with its raised plateaux and rocky outcrops. There are also 
variations in climate·~the western regions of India, for example, are desert, 
in striking contrast to the eastern and southern extremities which lie well 
within the tropical zone. Though isolated from the rest of Asia by a chain of 
mountains to the north and by oceans on three sides·, India has experienced 
at all times cultural influences from invading peoples who entered the 
country, mostly from the north-west. In fact, tl1e origins of Hinduism may 
be understood as a 1~~c:_Q11ciliation of the cultures of indigenous Indian popu­
lations with succeeding invaders. India fused these contrasting languages, 
beliefs and social patterns into the composite and conservative civilization 
of Hinduism. 

The religion which is identified by the term 'Hinduism' did not appear 
until the centuries immediately preceding the Christian era. Its origins and 
earlier phases, howe\'er, introduce a frirther thousand years, and more, of 
Indian civilization. The literary traditiori of Sanskrit, the sacred language of 
Hind1iism, extends back to the middle of the second millennium BC when 
India was invaded by waves of Aryan peoples. The Aryans brought with 
them a distinctive language and religion which were closely related to those 
that appeared in Iran and, more remotely, to those of the Aegean and 
eastern Europe at about the same time, having been brought there by other 
ludo-European speaking invaders. Thougl1 these peoples were wanderers 
they were able to preserve some of their early traditions, which they laterset 
down in a body of sacred \vritings, the Vedas. The religion that is contained 

-in the Vedas is not to be identified with Hinduism, even though the Vedas 
are still regarded as the source for later sacred Hindu literature. The l.J-ig-Veda 
is the oldest of these texts and was composed between I 500 and goo Be in an 
early form of Sanskrit. Its 1,028 hymns were intended to be used at the 
sacrifices performed by priests in order to secure boons from the gods. The 
pantheon of deities described in the Vedas is dominated by powerful male 
gods mostly associated with the heavens. The greatest Vedic deity is l_ndra 
who fulfils the dual function of war-god and weather-god. The Rig-Veda used 
a subtle system of symbolism so that in later Indian thought its meaning was 
always open to interpretation at several levels. 

Indian archaeology extends the chronological perspective back into the 
shadowy centuries of the third millennium Be, well before the coming of the 
Aryans. At this time there existed a remarkable civilization which flourished 
at sites along the Indus river and its tributaries. These are customarily 
grouped together under the title of Indus civilization, or 'Harappan culture', 
after the name of the first site at --which this civilization was discovered. 
Excavations have revealed evidence of a highly organized culture concen~ 
trated in at least hvo large cities with regular street layouts and brick 
structures. Despite the fact that the buildings discovered cannot definitely 
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be connected with any religious or c~emonial function, artefacts from 
these sites provide clues as to the possible beliefs of their inhabitants~cult 
figurines, especially 'goddesses', as well as seals and models of animals ha vc 
b~en f?und in abundance. Some of the characteristics that are found in 
Hmdmsm after the Aryans arrived may be traced back to these river citv 
cultu_res-----:for example, the worship of the female principle both as a matern;I 
creative force and as an erotic and potentially destructive energy the 
concern for th: preservation of life including that of certain animal~,' and 
the cu~t of ~~r:1cu_lar tre:s and plants. Other objects known from all periods 
of Indian e1v1hzat10n which are also found at these Indus valley sites include 
emblems of th: male and female sexual parts, thus indicating the antiquity 
of the celebrat10n of fertility in both male and female form. 

The development ef Hinduism 

Over t~e centu.ries following the invasion of northern India by Aryan 
peoples m the middle of the second millennium BC, a distinct culture evol;,ed 
some strands ofwhich bear little relation to the religion of the Vedas. Thes~ 
cultu_ral. m~nifestations may probably be traced to pre-Aryan beginnings~ 
that 1s, md1genous to India~and may be tentatively identified with ,vhat is 
known of.the_ tl<!~_EP__<l~ culture. There are suggestions that by the time of 
the comp1lat10n_ of the Rig-Veda the Aryans had already absorbed many 
~lements of the ideology of the civili~ation that they had found flourishing 
m ~he Indus valley. ,~s the nomadic Aryan peoples settled dr;nvn in the 
plams of northern India they gathered together in rural communities some 
of which i1_1 time became urban settlements. Changes in living pattern~ were 
accompamed by changes in religion and the texts that ,,vere composed in the 
centuries follo,v~ng the Vedas, such as the Brahmanas and Upanishads, 
reve_al the. growmg power of the priests who imbued the mystery of the 

_2acnfice with a cosmic significance. From the pantheon of the Vedas the 
creator beca~e more a_nd more emphasized as a single divinity or godhead. 
In the Upamshads this godhead is further identified with the atman the 
'self' or spirit, which is formless but all-powerful and ever-present. A rea~tion 
to the prosperity of life is introduced for the first time in the cult of the 
~sc~tic _individual who denies the enjoyment of life. The world of the senses 
is dismissed as unr~al and the chie~ purpose of living is to secure an escape 

_ from a temporal existence. The not10n of escape or release (moksha) from the 
present world underlies the beginnings of the doctrine of transmioTation 
(samsara), in which the soul of man returns to earth after death in an ~ndless 

_ ~ycle ?f rebirths .. An important part of this doctrine is the concept of karma 
· m ':''h1ch the_ actions of a human being in one life-span directly affect the 
rebirth ~hat 1s ~o follow. It is in this context that Buddhism and Jainism 
appear_ 1~ the sixth century BC. Neither of these two religious movements 
wa~ ongm~lly co1'.-cerned with an ultimate divinity; rather, they proposed 
ethical ph1losoph1es of everyday life which were directed towards the 
transcendence of human existence. This they combined with a concentration 
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upon the lives and teachi_ngs of actual personages, who came to be worshipped 

as divine in later centuries. 
Bv the third and second centuries BC:, from the varied strands of the 

difft~rent cultures of the Indian subcontinent there had begun to emerge the 
new reli,rion of devotional theism: thus begins the true history of Hinduism. 
The ne,~ religion reached its final form by combining influences from both 
the north and south of India and probably also from the cultures of ot~1er 
invading peoples ,vho continued to enter India fron:i th;; ~10rth-v.rest ~un~g 
this peri~d. The outstanding feature of t'.1e new Hindu!sm 1s the v-rnrslup of a 
personal deity ,vho generally took the form of a par~icular go~ or godde~s, 
especially Vishnu or Shiva. The adoratim: of such a deity :vas beheved c:rtam 
to brino- about the fulfilment of all the desires of the worshipper, even ultimate 
emanc~atiun from the cycle of rebirths. The _d:ities up?n whom. this ne:v 
religion concentrated ,vere basically syncre~istic creat10ns;, havi~g t~e1r 
mi;ed origins in the earlier panthenn of the Vedas an~ i~1 various io~k 
heroes, oft~en regional gods or goddesses, of whom there 1s little record _m 
earlv Indian lite;,ature. Before the beginnings of the Christian era th.e maJor 
cult; of Hinduism had emerged which were to dominate the beliefs and 
practices of Hindus for the ne~t nvo thousancfyears. At the san:e time, a host 
of minor di\·inities and spirits appeared ,vho were no less important for 
human affairs. Elaborate rituals and ceremonies were rapidly evolved for 
the ,rnrship of these divinities, and rnvths and pop~lar legends flourished. 

During this period an enormous body of sacred literature '.vas produced. 
The- Vedas Brahmanas and Upanishads continued to be regarded as the 
most sacred of India's religious texts and were studied by priests a:1d tl:eo­
logians, as they still are today. However, the scriptures of popular Hmdu1sm, 
available to all and not iust to the priests, v.:e-re the Epics, the Puranas or 
'Ancient Stories', the bo~ks of Sacred Law and numerous _devotion~l .hymns. 
As these were not set down in ,\Titing until long after their composltlon, the 
pc-riod to which they originally belong cannot _be determined with any 
accuracy. Even so, many of these texts may tentatively be da~e~ to, the early­
Christian era. The Epics express one aspect of the characteristic. ~eatures of 
the ne,v religion-the richness of contrasting cultur_al trad1t10ns. The 
j.Jahabharata and Ramavana were originally secular stones but at an early 
stage, probably before -the Christian era, they ckv_elo:ped a distinct reli~io:ls 
character. The most cekbrated portion of the Epics is the Bhagai,ad Gzta m 
the A1ahabharata, which is universally held to be a definitive statement of 
devotional Hinduism. The Puranas represent an even more popular aspect 
of Hinduism. They are compendia of legends and religious inst_ruction 
which, in their present form, are not very an_cient~none prec?dmg th_e 
fourth or fifth centuries AD-even though they mcorporate matenal that 1s 
verv much older. A whole class of popular reciters of the Pu ran as. grew up, 
tra~relling from village to village and commenting in the vernacular la~gua.ges 
on their -Sanskrit recitations. The religious hymns and poetry of Hmdmsm 
express much of the devotional theistic feeling that Vi~S popular in these 
early phases of Hinduism. In all of these texts the earlier pantheon of the 
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Vedas is overshadowed by a new repertc,re of popular cults which were 
spread by such dissertations. Many of these folk cults concentrate on aspects 
of fertility which curiously contrast with the ascetic tendencies in the 
religion. The impact of Jainism and Buddhism is also of importance in the 
formative phases of Hinduism. 

The emergence of the new religion and culture of Hinduism was soon to 
have its response in a sacred architecture and art, strongly influenced by the 
monumental architectural and artistic traditions first developed in India 
under Buddhist and Jain patronage in the second and first centuries BC. 

That earlier structures were fashioned from less durable materials such as 
! timber, brick and plaster, means that the beginnings of Hindu architecture 

and art have either disappeared or are detectable only by the most frag­
mentary remains. It was not until the period of Gupta rule in northern 
India, from the fourth century AD onwards, that complete architectural 
schemes in stone were devised as settings for Hindu theistic cults. From the 
period following the Guptas, the building of temples in permanent materials 
for Hindu cults became a constant feature of Indian civilization. Patterns of 
history in India are characterized by a general lack of unification and 
continuous shifts in political and economic power; in addition, northern and 
southern India have had relatively ind~pendent histories. Since stone and 
brick architecture was mostly undertaken as a result of royal patronage, any 
account of the development of the Hindu temple and its art inevitably 
follows that of dynastic history. In the north oflndia the evolution of Hindu 
temple architecture was largely interrupted by Muslim invaders whose 
presence was increasingly felt from the eleventh century AD omifards, and 
many of the finest temples must have been destroyed. In contrast, the south 
of India was not to experience Muslim rule until a much later period, when 
it had a less disrupting effect upon Hindu traditions. Temple architecture 
in the south was therefore able to preserve a relatively unbroken develop­
ment which has continued to the present day. 

The spread of Hinduism 

The dispersal of Hinduism to the kingdoms of mainland South-East Asia 
and the Indonesian archipelago was bound up with a more generalized 
expansion of Indian culture. In this process the religions of Hinduism and 
Buddhism, together with their theological systems and elaborate mythologies, 
the Sanskrit language and social system, came to be dispersed well beyond 
the confines of the subcontinent. Early contacts between India and other 
parts of Asia are traced back to the centuries immediately preceding the 
Christian era, and by the fourth and fifth centuries AD 'greater India' was 
already in existence. The means by,: which Hinduism spread beyond India 
is largely undocumented, but is most likely to have been stimulated by the 
priests accompanying merchant adventurers who probably set off on their 
colonial expeditions from ports on the eastern coast of India. 

The great kingdoms that came to be established in South-East Asia were 
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outwardly Indian in their culture and religion but, not surprisingly, the 
Hinduism that was fostered in these civilizations was a mixture of indigenous 
elements and imported Indian features. Among the most important notions 
incorporated into Hinduism outside India are those concerned with the 
worship of the ruler on earth as divine. The cult of the god~king (devaraja) 
never truly gained popularity in India but was of the utmost importance for 
cultural life and sacred architecture in 'greater India'. This cult was accom~ 
panied by a concern for the worship of ancestors aJJ:d burjal. Sacred archi­
tecture therefore, developed a memorial and mortuary character. The 
Indianized kingdoms of South-East Asia experienced alternating phases of 
Hinduism and Buddhism, frequently combininK them into one complex 
religious system. In the Himalayas, too, a mix~d religious culture . was 
fostered in which the erection of Hindu and Buddhist temples was sometimes 
carried out at one and the same time. 



2 The World of the ;Gods 

A great pantheon of gods, goddesses, semi-divine beings and lesser deities 
unfolds in the countless myths of Hinduism which exist in numerous versions 
throughout Indian literature, particularly in the Puranas and Epics. These 
~yths p~e~en~ the collective wisdom _of a tiII1el~ss1 .:1.1:1:011y~~~~ ~r1d many­
sided c1:"1hzat10n and are much more than just fanciful 'bi_ographies':"-of the 
gods. Like the great philosophical systems of India, the myths of Hinduism 
reveal the ultimate reality of the universe by giving symbolic expression to 
that which cannot be discursively expressed. 

The gods are never far away from man. The elements of the landscape 
thr?ughout Hindu Asia-the , trees, hills, mountain slopes, caves, rivers, 
sprm~s a~d lakes-are all imbued with a potential sanctity. Rudimentary 
markm'?s 1~ the lan~scape, such as a colour_ed. paintstroke, a flag or pile of 
stones, md1cate mans awareness of the prox1m1ty of the gods. In the Hindu 
temple the potentially divine becomes visibly manifest· a~d therefor~­
ap~roacha?le ?Y man. Sacred images in Hinduism are never mere effigies; 
their function 1s to _II1ake visible the world of truth. Since truth lies beyond 
the world of appearance, these images do not always conform to the evidence 
of hu_man _senses. The source of this art lies in the spectrum of kods vividly 
descnbed m the enormous repertoire of Hindu myths and legends. 

Time and the universe 

!he activities of the gods and the lives of human beings are linked together 
!n a conti1:i-11u~ in which _time i~ conceived as a cyclical sys~em. According 
to the Indian view the umverse 1s destroyed by fire and is dissolved into the 
cosmic ocean out of which a new universe is created and another cosmic era 
begins. A single cycle of creation to destruction is sometimes described as 
one day of Brahma, the active creator-god of the universe. On the human 
time-scale,. the blinking o_f an eyelid of the god Vishnu may encompass a 
complete hfe-span. In this manner mythology expresses the chronological 
sequences by which 'the div_ine and human time-scales are related. Each 
cycle of creat~o~ to destruction is divided into four ages (yugas) arranged iri 
order of dechnmg strength, peace and happiness. This inherent tendency 
~owards destruction influences the ~ff airs of both the gods and man. As man 
1s mostly unable to perceive the cyclic nature of time and the universe he 
can discover no explanation for the recurring rebirths that he must end~re, 
~is past, present and future lives are all linkea-together in a -continuous 
time sy~tem, as are the actions of the gods and the dynamic mechanism of 
the umverse. Man's entanglement in this cycle is likened to a spell or 
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illusion (maya) and it is the aim of all Indian thought to learn the secret of 
this maya and, if possible, to cut through it into a reality that lies beyond. In 
Hinduism this liberating process is evocatively termed 'release' (moksha). 
The gods have compassion for mankind and when provoked by exceptional 
circumstances may reveal the delusion from which man suffers, thus indi­
cating for him the path towards true knowledge. 

(Related to the time continuum of Hinduism is a spatial continuum in 
which an infinite series of universes is imagined/ each ,isolated from the 
other and suspended in empty space\ This conception of the cosmos is 

,- characterized by the shape of the unive'rse, which is described as the 'egg of 
I Brahma' (Brahmanda). This cosmic egg is dividec:J, into zones or regions, one 
\ of which represents the abode of human beings. Above are the heavens and 
,l, beneath are the nether worlds. This model of the universe is related to Hindu 

Diagram of the universe showing the 'rose-apple tree continent' (jambudvipa) with 
the oceans, continents and rivers arranged around the central mountain, :Vleru. 
Painting on cloth, western India, seventeenth century 
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a:trorm_my _a_ncl contrasts with ano~her model which postulates a flat and 
c1rcula1 um, erse. The centre of this latter schen 1e 1·5 tl , - , , M . b • _ · · , 1e cosmic mountam 

eru; out ,~lnch the sun, moon and s~ars revolve. Concentrically arranged 
aroun the base of :t\Icru are the contments and ocear 1" Tl t' · tl h • · ' · ,,. 1c con Inent to 

1e sout upon which human beings dwdl l1as a i·u- 0 e-apIJl - t· · · d' 
• • ,_ , c ,_ ~ e ree '1S its is 

trnctrve flora and is known therefore as th ' l . c • .-
. b d - ( F. . ' ' ' e rose-a pp e tree contment· 

7am u mpa 10· ) Th I 1 -· - . · · - ' , . , _ o· r • JS t 1eo og1call)- detenmned cosmic model is f . 
nnportance tor the Hind t l . 11 . - . . . o g1 cat 
a . . _ . _ u_ emp e, espeoa y m the funct10ning of the temple 

s a S) mbohc r econstruct10n of the universe. 

The gods arid demons 

Parallel to ~he recurring cycles of cosmic creation and dissolution is the 
; 0 n~ept of light and darkness. ~s personified in Hinduism by the a-od d 
anti-gods' (asuras) or demons. Irhe COfflJJ_l_Px __ t·l1en1es of'H• d hol s an d · . -,"---~~----•----~--_ , _ m u myt o ogy are 

_ ommated throughoutby the continuous enactment of light versus dark · 
c ness, 

2 The myth of the churning of the ocean• the gods pul]i' 1 - t} Sl l B 1 d f · . r g le serpent , 1es 1a 
a ustra e rorn the entrance to An(Tkor Thom ('~ b d-·. tl · · · 

c, , "'rn o 1a, urteenth century 
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good opposed to evil. Time never operates in a linear manner and the 
struggle is eternal; neither good nor evil can triumph for long. Though the 
gods arc ahvays fighting the demons and other powerfully opposed forces, 
they are also related in some way to their darker counterparts. So too are 
creation and destruction part of a single process. The very dynamics of the 
cosmos are expressed in the tensions of the conflict between good and evil 
rather than in an ultimate resolution which never takes place. 

~One celebrated myth in Hinduism vividly ilJustrat_es the interaction 
betvveen the gods and demons~this is the churning of the cosmic ocean by 
means of the serpent Shesba who conveniently wrapped himself around the 
mountain l'vieru which, for this purpose, was ,supported on the shell of 
Vishnu who had assumed the form of a tortoise. The demons and gods took 
opposite ends of the cosmic serpent, the gods the head and the demons the 
tail, and by alternating pulling and pushing movements a churning action 
was set up by ,vhich the ocean was 'milked'. Eventually all that exists in the 
universe ,vas produced, including the much sought after elixir of eternity 
(soma). In the Khmer monuments at Angkor this myth of search, struggle 
and creation is translated into a unique architectural feature~many of the 

L. temples are surrounded by a stone balustrade which is fashioned into the 
scaled body of a serpent, appropriately gripped by the gods ai1d demons 
(Fig. 2). 

The major cults of Hinduism 

Innumerable gods and goddesses are found throughout the mythology and 
art of Hinduism, but the history of this religion at its highest devotional 
lei;el is mostly bound up with the simultaneous devdop111eJ1t o(tv.'O major 
cult,s-those of -the male gods Shiva and Vishnu. A third cult is also of 
importance-~that of the l\fother or the Goddess-but is rarely seen in 
isolation, as the Goddess is essentially the consort of Shiva. These cults are 
synthrtic in character owing to their evolution as amalgamations of many 
different minor deities. Shiva, Vishnu and the Goddess are compound 
creations ·with a wide rangr of divine powers and richly paradoxical person-
alities. Th(.majmit}' of Hir1911§_j1lly_their. heliefs_v,iJh __ CJneor _other ____ ofth~se 
cults, w9rshipping Shiva, Vishpu,qr the Goddess as the higl1cst principle. 
Iii devoting themsdves to one of these three deities Hindus do not deny the 
existence of the other two, who are regarded as minor expressions of the 
divine power. Thus in the cult of Shiva, Vishnu is considered an unimportant 
aspect, whereas in the cult of Vishnu, Shiva is reduced to a secondary 
emanation. 1.:c:i_th~_,_vmsbipper ofJhe_Qockkss,~the mak gods are n1qstly 
passive and shadcnvy figq_res. 

In general, the cults of Hinduism developed peacefully together and only 
rarely is there any evidence of friction or religious persecution. The reason 
for this mutual co-existence is to be found in the belief that the ultimate 
godhead lies beyond the divisions of cult and that the worship of Shiva, 
Vishnu or the Goddess leads inevitably to the same goal. From this point of 
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(Fig. 5) and, as the tortoise, supportin& the axial mountain Meru in the 
churning of the ocean. 

Also significant in Hindu art arr the scenes of adoration in which cult 
images of divinities come to be worshipped. Such scenes often appear as the 
final episodes in the depiction of myths and are intended to indicate to the 
devotee the suitability of his pious acts. Thus in a temple dedicated to Shiva, 
worshippers may be depicted in attitudes of devotion before an image or 
symbol of the god, together with accessory deities and mythological beings. 

Hindu art displays a preference for celestial 'family groups' in which the 
gods are shown together with their various consorts, children, attendant 
figures and animal or bird vehicles. Shiva and his consort Parvati, with 
Ganesha and Karttikeya who are often considered to be their children, are 
depicted in their mountain retreat of Kailasa. Nandi, Shiva's bull mount, 
ganas and ascetics are also in attendance. When the multi-headed Ravana 
threatens their peace he is rapidly subdued by the crushing pressure of 
Shiva's toe. In addition, there are compositions of the marriage of Shiva 
and Parvati in which Brahma acts as priest. Doubtless, such scenes reflect 
the desire to bring together into a single artistic composition many of the 
contrasting elements ·within a cult. 

In order to illustrate the epic stories of the Mahabharata, Ramayana and 
various Krishna legends, Hindu art evolved a narrative series of successive 
scenes in which episodes from these stories are depicted. Particularly popular 
are the battle scenes from the Mahabharata, as well as episodes from the 
Ramayana in which Rama and his brother Lakshmana, and also the monkey­
accomplice Hanuman, fight numerous demons and overcome extraordinary 
obstacles in their search for Sita, Rama's abducted wife (Fig. 16). The 
climax of the Ramayana is the fight between Rama and Ravana, the wicked 
king of the mythical island Lanka, who has imprisoned Sita. Krishna 
legends, too, are popular subjects for narrative art, especially the stories 
drawn from the childhood of the god and his youthful dalliances with the 
beautiful Radha. 

3 The World of Man 

From the Hindu point of view, the lives of human beings are merely stages 
in the progression towards ultimate liberation. The world of man is the sum 
total of countless individual life-spans bound up in the cycle of rebirth. 
Liberation is accessible to all human beings, tqough never within a single 
life-span. In the _world of man the temple functions as a symbol of ultill).ate 
enlightenment: ifis the house of the gods among men, the place where the 
g9ds may be approached and divine kno~ledge discovered. As the centre of 
religious and cultural activities, the temple is the focus of all aspects of the 
life of the community it serves. But the temple is also the product of a desire 
to transcend the world of man-the principles of its construction, the forms 
of its architecture and decoration, as well as the rituals that take place 
within its walls, are all aimed at ultimate)it,~i:-ation. 

Hindu society is traditionally d'ivfffetl into a hierarchy of four principal 
classes, each with its own distinctive way oflife and separate duties. Though 
there is a common law (dharma) for all to follow, there is also a law appro­
priate to each class and to each stage in the life of the individual. According 
to this theory, the highest of these four classes, the brahman, is considered 
divinity in human form. ~n Hindu society the brahman enjoys great privi­
leges and from this class come the professional priests. At all times many 
brahmans led truly religious lives and members of this class constituted the 
theologians who set down their ideas and beliefs in the language described 
as 'perfected', Sanskrit. It is in this language and its derivatives that many 
of the sacred books of Hindu religion and philosophy are written. Some 
learned brahmans also came to hold high positions at royal courts, at which 
they were frequently influential in the affairs of state. Fromthe kshatriya or 
warrior class came many of the rulers of the kingdoms of Hindu Asia, while 
the vaislrya or mercantile class provided the guilds of artisans and craftsmen. 
As the patrons and the builders of temples these two classes had great 
importance for the development of sacred architecture. The lowest class, 
the shudras, acted as servants and labourers and had little relation with the 
temple. In some communities shudras were not admitted inside temple 
enclosures. Outside the Hindu social system were the 'untouchables'. 

To the traditional Hindu the-religious and the secular life are never truly 
distinguished, and the ordinary procedures of everyday life necessit~te 
frequent contacts with the divine, whether it be with the 'high' cult deittes 

, or the lesser folk spirits. These contacts take place in the home, one room of 
which functions as a miniature temple with an image for worship, or at the 
local temple where priests officiate. For the three upper classes of Hindu 
society the temple is a place of both daily worship and occasional worship 
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on a particular occasion; it may also be 0n object of pilgrimage at festival 
times. Every community in Hindu Asia, even the smallest village, has its 
place of worship, the temporary J-iabitation of the gods.(Differences in 
prosperity and. in political and cultural importance between towns and 
villages account for much of the variety in the scale of temple architecture) 
the techniques of building and the particular deities that are worshippe'd 
there. Lack of historical information about many Hindu temples makes it 
difficult to distinguish these factors. Even though potent sites for temples are 
frequently dictated by sacred geographical features, which means that 
significant temples are sometimes located beyond the confines of towns and 
villages, Hindu temple architecture mostly forms part of an urban or village 
environment. 

Royal patrons 

The climate of Asia is not conducive to the preservation of historical records 
unless they were inscribed on stone slabs or metal plaques. Little information 
has survived about most Hindu temples and their builders, and in the case 
of smaller temples, perhaps built of mud or timber, it is unlikely that any 
such information was ever committed to writing. From the few records that 
have survived it is clear that ~T.P!~.1:>.1:1:i.~9i11g1 at least in stone, was mainly 
c;,~:r,rjed 011t a~ <1 :r9_~ltcf.r?y~l. pa!ronaKS· Stone construction involved much 
labour, time and organization, all of which was extremely expensive, and 
only rulers who had access to the concentrated economic wealth Qf a country 
could afford such building activity. That stone temples were costly under­
takings is indicated by the number of cases in which the material itself is 
known to have been transported from a quarry far away from the temple 
site. Workmen with different skills had to be employed and organization 
and supervision of the building project maintained. Major craftsmen 
responsible for the design and execution of particular parts of the temple and 
priests to officiate at the various ceremonies were highly paid and had 
sometimes to be brought from another region. 

Temple building seems to have been a sincere expression of the devotion 
and piety of the ruler. Hindu literature frequently describes the merit that 
is due to the patron of the temple. 'Let him who wishes to enter the worlds 
that are reached by meritorious deeds of piety and charity build a temple 
to the gods', suggests the Brihatsamhita, an early text, while the later 
Shilpaprakasha, a manuscript on temple building, ensures that the patron 
'will always have peace, wealth, grain and sons'. The erection of a. temple 
for the gods was also undertaken for the benefit of the whole community 
that it served, and whose common 'spiritual aspirations it embodied. In this 
way the ruler of a community provided his subjects with the facilities by 
which their spiritual life might be maintained. There was also the possibility 
of achieving fame, if not immortality, because 'everything vanishes with 
time, only a monument lasts forever', according to the Shilpaprakasha. 

THE WORLD OF MAN 5 I 

Temple building communicated the physical power of the ruler as it was an 
expression of his economic resources. 

Inscriptions carved on the walls and columns of temples throughout 
Hindu Asia from many periods demonstrate that private individuals or 
groups of individuals were also able to function as patrons. There are 
numerous records of contributions of money, treasure or income towards 
the fashioning of a sculptural panel, the renovation or upkeep of a temple, 
or for the performance of certain rituals. Not all of these in,dividuals belonged 
to the ruling classes; guilds of wealthy merchants' played a particularly 
prominent part in the patronage of temple architecture, However, the role 

J.; 
I 7 Rajendra, the Chola ruler, receives a floral garland of victory from Shiva who 

is seated with his wife Parvati. Brihadesp.vara temple; Gangaikondacholapuram, 
eleventh century 
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live~ with the world of the gods. In the eig\ith century temple at Kanchipuram 
dedicated to Vaikunthaperumal, an aspect of \lishnu, the interior walls of 
the colonnade around the courtyafd are covered with carved panels. Here 
is found the whole history of the Pallava kings from ·which scholars have 
been able to reconstruct the dynastic chronology. Coronation scenes are 
particularly prominent (Fig. rg) and there are also many episodes of 
warfare. In fact, military campaigns form a popular subject of decoration 
throughout Hindu temple art, and illustrate connections between the lives 
of rulers and the building of temples. Elephants, horses, footmen and 
soldiers are all popular motifs. 

More complex associations between kingship and temple building are 
found in the Hindu temples of Java and Cambodia. The ancient kings of 
these countries sometimes identified themselves with incarnations of the 
gods, upon whom the safety of the realm and success of the ruler depended. 
Here were evolved rituals and cults of the god-king (devaraja) centred upon 
the sacred linga which was imbued with the essence of divine kingship. 
According to these cults the temple was dedicated simultaneously to the rrod 
and the king himself. j\ngkor Vat in Camboclia, where the climax of Kh;~er 
temple architecture is to be seen, introduces a further variation upon this 
theme since it is .ilso a tefi;ple of death, The complex forms of its architecture 
foc:1s upon the ceiitral buildi~g dedicated to Vishnu which is also a sepulchre 
of its founder Suryavarman II who died in II 52 (Figs 103, 104). Reliefs 
carved on the gallery walls of this temple illustrate the mythology of Vishnu 
together with processional scenes from the life of the founder king. Yama, 
the god of death, also appears. .f 

The artist and society 

Traditional Hindu society makes no allowance for the individual pursuit of 
self-expression. The role of the Hindu artist is to give visible form to the 
values of his society, rather than to communicate a personal interpretation 
o~ these values. The artist is considered an instrument by which things 
lugher and greater than himself find expression in the forms that he creates, 
whether these be works of architecture, painting or sculpture. The notion 
of signing a ,Nork of art is of little importance as it is believed that the artist 
does not himself directly imagine the work-he is 'guided' and functions only 
as the executor. For this reason most works of Hindu art and architectur~ 
are anonymous. That the artist thought of his ,vork as a means of access to 
the divine is demonstrated in the large amount of literature that describes 
the ment~l preparation and ritual purification that he is to undergo before 
commencmg the work. Only in this way can the artist identifv himself with 
the transcendental principl~s to wn,ich he attempts to give visible form. 

Of great importance for the evolution of Hindu art was the relationship 
that developed between artists and brahmans. In order that certain theo­
logical id~as should be. translated into art, particularly in the fashioning 
of sacred images, the priests set out elaborate prescriptions which governed 
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all the details. The earliest records of these prescriptions occur as sections in 
the Epics and Puranas; later they are found gathered together in the 
Shastras and Agamas. These texts on image-making reflect the ambition of 
theologians to codify all-aspects of the prodiidiori of sacred images in stone, 
m~tal or wood, and even painted images, and the_re 1s substantial evide11ce 
of the success of their efforts. The earliest periods of Hindu art, at least from 
the period of Gupta rule in the fourth century, were characterized by con­
siderable freedom and variation in the images cl\osen t9 depict the divine. 
With the development of Hindu art, especially from the ninth and tenth 
centuries onwards, much of this freedom was lost and there ,vas an increasing 
consistency in the choice of images and their appearance with regard to 
costume, posture and physique, and the emble\ns that the figures hold in 
their hands. The fuller and more naturalistic images from the earlier 
periods became stiffer and more stylized as Hindu art developed. The 
disciplines of iconography and. iconometry were increasingly applied, pre­
sumably reflecting the influence of brahman theologians. As temple projects 
became larger, both in India and in other parts of Hindu Asia, there was an 
accompanying increase in the number of images that had to be fashioned in 
either stone or metal. The expansion of the, production of Hindu art was 
accompanied by an increasing dependence of the artist upon the brahman 
for the suitable forms of sacred images. Even so, the essential role of the 
artist in society as giving expression to its values remained unaltered. 

Craftsmen, guilds and the builders of temples 

Among the few surviving records that describe the erection of temples is a 
remarkable palm-leaf manuscript recording in detail the building operations 
of the thirteenth-century Surya temple at Konarak in Orissa. The manuscript 
lists the workmen, their salaries and rules of conduct, and provides an 
account over several years of the various building operations. It has been 
possible, therefore, to reconstruct many of the economic and organizational 
procedures of this particular building project. Much of the information may 
be taken as typical of other temples both within India and in other parts of 
Hindu Asia. 

The arch,itects, artisans and workmen engaged in the various activities 
associated with the building of a temple were organized into groups which 
functioned as guilds. The traditions of these guilds were mostly preserved 
orally, the guilds being extensions of family units in which techniques were 
handed down from one generation to the next. As the means of livelihood of 
these families depended on their knowledge and skill, traditions and tech­
niques were often jealously guarded. The guilds united both the family and 
the individual craftsmen into a single corporate body. They fixed rules of 
work and wages and set standard prices for work completed, and their 
regulations had the force of law. Over their own members guilds had 
judicial rights and could expel a rebellious member. They exercised control 
over the social life of their members, ordaining who could be married to 
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20 Two sides of a palm-leaf from a manuscript on temple building. Above left-the 
architect of the temple holds a surveym;'s rod; above right-calculations of 
proportions; below-the vertical section of the temple is marked with height 
indications and rises upon the mandala regulating the temple plan. Orissa, 
seventeenth century 

whom and even acting on occasions as guardians of widows and orphans. 
Guilds frequently became wealthy and powerful and there fXist many 
inscriptions recording their charitable donations. That members of guilds 
frequently travelled from one region to another in order to work on different 
projects accounts for much of the spread of architectural and artistic traditions 
that too.k place throughout the history of the temple. 

Most important among those involved in the erection of a temple were the 
chief architect (sutradhara) (Fig. 20) an_d the superintendent of works, 
almost his equal in authority. Also of importance were the head stonemason 
and the chief image-maker who co-ordinated those responsible for the 
architectural and sculptural portions of the buildings. Sculptors (shilpins) 
were engaged on all portions of buildings and, judging from the intimate 
connection between architecture and sculpture in Hindu temples, their 
services must have been required at many stages in the work. It would seem 
that many of these workmen comprised whole families, for whenever 
someone had an accident, fell ill or died, there was always a family relation 
to take his place. Women were also employed for lighter auxiliary wQrk such 
as clearing and polishing stones. Workmen settled in camps around the 
building site; they had their meals in a common mess staffed by cooks, 
kitchen supervisors and servants. The building of the temple proceeded over 
most of the year, but during the rainy season when work was halted workmen 
were generally given leave. Holidays were celebrated when the royal patron 
came on a visit, when a son and heir was born to him, or when an important 

THE WORLD OF MAN 57 

part of the building was completed. There were officials for the maintenance 
of law and order and administrators for settling any internal disputes. Fines 
were imposed as punishment for delay in delivering materials or completion 
of the work. Doctors were also present to look after the sick and injured. 
There were barbers, and men who served refreshments to the workmen 
engaged in fine chisel work, while another team of menials provided drinking 
water; there were also oilmen to feed the torches and lamps during work at 
night. , 

A crucial role in temple building was played by'"the learned brahmans 
who were expert in the theory of art and who had to give advice and guidance 
to the workmen whenever required. The brahmans performed various cere­
monies at every important stage of work for the r~'moval of obstacles or when 
some accident required atonement. There ,vere also important consecrations 
such as the purification of the site, the initial tracing of the ground plan, the 
setting oftlie crowning finial of the superstructure, and the instalment of the 
principal image or symbol of the divinity in the sanctuary. 

Architectural and sculptural work was assigned on the basis of contracts 
for separate operations, each contract probably having a different leader for 
each task. Payment of the workmen was related to these contracts. The chief 
architect and superintendent of works did not usually have contracts for any 
particular task; rather, they were responsible for co-ordinating the various 
stages of building and directing the entire project. There were workmen for 
every skill-stonemasons to cut stones to size, artisans to fashion them into 
architectural forms, and sculptors to do the finest chisel work (Fig. 2 1). 

Specialists carried out particular jobs such as laying out the axes of the 
building, marking out the plumb and square lines which regulated the 
carving, grinding the polishing materials, carving the bands of friezes and 
mixing the coloured pigments for paintwork. Leading master-craftsmen 
worked on the principal images of the sanctuary and its outer walls. Though 
the products of the great masters were probably executed with the assistance 
of other workmen, the design and composition of each panel were almost 
certainly the inspiration of a single artist. 

21 Cutting, chiselling and transporting stone for temples. Sketch of a panel from 
Khajuraho, eleventh century 



58 THE HINDU TElvIPLE 

The temple as a focus of culture 

The temple has always been the ,centre of the intellectual and artistic life of 
the Hindu community, functioning not only as a place of worship, but also 
as a nucleus around which all artistic activity is concentrated. To begin 
with, general education within the temple was of great importance, with the 
teaching of such subjects as grammar and astrologyas well as the recital and 
teaching of sacred texts. l\,fany endowments to temples ,vere specifically 
made for the establishment of colleges which were incorporated into temple 
complexes. Apart from schools connected with temples, which mostly 
catered exclusively for brahman pupils, there also existed scope for popular 
education. The spacious halls of temples were settings for recitations. of the 
Vedas, the Epics and Puranas, and the singing of hymns and devodonal 
chanting, of benefit to the whole commui1ity. Music and dance generally 
formed part of the daily ritual of the temple and during special celebrations 
and annual festivals these played a particularly dominant role. Large 
temples would maintain their own musicians, both vocal and instrumental, 
together with dancers, actors and teachers of the performing arts. 

In the patronage of architecture, sculpture and painting the temple has 
been of paramount significance throughout the history of Hindu civilization, 
and there can be little doubt that the greatest efforts in these were always 
directed towards sacred architectural projects. Despite the countless stone and 
brick temples of Hindu Asia from all periods, there are only exceptional 
instances of secular structures built in these materials. 

The economy ef the temple 

Sources of wealth for the Hindu temple consisted mainly of donations from 
royal patrons and private indiv;iduals. These were received by the temple in 
the form of money, valuable objects, livestock or income from grants ofland, 
including whole villages and their inhabitants. Donations might be made 
for a number of reasons, including gratitude for services rendered by the 
temple, or perhaps in fulfilment of a vow. Grants not only financed the 
building of temples but also provided for, their upkeep and renovation. 
There were grants for the performance of rituals, perhaps in perpetuity for 
a certain individual. Donors were stimulated by the notion that a grant to a 
temple would promote religious merit and increase the possibility of their 
ultimate salvation. Substantial donations were likely to propagate the 
reputation of an individual or the power of a ruler. There was also the 
desire to record a pious act in the form of an inscription or to have a portrait 
of the donor made in sculpture or painting. 

As grants accumulated, temples became wealthy and could afford to 
become employers and act as patrons. The vvealth of a temple was usually 
invested in land and in this respect the temple came to function as a landlord. 
From the produce of the land came income upon which the economic life 
of the temple was based. Projects of cultivation and land reclamation were · 
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embarked upon, and in order to facilitate cultivation the land was usually 
leased to tenants. These leases, as indeed all economic transactions of the 
temple, were entered upon in the name of the god to ·whom the temple was 
dedicated. This served to emphasize the sacred character of the transaction, 
reminding the landed tenants that they only temporarily held sacred land. 
Usually strict and efficient control was exercised over the tenants and fixed 
units of measurement were established by which to measure the grain that 
was brought in. However, the tenants were protected by the temple and 
there are records of loans being made and credit extended to needy culti­
vators. The holders of temple land were permitted to enjoy a proportion of 
its produce and as this was a hereditary settlemeqt,, the land passed from one 
generation to another. Improvements in agriculture were also embarked 
upon by the temple, and sometimes there was the provision of such facilities 
as water tanks, canals and new roads. The lands belonging to the temple 
were mostly exempt from taxes. 

Some temples. enjoyed independent jurisdiction and also the right to 
prevent any kind of 'pollution' from the entry of undesirable persons into 
their locality. The area under temple control was considered sacrosanct and 
inviolable, and conferred immunity from military attack. In times of danger 
and political unrest temples would sometimes serve as fortresses protecting 
members of the community. 

As temples provided work and the means of livelihood for a large number 
of persons, they were able to exert great influence upon the economic life of 
the community. Even small temples needed the services of priests, garland­
makers and suppliers of clarified butter, milk and oil. The authorities of the 
temple entered into contracts with individuals or groups who undertook to 
supply specified goods and services at stated periods: clarified butter for 
burning lamps, the number vastly increasing with the ever-growing endow­
ments of devotees, flowers for garlands, rice for offerings and for the feeding 
of brahmans, vegetables and fruits, sandal-paste and incense. Securities were 
demanded and penalties enforced on defaulters. One of the most detailed 
accounts that have been preserved of the number of people who were sup­
ported by a temple and the wages they received is that given in an inscription 
on the Brihadeshvara temple at Tanjore dating from IOI I. The list includes 
dancing-girls, dancing masters, singers, pipers, drummers, lute-players, 
conch-blowers, superintendents of temple women and female musicians, 
accountants, sacred parasol bearers, lamp-lighters, sprinklers of water, 
potters, washermen, bearers, astrologers, tailors, jewcl-stitchers, brazier­
lighters, carpenters, and superintendents of goldsmiths, totalling more than 
six hundn;d persons. Most of the employees rendering these services were 
part-time as payment was in land which they had to cultivate. In return for 
the execution of the contract with the temple, the employee was entitled to 
live off the produce of the land. Some gratuitous services ,vere usually con­
sidered obligatory, such as dragging the temple chariots on festival occasions 
and helping when a large building project was undertaken. 

Among the employees of the temple were specially chosen and highly 
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esteemed maidens (devadasis) whose ser~ces were dedicated to the god of the 
temple. These temple maidens played an important role in dancing as wdl 
as in the singing of devotional h,:mns by which the temple god was enter­
tained; they also bore lamps for the deity. Girls were admitted to the temple 
before reaching puberty and after an appropriate period of training they 
were 'married' to the god by means of a special ceremony. 

The temple has traditionally been foremost among charitable institutions 
in Hindu society. In records of gifts to temples the stipulation is often found: 
'to provide for worship, for gifts of food to the assembly of ascetics and for 
repairs'. Generally wayfarers, whether pilgrims or other devotees, took their 
food in the temple together with many of the temple employees. The fare 
was by no means sparse and consisted of cooked foods, especially rice. On 
festival occasions the cooking might be most elaborate. Some temples would 
house a number of residential students in boarding schools attached to the 
temple. There are also instances of hospitals associated with temples in 
which beds were provided for the sick. The most important role of the temple 
in matters of charity was the feeding of brahmans on sacred occasions. 
Endowments frequently provided for the feeding of specific numbers of 
brahmans in temples after the offerings had been made to the gods. Some­
times feeding houses were established in which free food would be offered 
daily throughout the year. Feeding of the poor was also widespread, with 
cooked rice offered as a public charity to the poor of the lower classes. 

4 The Temple as a Link between 
the Gods and Man 

The Hindu temple is designed to bring about con.tact bt;tween man and the 
gods; it is here that the gods appear to man. Tlie process by which this 
contact is made comprises a series of ideas and beliefs incorporating a 
complex symbolism. Dynamic rituals and ceremonies permit a realization 
of these ideas through which .the Hindu temple f{inctions as a place of 
transcendence, a place where man ma·y p~ogress from the world of illusion 
to knowledge and truth. The rituals and ceremonies that lie at the very core 
of the religious life of Hinduism, as well as the more elusive ideas and beliefs 
that accompany divine personages, have fundamentally influenced the 
forms of temple architecture. Some of the earliest records of these symbolic 
ideas and beliefs are found in the Epics and the Puranas; in later periods 
they form the subject of chapters in texts on ,1,acred architecture such as the 
numerous Shastras and Agamas. These texts are often concerned with 
imbuing sacred architecture and its art with symbolic meaning and are the 
work of theologians who compiled them from many different sources. 

The fundamental preoccupation of Hindu thought is with man's release 
(moksha) from an illusory world into which he is recurringly born. The 

. architecture of the Hindu temple symbolically represents this quest by 
setting out to dissolve the boundaries betv.reen man and the divin.e; For this 
purpose certain notions are associated with the very forms and materials of 
the building. Paramount is the identification of the divinity with the fabric 
of the temple or, from another point of view, the identification of the form 
of the universe with that of the temple. Such an identification is achieved 
through the form and meaning of those architectural elements that are 
considered fundamental to the temple. Hence the significance attached to 
the site of the temple, its ground. plan aµd vertical elevation and the dom­
inating images of mountain, cave and cosmic axis. A sacred mathematics is 
created, composed of a language of precise measurements, which permits a 
symbolic realization of the underlying cosmic ideas. The relationship that 
develops between forms and their meanings within the Hindu temple is 
essential to its function as a link between the gods and man. 

The temple as a house of god 

The willingness of the gods and goddesses of Hinduism to make themselves 
visible and accessible to man is emphasized everywhere in Hindu literature. 
That temples are places where the,:ggc.I~ make themselves visible is conveyed 
by the very terms used to designate a trmple: <!,Seat or platform of god 
(prasada ), i:1:. hgµse "()LgocL.(devagrilum:i},3, re,'iic.l~nce : of. god . (devalaya) .. or.· a 
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waiting and abiding place ( mandiram). The temple is a receptacle for the 
""godsi w1io'i1iafaj:'lpeaf there' in'-ihe·Jtrms imagined by their worshippers. 
These forms are embodied in the sacred images or symbols of the deities 
which constitute the most important part of Hindu art. 

.. ,. Sacred images and symbols of the deity to whom the temple is dedicated 
are housed in °' small sanctuary withi~ the temple known as the 'womb­
chamber' (garbhagriha),. a term indicating that here is contained the kernel 
andessence ofthe temple, The sacred imageor syrri}:>C>l <:>[the god represents 
a me<1ns qfunion with the d1viric but is not usgaUyide_ntifiecl wtth the deity­
the god or gqddc~s pnly temporarily resides within th,e fabric of the 
Such ·an occasional coinddence of form and divine presence only occurs 
after the sacred image or symbol has been prepared for worship by elaborate 
rituals of consecration and then ceremoniously enshrined. Precise laws 
regulate the production of these sacred images and symbols so that they may 
function successfully as suitable receptacles for the deity. The devotional 
cults which are served by the Hindu temple inevitably focus upon this sacred 
image or symbol of the d .. eity···. i.n th. e 'w.ogJ.b.-chamber", but'devotion also extericl~ 
to encompass the temple as a whole. lthM~Jhe Jerµple is not only a place of 

~ti~;_ttid1;~i~;rsW•ej~.::tr::rr-!~~iff :-!::iµt!t;~~i~l:i~~~1~i!~!f 
Ffom this point of vie,v·rne-.irehiteetural-and st'iilplura'.l components of the 
temple are considered to be an evocation of the presence of the divine. To 
this end mythology, folklore and art_meet in a common attempt to portray 
the varied manifestations and exploits of the gods and goddesses. All of 
Hindu art aims at recreating the celestial environment of th~ world of the 
gods. 

As sacred images and symbols in Hindu art represent only temporary 
receptacles for the gods and goddesses who intermittently inhabit their outer 
forms, so the temple as a whole is also understood as a temporary abode of 
the gods in the world of man. In th~ temp!<: the ciivinejs always potential, 
but only on occasions. is it manifested. Rituals and ceremonies are essential 
to promote this mari'ifestation of the divine and, in fact, the priesthood of a 
temple is resident in order to maintain the continuous presence of the god. 
There are also the particular occasions when the community or an individual 
needs to approach the gods. If the necessary rituals are not performed, the 
temple lies dormant as the deities are not ''in residence'. 

Rituals of temple worship 

It is the direct worship of gods and goddesses (devapuja) that forIIl.'! the focal 
point of the i:~}igjoµs activ:itie§ embraced by the Hindu temple. The various 
rituals of worship permit an iqe.nti{ic;~tjQi;i, ,<Jf the worshipper and the pJac;:e aIJ,d 
ipea.ns ofwo.rshipw(th..th~ go1P:~,~~-Those who are able to achieve a unity of 
self and godhead through ritual gain merit and access to the path that leads to 
ultimate liberation. Practices of temple worship originated before the 
principal Hindu cults had become differentiated, and rituals performed in 
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temples dedicated to the cults of different deities follow more or less a basic 
pattern. Worship is conceived as an evocation, reception and entertainment 
of the god or goddess as a royal guest, reflecting the ancient association of 
royalty with the divine. There is also the belief, which has been particularly 
popular outside India, that the ruler's power is an extension of the divine 
law. The practices of temple worship are strictly laid down in a series of 
texts devoted to ritual, some of which may be traced back to the Puranas 
and earlier. What may be observed of rituals and,feremqnies in present-day 
Hindu Asia indicates that they have not basically'"-altered from what was 
practised in the earliest periods of Hinduism, even though the ancient 
rituals have doubtless become greatly simplified: 

Before ceremonies can begin the priests who" are to perform the rituals 
must first be prepared. Bathing and other acts of purification are necessary 
in order to promote the transformation by which the priests are able to 
identify themselves with the divine object of worship. At the ceremony there 
is no need for a congregation to be present as rituals are performed by priests 
on behalf of the community. However, devotees who desire to benefit from 
the influence emanating from these rites may also be present. The absence 
of a congregation reveals the fundamental rnle of the temple priests, who 
represent the community they serve and who are responsible for its satis­
factory relationship with the divine. Upon this depends the happiness, 
welfare and success of the members of the community. 

Temple ritual for an ordinary day consists ofJc:i¥r~~,lf~~~ti'??:5 ,which ~e 
place at.,,suni;ise, noon, sunset and midnight. The ceremomes usually begm 
with th~hv~'rentiaJ ,opc::µing of the door of the-sanctuary; or 'womb-chamber', 

,,; in which"'the image of the deity is housed. The powers guarding over the 
·. door are saluted, and there is the sounding of the bell and the clasping of 

hands before the sanctuary is entered, in order to expel any unwanted spirits 
and to attract the attention of the god or goddess. The priest then expresses 
his intention of worship and asks the divinity for consent. Hymns are recited 
to persuade the deity to take visible form by inhabiting the image or symbol 
and once this takes place the priest is able to converse with the divine. 
Vai;ious verbal formulae (mantras), sacred syllables (bijas) and symbolic hand 
gestures (mudras) are then employed to concentrate the power of the god. or 
goddess and to permit the performer of the ritual to draw himself into 
contact with the divine. The worship proper consists ofthe.aVv.i,lceriiµg of the 
god qr goddess, who is considered to be asleep when unmanifested. Due 
attention is paid to the comfort of the divine presence, the _preparation of 
vessels and ingredients necessary for worship, the bathing and dressing of 
the sacred image, and the offering of refreshments. The image is anointed 
with oils, camphor and sandalwood, garlap.ded, and entertained with moving 
flames. The offerings. which are next presented vary considerably but 
usually have cooked foods such as rice forming the principal meal of the god. 
Several circumambulations (pradakshinas) are then executed around the 
image where it is free-standing and the priest bows and offers a handful of 
flowers. Finally the ~<111c?1ary door is closed .as the deity is again considered 
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to be asleep. In this manner a typical ceremony is completed, to be repeated 
at the other appropriate times of the day. 

In addition to these daily ceremonies there are -~lso opportunities for 
private worship_in the temple by individuals who make offerings to the deity, 
recite prayers and perform suitable circumambulations. Such private 
worship usually takes place between the regular ceremonies when the god 
or goddess gives 'audience' to the priest. Private worship may be undertaken 
as the result of simple devotion, or for some partirular r,eason, perhaps in 
the hope of securing divine assistance in a time of trouble, danger, pain or 
sickness. Vows and presentations of offerings by laymen arc an important 
part of the activities in any Hindu temple. Ceremonies such as the investi­
ture of the sacred thread for brahman boys which is the commencement of 
their religious life, marriages, and oaths for civil and criminal cases also take 
place in the temple, either in front of the sacred image of the sanctuary or in 
the temple compound. Devotees and other individuals who ,vish to approach 
the deity are first required to purify themselves by bathing. They then 
present their offerings to the priest who places them at the feet of the god and 
recites the appropriate sacred hymns and prayers. 

Some forms of v.rorship that take place in the temple are more congrega­
tional in character. For example, public performances of sacred song and 
dance to glorify the vmrshipped god or goddess are an important aspect of 
the activities of the temple, as are the recitals of ancient texts and their 
exegesis by learned priests. Other ceremonies occur at regular intervals and 
are sometimes treated as festivals. Every important temple throughout 
Hindu Asia has regular festivals which consist mainly of processions and 
enactments of particular myths and are sometimes most spectacular. Pro­
cessions have a particular significance for the community because the sacred 
image or symbol from the sanctuary of the temple, or its substitute, is 
brought outside to become visible to those ,vho may not generally be 
admitted into the temple. Devotees have the opportunity of directly present­
ing flowers, fruits and other offerings to the god or goddess who is carried in 
procession. The processional image is not ahvays the same as that which is 
permanently housed in the sanctuary, but for the purposes of ceremony it is 
identified with that image. Great attention is lavished upon the chariot 
(ratha) on which the processional image is carried and which may be an 
elaborate structure of timber, bamboo and canvas. The chariot functions as 
a temporary and mobile temple throughout the festival (Fig. 22). Of 
particular significance in festivals is the link ;vi th the agricultural life of the 
region, and they often coincide with the planting or harvesting of a crop. 
Festivals provide opportunities for the mingling of mythology and folklore 
expressed in performances of music, dance and theatre as well as for the 
manufacture of temporary images of clay or earth for special ceremonies. 

22 Left Mobile temple-the chariot bearing the processional image is pulled by 
villagers a I a festival near Badami 
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Dynamics of the temple 

Associated with temple festivals"is the undertaking of pilgrimagl:'.s to sacred 
places. In Hinduism the attainment of spiritual perfection is likened to 
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a long journey of many stages, frequently visualized as a progression upwards ; 
through various stages of consciousness. Lik _ise, the temple is conceived as ·[ 

"~ Ela<;s..,o,ftrensat, a ford or crqs_~i.ng-pla<:e _ (ti;J/ij'. Inthentuals' thii tafe > 
place wittiinThetenipfe the movement o t e "Worshipper and priest is of ~ . . . 
greatest importance, There is-1:Fie' symbolism of the passage through thel · '• 
doorways which is cowected with the idea of: transition frem-tlreremo~al 7 n;\£;,(~ 

tl:Ffne_ et~ai. Bat 1:he most s,~gni:fiar~~m.e.ct O evot1onal dynamisll!.,jn f,i I TI" 124 ?utwa:d radiation of ~~ergy ~ram the centre of the_ sanctuary. Alo~g these 

~t~:~. iop.,_ .. pradakshina _ w?ich proceeds in a :::i:\~:e;;:c~::
1
~os1t10ned important secondaryas1mages of the deity housed 

: clockwise dn_-ectmJ,1 ar~um:t<ITacrea _per~ect and e::5~-~_e1, 
~ernple ns:clt}1'his crrcumam6uTat10n 1s a nte corisfifilfing' a ·bodtly f 1r;. -~• 
~in movements and prayer. In some cases 1t is translated into ' · · rJ 
1irclrit1:crrrrar fomrs am::l-many tempTes are furnished with ambulatory ~ 

passageways. Circumambulation takes the worshipper from the doorway cJ 
II --. Ill Ill II 

of the sanctuary, housing the image or symbol of the deity, around the 11 

sanctuary in a clockwise direction where further cult icons introduce other I 
II Ill, 

1111 
aspects of the divine (Fig. 23). --==----, 

The centre of the sanctuary functions as the focus of other dynamics· ~ 
which are realized through a process of symbolic association. To begin with 
there is the radiation of energy outwards from the centre oft~ 
four di~ctiwi:sJJ:ie sacredness of the image in the 'womb' of the temple 
expresses itself as a powerful force whose influence expands oy.ttwards: hence 
the potency of sacred images that are aligned with these forces, especially 
those positioned in the centres of the north, west and south sanctuary__!Y1l,]ls. 
These secondary images are often given promnience by being set within 
proj ec'Bng and ela oorarny-deroratecrnidrer.A""Sa---furth-et-ertensiorr-orttre' <· 

* idea of these Tmes of energy provtding po terrcy, images are placed_ at the four <l 
.~c.o.m_e.r,s~as well as at the centres of the sanctuarywalls (Fig. 24}. A connect~! _­

~ith the guardian deities of the eight direct10!!_s of the universe is sometimes ] · 
•~~~~ed in temple architecture with the positio~he eight godsarouna-7~ 

23 The dynamics of temple worship-the approach to the sancteary and the 
circumambulation around it in a clockwise direction 

25 Plan of the Svarga Brahma temple, Alampur, seventh century. In the 
appropriate niches of the outer walls are positioned the dikpalas, the guardians 
of the eight directions of space, and two syncretistic deities ( here and throughout 
each scale division represents one metre, unless otherwise stated) 

the temple (Fig. 2 5). Penetration inwarcls towards the centre of the sanctuary, 
-"i.is-uaTiyconauctea·along an east-west axis, is of the greatest importance in 

ritual for the worshipper, an,& .. this too has had its effect upon the develop­
ment of temple architecture.(.J'heinterior spaces of tempks are' arranged_ to 
prn~ote the movement of the clevotee from th~ outside towaicls the sanctuary 
through a --series of end9sures wl-iid:i l;J~-come .. inueasingly -sacred as the 
sahctuary is approa.ched.JAi: the final stage in the penetration towards the 
centre, wheri the doorway of the sanctuary is reached, the priests take over 
from the worshipper and conduct offerings to the image of the deity inside 
the sanctuary. This is undertaken on behalf of the worshipper who must wait 
outside but who follows the movements of the priests, accompanying their 
actions symbolically. A further expression of the energy of the sanctuary 
radiating outwards is in the movement upwards; though the worshipper 
cannot physically participate in this ascent, the symbolism attached to the 
parts of the temple permits him ritually to undertake such movement. 

The Hindu temple serves as a reminder of impermanence, a notion that 

7 
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implies a turning away ~mm the presint illusor~ w?rld in an eff~rt ~o sur­
mount and to transcend 1t. '[hough the temple with its art may be md1spens-

·'. able for the rituals or.v()rshipJf(!,Ilar~s 011ly a trans~tory stage in th~ jour~1ey 
;if-: from the· temporal_ to the ~'terna9 Myth?logy Juxtap~ses relative. time 

sequences aiid cosmic eras as the keys to the mner med1amcs of the umverse. 
!'This overlapping of cycles of time and repetition of cosmic eras finds visual 
': expression in the forms of the temple, where architectural and sculptural 
( motifs repeatedly appear in different sizes in different parts of the building. 
; The finial placed at the summit of the temple symbolizes the absolute and 
j (timeless principle bey_c:,:,~5~_.:!.~E~!A~on._ and·. relat~v~-~and is intended as a 
(; remlnaer'oftli'e'uff[m'ate go-,il·ortfie•Jotll'l'teyth':rrnran embarks upon. 
""'":<'" 

Potent temple sites 

Hindu Asia abounds in sacred places, the potent sites where gods dwell or 
where they might reveal themselves. The locations of these sites are attract­
ively described in many ancient texts: 'the gods always play where groves 
are, near rivers, mountains and springs and in towns with pleasure-gardens', 
states the Brihatsamhita. Temples are built at such places to gain the full 
benefit of resident auspicious deities. \'\Then the temple is completed and 
consecrated the potential sacredness of the site manifests itself and the 
distinction between artificially and naturally sacred places disappears. The 
principal features associated with these sites are ~~!~r,, ~!,~~~ and s.~fly~i?:P.· 
The importance attached to these features indicates that they also came to 
be objects of worship. 1 

Rivers are sacred, especially the Ganges which issues from the mountain 
of Shiva, and are celebrated for their healing and purifying powers, as are 
innumerable springs and lakes. Waters are identified with their most charac­
teristic flower, the lotus, an ever popular symbol in Hinduism for renewal and 
enlightenment, Water' is also necessary for the successful functioning of the 
temple as it is required for ritual ablutions. Where no river, spring or lake 
is available a~tifidal cisterns or reservoirs are constructed in which water 

' is preserved in times of rain. Tree cults, common the world over among many 
cultures, are widespread in Hinduism where every village and town has its 
sacred tree or grove. These shady locations are always considered to be 
places where meditation is possible and at which contact with the divine may 
be successfully achieved. 

In the sacred geography of Hinduism every natural feature is invested 
with significance by mythology and folklore. Certain sites are associated with 
a particular exploit or appearance of a god or goddess, for example. the places 
in northern India where the god Krishna made his earthly appearances and 
those where theyoni and other parts of Parvati fell to earth after she had flung 
herself into flames. There hardly exists in Hindu Asia a temple that does not 
have some legend ,;1_ttache4_.to it to expla.in the holiness of its Jop1tioIJ,. 
Archaeology demonstrates thafthe ·sacredness of the site frequently survived 
changes of cult through the centuries. Some of these legends may perhaps 
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have been intended to justify the sanctity of sites whose original divine 
associations had been forgotten or were no longer considered appropriate. 
Potential sanctity of a site is also related to the calendar, in that only at 
certain times in the year may it be manifested, thus providing an opportunity 
for ceremony and festival. 

Mountain, cave and cosmic axis 

The gods of Hinduism are always attracted to mo~ntains and ca~es, and 
these geographical features have great importance for the symbolism and 
outer appearance of the temple. That the te:i;npl_e itself is considere_d a 
mountain is indicated by the names, Meru and Kailasa, that may be given 
to actual temples (Fig. 80). Demonstrated in a temple so designated is a 
specific desire to identify it with these celebrated mythological mountains. 
Thus, the temple becomes an architectural facsimile of the sacred places of 
the gods, providing for the worshipper the merit that would be his ~rough 
an actual visit to the mountains. Meru is the centre or 'navel' of the universe, 
standing as a referenclc! point for tlie,'surrouiidirig a~d·cor1centrica1ly arrang~d. 
coritiii.ents,, ~ceans and heavenly ,bodies( Kai1asa is the celestial abode of 
Shiva, the supreme mountain god. In the superstructure of the Hindu 
temple, perhaps its most characteristic feature, the identifi.catio1: of the temple 
with the mountain is specific and the superstructure itself 1s known as a 
'mountain peak' or 'crest' (shikhara). The curved contours of some t?mple 
superstructures and their tiered arrangemrnts owe much to a des1re to 
suggest the visual effect of a mountain peak (Fig. 62). The development of 
building techniques-in stone, brick and timber-permitted architects to 
realize increasingly complex schemes for the superstructures of temples, and 
there was a particular impulse to extend upwards to create soaring towers. 
The horizontal tiers or storeys which appear on the superstructures of 
i'in1ples arereferrecfto as 'earth' or 'so~l' .(bhumi) ~n the architect~ral termi~­
ology of ancient texts on temple bmldmg, as 1f to further remforce this 
~ouiitairi symbolisin,, In the reduplicating superstructure systems of some 
Hindu tempies, spectacularly developed in the north Indian _style, can be 
seen a conscious attempt to create in stone a complete mountam range. 

The cave is a most enduring image in Hinduism, functioning both as a 
place of retreat and as the occasional habitation of the gods. Caves must 
always have been felt to be places of great sanctity and they were som~times 
enlarged to provide places of worship. Thus came about the practice of 
excavating into rock to create man-made grottos which were believed to be 
as sacred as their natural prototypes (Fig. 44). In fact, architects in India 
only turned to free-standing stone architecture with the greatest reluctance. 
Such hesitation is not satisfactorily explained merely in terms of technical 
inexperience with structural stonework, but reflects the survival of the 
symbolic power of the image of the cave in matters_ or sacred architect~r?. 
In all Hindu temples the sanctuary is strongly rem1mscent of a cave; 1t 1s 
invariably small and dark as no natural light is permitted to enter, and the 
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surfaces of the walls are unadorned an4 massive. Penetration towards the 
• image or symbol of the deity housed in this setti~g is always through -a 
' progression fron1 light into darknes$,Jron1 open and large spaces to a confined 
a1f:l sn1~~lsp~cSt,This movement froiiicomplexity ofvisualexperierice fo that 
ofsi~plicity r:iay .be interpreted by the devotee as a progression of increasing 
sanctity culmmatmg in the focal point of the temple, the cave or 'womb'. 

Accompanying this penetration inwards towards the cave is the ascent 
upwards to the symbolic mountain peak, whose summit is positioned over 
the ce.ntre of the cave-sanctuary. This means tha!_.rhs}iighest point of the 
elevauopofthe te,J?pleisaltg;ned withthe mqst sai;n;d partofi:he te-mple_, th~ 
ce_nm::. ofthe_ .inriex: ~<l,:t;IC):llar'y 1vhich h()USes the image -of the god., Summit 
and. sa~red centre are linked together along an axis which is a powerful 

_pro1ect10n upwascls ciftheJorces of energy which radiate from the centre of *e sa?ctuar~ (Fig. 26). The_1:10".~r11entup;,vards'is both visual andsymb~iic, 
smce 1t dommates the external appearan-ce of the temple and is associated 
wit? certain ideas a9q1,1t ,the 11ni\Te,rse.-The Hindu imagination supplies 
~:3:191:1,§ .. ";c,lq§ • .2£1,~,tig~-~._,,):".:¼.tBJ~,It.,;,i~sJh(ii}?EK .. ~P. -:;fi~t which is likened to a 
p~ogress10n towards enlightenment, and the goal of this journey is identified 
with th': crowning finial o~ the ~uperst:uct~re ?f the temple.(Jhe mechanical ,7 
concept10n of the cosmos 1dent1fies the ,axis with the support of the heavens, <c 
the central mountain -Mc,m. The biological viewpoint transforms this axis 
into an ever-living:_ tru11k of a tree supporting- the universe in its ampl~ 
branches. _ The '.1rithn:,ipo.m6rphic approach imagines the cosmic man 
(mahapurusha) displaying the whole of creation on his body, providing a 

1 - -

26 Relation of the symbolic images of cave, mountain and cosmic axis in the 
temple section: the summit of the temple is directly above the sacred centre 
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27 The mandala governing the temple plan, following the Brihatsamhita, a text 
dating from the Gupta period. Brahma occupies the central nine squares and is 
surrounded by various planetary divinities, including the Sun and Moon 

means of access to the higher and more sacred spheres through his spine 
which is identified with the vertical axis:~ Also ·of significance is the{Ri_Har 
'(jupa} associated with kingship and royaf"proclamations; cosmic S!,!ppo;t·'1t' 
another function of this pillar, },yhich .k;et;ps apart~he earth and sk'¼J In one 
of the most celebrated of Hindu inyths the world mountain is specifically 
identified with a churning axis or pillar. \:'.,~(!icc).l a~ce11-(<).:t;1<.l wsrriic axis, 
therefore, are all bound up with ideas about the composition of the universe. 

The cosmology of the temple plan 

Once the site of the temple has been selected and ritually purified, the next 
stage in its erection is the laying out of the ground plan. Great importance is 
attached to the establishment of the temple'.sgrq;und plan.because it functions 
as a eometrn;_ diagram (mandala) oLthe essentiaLstructµr:4'.: of the_ 
univers~. The man a a i c ntric figuration, usually a square divided 
'"into a number of smaller squares by an intersecting grid of lines. This 
arrangement of central squares with others that surround it is taken to be a 
micr()scopic image of the universe with its concentrically organized stnictuie, 

'(Fig. 27). By constructing this diagram to regulate the form of the temple, 
a symbolic connection is created, binding together the world of the gods­
the universe, and its miniature reconstruction through the work of man­
the temple. The assumption permitting such an identification of the universe 
with its modd)s th..it of ~-~R<'.l.tii:llqIId physical cqrrespondencebetween.tht 
worlds of godand man, 
--· The -mandal~ ~f t-h; tern ple plan is also considered a symbolic paritheon of 

the gods, as the smaller squares of the diagram are each the seat of a par­
ticular deity/.!he central and largest square is usually occupied by ;Brahma 
or some other prominent deity concerned with creatiorL_ Arr"1-iiged around 
this square are the plan!:'.tasy tjivin~!ies,_Jhe g:uardians of thedirections of 
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<':f8-r. 

28 The cosmic man, mahapurusha, drawn on a temple mandala, from an ancient 
manual of architecture 

-~pace, and otl1~r.as_tr?nomical <:l~ities. The mandala is thus able to incorporate 
the courses __ of the heavenly bodies which are related to all recurring time 
s~quences. (}t_ may_ als() co!ltain aI1image .of the cosmic man arranged 
diag~nally, each square. connected )l:'ith some portion of his body, This 
cosmic figure is identified .vith the processes of the creation of the univer;e 
and its underlying structure··{.Fig. 28) .. 
. ~rofound significance is attached to the_c~ntre of the temple mandala, as 
It 1S here that the worshipp~r mayexperience transfonnation as he comes 
into di~e~tcontact. :,vithJlie. cosmic ordei,:,_ The ce~tre is the n1cfst sacred part 
?LJhe d1agr.1m ..... u1djs matt:riaJi?ec:I in Hindu temple archii-.ec-ture by the 
~mage or s~mbol of the divinity placed in the sanctuary. In the cosmological 
mterpretat10n of the plan the centre coincides ,vith the sacred mountain 
Meru, the support of the universe. !? ritualthe dynamics of the temple ali 

E_~?c:e~d. wit9: ,r.efer.ence __ to._. this. ce.tjtraC_point; symbolic processes ~f inter-·.: 
J?.r~!mg t~eform.PLth.e temple all focus upon the centre of the pl<1n. · 

Set rules attend the laying out of the temple mandala before the com­
mencement of building operations. In order that the temple should be able 
to function effectively the moment when the diagram is drawn upon the 
ground has to be accurately and suitably determined. Here the relation 
between time and architecture is introduced, in which the observation of the 
heavenly bodies bears. upo.n te?1ple building. Astronomy and astrology, 
never tr~ly separated m Hmdmsm, provide the basis for determining the 
appropnate moments when all important activities are undertaken, The 
!3rihatsamhita, one _of the early sources. of ~nformation about temple building, 
1s actually a treatise on astrology which includes a chapter on architecture. 
~ot _only is the moment in time determined at ,vhich the plan of the temple 
1s laid out, but the regulating mandala itself is a product of astronomical 
~_.':lc:ul3:tioµs,_~Characteristic is the sylllbolism ofthe-cardinal point~ of the 
~_?mpass.and the orientation of the mandala according to the course o(the 
sun. The plan of the temple is strictly orientated to the cardinal directions, 
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usually along an cast-1,vcst axis. Of great importance in the architectural 
texts, the Shastras and Agamas, are the detailed sections giving astrological­
astronomical information. Here is_ expressed a conscious desire to identify 
thephysicalforms of the temple with the laws that govern the movements of 
feayeply bodies, ' . . . •. . . . 

Sacred mathematics 
,., ' 

;Jf n Hindu thought number is considered an expression of the structure of the 
universe and a means of effecting the interplay between the universe and 
mali;. Mathematical schemes arc frequently cons(ructed by the philosophers 
arid' theologians of Hinduism to describe the celestial, terrestrial and even 
the ethical worlds. In the Hi1;idu temple mathematics has a peculiaT signifi­
cance. A common word use.cl to designate a temple, vimana, means that whfch 
is 'well-measured' or 'well-proportioned'. Textbooks on temple building all 
devote lengthy .chapters to the subject of proportional measurement, 
describing in detail different systems which are intended to control every 
dimension of the temple-the length and width of its plan, the extent of its 
internal spaces and even the measurements of-such details as doorways and 
base mouldings. The JiX.'2P9rti911,~Lsy~tem~~ have as their outstanding feature 
the use of a unit of measurement sometimes known as the 'finger' ( angufa), 
from which are derived the dimensions of the sanctuary or the height of the 
image of the deity housed there. This then regulates the masses of the temple 
as they extend upwards and outwards from the sanctuary. Every part of the 
temple, therefore, is rigorously contro1led by a propoTtional system of 
measurement and interrelated by the use of the fundamental unit. 

Only if the temple is constructed correctly according to a mathematical 
system can it be expected to function in harmony with the mathematical 
basis of the universe. The inverse of this belief is also held: an architectural 
text, the M0:_yamata, adds that 'ff the measurement of the temple is in every 
way perfect, there wiH be pcrfectio1_1in the universe as well'. Thus the welfare 
of the community and the happiness of its members depend upon the 
correctly proportioned temple, and architectural texts stress that only work 
that is completed 'according to the rules' will gain the desired merit for its 

builder. 
Measurement in the Hindu temple is not confined to the architecture. The 

sacred images of the temple, vvhcther carved or painted, are also subject to 
strict mathematical control in the discipline of iconometry_, the geometry of 
image-making. The Shukranatisara, an iconographical text, states that an 
image is 'said to be lovely which is neither more nor less than the prescribed 
proportions'; another text warns that 'the image not made ,vith the pre­
scribed rules ... is fruitless and its worship is without any effect'. Only a well 
executed image, satisfactory in its proportional measurements, will be able 
to invite the deity to reside within it. Various canons of proportions are 
discovered in the texts on image-making which mostly propose the face­
length as the module (tala) for the figure. The systematic ordering of icons 



29 Above Doorway to the Dashavatara temple, Deogarh, sixth century, showing the 
river goddesses elevated at either side, guardians, protective couples and 
auspicious female figures 

30 Right Ritual sexual exhibitionism-the Kandariya Mahadeva temple, 
Khajuraho, eleventh century ,, ·--- ---

.acc;ording .. to.Jheir,.measurements ..is ... _<!,ccompanied by equally particul;:i,r 
J;.!l-.m,jfications based .. upon facial. expr:e~~I9n,· pC1shlre, hand 'gesture, ·costumi::, 
_£rn?-ment.andcolour. . . , .. ' ...... ••,, .,,'·'· ' .. - . . .. . .. · _, .,. 

Protection of the temple 

The sanctity of the temple natU:~ally requires protection at all times from 
unwanted negative forces, sometimes personified as evil spirits or demons. 
In fact, the whole programme of erecting a temple is replete with rituals to 
provide adequate protection at vulnerable moments in the building process, 
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in particular the selection of the site) the drawing of the plan upon the 
ground, the laying of the foundation stones, and the final stage of building 
when the finial is placed on the ,summit of the superstructure. When com­
pleted, the temple continues to need protection as a place where the po,ver 
of the divinity radiates outwards for the benefit of the community. The 
symbolic processes that permit the temple to be identified with the scheme of 
the cosmos and with the world of the gods are also in need of beneficial 
influences. 

Many of the rituals performed in the te1?:ply0 are undertakenJor the sake of 
security ah~ a:ra s6urceofprosperity and good health for the worsliipper. 
Likewrse:·"·~~cii." of thtart 1n the temple functions in this dual role. This is 
particularly true of the motifs and images that decorate thedo~ffway o.r 
eritrance to a temple or enclosure, the ,mqst yul11erable part of a Sacred 
strbctilre· •'an'cl th~ ,gge p;lClSt {11 need 'of prote'ctioR ·, lf?IIl evjl forces, real or 
invjsi9Ie"(Fig.°ig)l!'x2ttcti2~:is alsoreqiii~ed at t~e n1ost cri~iq1l m9ment in 
th~ fashioning of a'sacred image--the ca,rvirig oi·, pai,ntiu.g ofth,t,: ~Yt':~ of th,e 
irnag·e \\Chic~are t~en'opened\.AttQffpojpJ .. tn,e~n;ia,ge becomes a Potential 
rtceptacle for' fne 1iVifijt1f(The magical aspect. of Hindu temple art is seen 
in the numerous minor d~foes, guardians and attendant figures that surround 
the sacred image once it is installed, their powers of protection emanating 
from them. Coupled figures and demonic masks also appear as part of the 
repertoire of motifs which function in a protective manner. 

Among the motifs that provide protection in the Hindu temple are erotic 
female images, the displayed female yoni, and ritual sexual exhibitionism in 
which the conjunction of male and female is stressed (Fig. 30). The only 
convincing explanation for the constant appearance of these motifs through­
out the history of Hindu temple architecture as decoration, especially at 
doorways, would seem to be that they function as ornamentation imbued 
with magical powers. The fact that erotic images are continually found on 
temples, whereas other decorative motifs may be omitted, suggests that 
eroticism h,i,s a uniquely auspicious significance. Almost certainly this 
significance is bound up with the protection of the temple and the continu­
ance and well-being of the community which it serves. The same is true of 
many of the other motifs that recur in Hindu temple art. From the Vedas 

_onwards, Indian religion is full of prayers for the propagation of life and 
survival of the community. This is the cogent explanation for the copulating 
figures and emblems of fertility found on Hindu temples. Even sexual 
deviations, where they are depicted in the art of the temple, are an expression 
of life, which above all the Hindu temple embodies. · 

PART TWO 

The Forms of the Temple 



5 The Science of Bnilding 

The earliest Indian records of the ancient Hindu science of building (vastu) 
are contemporary with the beginnings of temple building from the fourth 
century onwards and form chapters in the larger Epics and Puranas. In later 
centuries compendia of architectural information form complete works, the 
Vastushastras, in which many aspects of building, sculpture and painting are 
gathered together. From the -~~ngu_~g_C'.jl! __ 'Y_hi~h._th_e_se. works are written and 
the fragmentary natureori:nuch of the information they contain, it appears 
that th~ known Shastras.are mor~ _li~ely to be the theoretical writings of 
theologians, the learned brahmans, than manuals of architectural and 
a~tistic practi~e compiled by builders and craftsmen. Those directly involved 
with the creation of the temples, their sculptures and their paintings, usually 
ha?- i:io need t? set dow~ their traditions in writing as the knowledge of 
bmldmg techmques was imparted from one generation to the next. The 
function of recording architectural and artistic practice was largely left to 
the brahmans, who attempted to control the processes of design and execu­
tion by setting them down in writing. The S.hastra:; are mostly compilations 
of several different architectural and artistic traditions and aspire to an 
encyclop~dic s~rvey o~ all that is known. However, they a~ frequently 
?bscure _m their ·termmology and fragmentary in the information they 
impart; 1t would seem that their compilers were always one stage removed 
from building practice. In fact, the Shastras are rarely concerned with the 
process of erecting temples and most of their information about building 
practice relies upon the evidence of the temples themselves. The lack of 
technical information in the Shastras reveals their true function as a -col­
lection o~ rules w~iclt attempt to facilitate the translation of theological 
concepts mto architectural forms. The early texts, furthermore, indicate a 
concern with all aspects of secular building as well as sacred, and contain 
material on fortifications, the layout of cities, and military equipment. 

Materials 

•~tone:_ or wood is worthy of the gods, brahmans, kings and hermits, but 
unsuited to vaislry_(!,__s -~11d.s_hudrqs',_r.ecommends the }vfayamata, an early text 
on temple building. In this way the materials of the temple are directly 
related to the classes of Hindu soc,iety. Other Shastras, however, permit the 
use of stone as a material for all temples, irrespective of who builds them or 
worships there. On occasion, the colours of the building materials are related 
to the different strata of Hindu socicty-w_hit~_ stone is to be _useq by brahmans, 
re~- lJy}s~q_tri,v~si.y_ello~ byvaishyas am:l black 1:iysli~dras. These colours may 
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to other materials. Some Shastras identify the materials of the 
gender: thus, stone and brick are considered _ suitable for a 

dedicated fo a male deity, while a building in\brick and wood is 
appropriate for a female divinity. If all three materials are combined then 
the temple is neuter. Many texts strongly recommend stone as the most 
sacred of building materials-'it is a hundred times more meritorious to 
build a temple in brick than to build one in wood ... it is even ten thousand 
times more meritorious to build a temple in stone (han in,, brick.' As soon as 
the building materials are removed from their natura1 environment they are 
freed from all former associations by the performance of certain rites. The 
felling of trees, baking of bricks or quarrying of s\one initiates the process by 
which the materials of the temple eventually come to be identified with the 
body of the god or goddess who temporarily resides in it. The Shastras 
prohibit the re-use of materials from ruined temples as these have already 
been given identity and could function effectively only in their original 
context; they irn,ist on the use of materials made or collected expressly for a 
new building, otherwise impurities might enter the building. However, 
older materials were in fact frequently re-used in temple building. 

Temples continued to be built during all •periods in Hindu Asia from 
timber, mud and plaster, though large and important buildings usually 
employed the more durable brick or stone. Brick building was the earliest 
technique to gain popularity, and remains of brick structures in India date 
back to the centuries before the Christian era in Buddhist, Jain and Hindu 
architecture. Brick and mortar continued to be preferred for Hindu temples 
in those areas of India which were don;iinated by brick traditions and which 
had a scarcity of suitable available stone. Central and eastern India, the 
Himalayas as well as parts of mainland South-East Asia and the Indonesian 
archipelago preserve brick building traditions to the present day. 

It is in stone that Hindu architecture develops its most characteristic 
expression. The technique employed is either that of excavating into solid 
rock, or drystone structural masonry in which stone blocks are laid one upon 
another without any use of mortar. The highly evolved techniques of 
excavating and cutting blocks of stone constitute one of the major technical 
achievements associated with the history of the Hindu temple, both in India 
and in other parts of Hindu Asia. Variations in the quality of the stone 
available account for differences in the carving techniques and decorative 
forms evolved: thus, the hard and brilliant granite employed by the Pallava 
builders in the seventh and eighth centuries, the finely grained yellow sand­
stone of central India used by the architects of the temples erected under 
the Chandellas in the tenth and eleventh centuries, and the soft and volcanic 
stone common in Java and Bali all had their impact upon the sharpness of 
architectural detail and the modelling of carved decoration and sacred 
images/ Most stone buildings were probably covered with a thin layer of 
plaster ·which was usually coloured, but no temple of any antiquity has 
survived with its original coloured surface. This layer of plaster was useful 
for unifying parts of the building executed in different materials) Countless 



31 Lad khan tempk, Aihole, seventh cen1 ury. The sloping roofs reproduce in stone 
the forms of thatch and timber 

examples of temple architecture in southern India simultaneously utilized 
granite and brick, whose different textures were concealed by this plaster 
coating. 

Timber origins Qf Indian architecture 

The ground plans of Indian brick buildings from as early as the second 
century BC often involve curvatures which ,vere achieved with facility in 
brick, and later in rock-he,vn architecture. Wood and flexible timber or 
bamboo traditions are also characterized by the versatilitv of their buildina , t, 

forms: an~ examples of these structures are found in a number .of repre­
sentatrnns m the relief carvings and paintings of early Indian art. The very 
impermanence of timber architecture probably promoted a degree of 
innovation which resulted in a variety of architectural forms. In fact, many 
of the traditional Hindu temple models are directly derived from wood and 
bamboo architecture, and this is especially evident in many roof forms and 
window shapes that have curved contours; among these are the popular 
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horseshoe arched window placed in the roof, the apse, and the ribbed barrel 
vault. 

Indian architectural history in stone opens with a series of Buddhist 
sanctuaries entirely excavated into rock-usually an escarpment or cliff­
whose cavernous interiors have ceilings of a raftered character. In the 
relatively early examples at various sites in western India dating from the 
first century BC, heavy cross-beams and raftered frameworks are found, 
either as actual timber beams or as rock-cut copies. T):iis clearly demon­
strates that the original architectural models, of ,vhich these artificial caves 
are facsimiles, were built in light and pliable materials, either flat-roofed or 
vaulted. Wooden details also influenced the elements of stone and brick 
architecture such as doorway and column clcsig~1 and roof forms (Fig. 31). 
The rich carvings of lintels and jambs of doorway openings quite clearly 
indicate the original timber joinery, ,vith the projecting lintel copied in 

Cutting and carving in stone 

Indian rock-cut sanctuaries date from as early as the third and second 
ce~t~riesJlG, and the tcchniqu_~_ofc:utti-~g into rock to create_;irti:fo:ialc_a.ve­
t~mpl~; \\'.~UCl-inJlll~nce Indian architectural practice for over a th0t~sand 
years. l'vlofr of the early rock-cut sanctuaries were utilized by Buddhist and 
Jain sects and their changing forms follow the development of these religions 
through a variety of phases. Tb(:_irjnterior spaces, are skilfolly and often 
elaborately· organized and the ?ange of sculptural images and motifs with 
which they are decorated, together with their painted surfaces, indicates 
the emergence of craftsmen who were later to be concerned with the decora­
tion of the Hindu temple. 

The methods employed of carving directly into stone are revealed in Jhose 
caves that were never completGd. The nature of the tools that were tise? can 
only be inferred from the traces they left behind in thernck; they would appear 
chiefly to have been a pointedc:lii~~l and an irnn mallet. First of all the rock 
face was polished with iron chisels and the fac;:ade of the sanctuary sketched 
in and incised: If a high chamber ,vas to be hewn out of the rock the workmen 
commenced by driving a tunnel a~. tall as a man into the rnck beneath the 
place where the ceiling would be. This was then widened and deepened by 
cutting steps. On each level the stonemason who did the rough work was 
followed by another artisan who cleaned and polished the walls. Some of the 
incomplete caves at J'vlahabalipuram, begun under Pallava pat~onage in the 
seventh century, provide information about the technique'iised to hollow out 
low ch-~mbers. The ~rtisans incised the colonnade on the polished rock of the 
fac;:ade and divided- up the remaining ar,ea which had to be worked into a 
square panel. Deep grooves were then cut along the incised lines with a 
pointed chisel so as to leave regular protuberances which were then easily 
hewri off. \Vhen the first layer was removed the process was repeated until 
the chamber reached the required depth. Only when the entire rock-cut 

--- ~ 
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32 ~~-~!_L~a rock-cut temple, Mahabalipuram, seventh century. Thi:: __ <:olonnade _, 
1s.inci_s_<;9iand grooves are cut to leave protuberances which are then hewn off 

temple had been given a roughly hewn shape did artisans set to work to 
polish the walls and columns (Fig. 32). 

In the early development of the structural Hindu temple there were a 
great many features which ·were borrowed from rock-cut architecture. At 
some sites in Indiaboth structural and rock-cut techniques were employed 
at the same time. Towards the end of their rock-cut phase in the seventh 
century, Pallava architects initiated the practice of carving rock to produce 
monolithic facsimiles of structural temples; the 'rathas' at J\,fahabalipuram 
are among the most celebrated Indian examples (Fig. 33). The favoured 
technique of carving a building was ~till adhered to even after temples were 
erected in structural stonework. The mass of the temple and sanctuary was 
usually built from rectangular-shaped stone slabs from which was created an 
approximate and quasi-monolithic temple form. Stonemasons then chiselled 
this to achieve the carved outline of the features of the templle. Because of 
this method the joints between the stones only occasionally and haphazardly 
coincided with architectonic forms, running slant\vise over cornices or 
cutting through pilasters. The same was true for images and ornamental 
motifs which were frequently carved across the joints (Fig. 7). The fact that 
stones were finely carved so as to achieve an almost invisible jointing system 
only enhanced the massive quasi-monolithic quality of the structural stone 
temple. 

Another leading feature found throughout the history of Hindu temple 
architecture is the emphasis on the carving of surface ornamentation as the 
principal visual language. Carving lies at the very root of the endeavour of 
the Hindu artist, and architecture itself is considered as a mass which 
requires sculpturing. In fact, carving the surface of the building is always 
preferred to structural innovation which is usually deliberately rejected. In 
this respect Hindu architecture is directly opposed to Gothic architecture. 

Brick and stone construction 

T._h~ tun1amental architectural p·~inciple of the constructed Hindu temple is 
always formulated in the trabeatc order by which only horizontal and 
verticalmerr1bers a,re employed, stability being given by massive arrange­
ments of vertical elements such as pillars and pilasters together with equally 
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heay_yc:rqss-b~_?.ms. 9-119-hntels. The most characteristic features of this post 
and beam method of construction are the techniques employed to span 
openings and enclose interior spaces. :Most openings in Hindu temples are 
bridged with a single member, a lintel either of stone or timber, and interior 
spaces are covered by slabs of stone, usually laid horizontally ( though some­
times inclined roof-slabs are preferred) spanning from one supporting beam 
or wall to another (Fig. 49). The post and beam construction method is 
extended by a development of corbelling techniques, .,by which stones or 
bricks in each horizontal course are progressively projected out to cause the 
gap between two walls to diminish until it can be closed with a single stone 
or brick. 

Factors of functional engineering principle i{evcr really played a part in 
the evolution of Hindu temple architecture. The pillar-lintel-corbel scheme 
of construction is at the root of all Hindu temple building operations and 
other structural principles such as the cantilever and the dome are only of 
the most rudimentary nature. Thus, the fixture of the eave which projects 
from the wall, and which involves the cantilever principle, never develops 
any true structural application in the Hindu architectural context. Arrange­
ments of internal ceilings are also deliberately confined to the overlapping 
of one stone course with another or, alternatively, to the laying of diagonal 
and square stone courses to produce designs with rotating and diminishing 
squares (Fig. 34). Sometimes circular stone courses arc employed, seated one 
above the other in receding diameters, to produce complex designs~well 

33 Dharmaraja 'ratha', Mahabalipuram, seventh century: the lower portions are 
incomplete 
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34 Ceiling of Shiva temple, Pandrethan, ninth or tenth century: this design is 
related to ceilings of other temples that have cosmological symbolism 

' 
exploited, for example, in the tenth- and eleventh-century temples of 
Rajasthan and Gujarat. Never was the principle of the arch with radiating 
components, such as voussoirs and keystones, employed in Hindu structures, 
either in India or in other parts of Asia. It was not so much that Hindu 
architects were ignorant of these techniques, but rather that conformance to 
tradition and adherence to precedents were firm cultural attitudes. Arched 
niches, where found, are created on the surface of a wall or tower and rarely 
carry loads from above as in the true arch. This also means that Hindu 
temple architecture provides no instance of the use of the vault or the dome. 
It is only the corbelled structural device that is used, always in its non-arched 
form, to create the interiors of temples and the stone shells of the super­
structures that rise above the sanctuary. The preference of Hindu architects 
is for massiveness and strength in temple construction through the post and 
beam method. 

In the erection of the structural temple an organized building programme 
was followed. Bricks were baked' either on or near the site and stone was 
mostly quarried locally. From reliefs carved on temples and from a manu­
script that has been discovered about the building operations carried out at 
the thirteenth-century Surya temple at Konarak it is learnt that stone from 
quarries was sometimes transported to the building site on wooden rollers 
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drawn by elephants or floated on barges along rivers and canals. At the site 
the masons roughly shaped the stone blocks which were then hoisted into 
position by rope pulleys on scaffolding; ramps were also constructed of 
timber or sand to facilitate the placing of extremely heavy members in place. 
The division of work into different phases corresponded to the tasks of 
different craftsmen such as stonemasons, carvers and sculptors. To secure 
stone slabs firmly together, iron clamps and wedges were utilized. This 
permitted the occasional virtuoso development' ef rnrbelling in which 
horizontal stone layers were projected out over large spans and cut into 
unusual shapes to produce highly decorative ceiling schemes. Occasionally, 
as in the Surya temple at Konarak, iron beams.wer~ used in the sanctuary 
and hall. Stone columns were at all times important supporting members, 
and most structural systems were built up with columns supporting principal 
beams upon which rested secondary beams running at right angles to them. 
These secondary beams, usually shorter than those beneath, were sometimes 
repeated in order to create continuous rising structural systems. Timber was 
always used for doors, and for windows timber bars were skilfully copied in 
pierced stone screens, 


