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Abstract; In Hindu culture all-pervasive, the supreme being is worshipped in both Nirakara (without form) 

and Sakara (with form) forms. On the whole, it propagates many spiritual paths to reach one supreme reality, 

which manifests in many forms (Roopa) and that necessitated the creation of images of different Gods and 

Goddesses. In the early Vedic period, the mode of worship was by offering oblations through Fire God (Agni 

Devatha) in sacrificial altars accompanied by chanting Vedic hymns. This was later reintroduced in the 

ritualistic practices of image worship and temple construction. As per the archaeological evidence, the 

transformation from Nirakara to Sakara that led to building temples was initiated during the Guptha period.  

And later continued by Chalukyas of Badami in Karnataka’s Deccan region. The powerful and prosperous 

rulers of Karnataka encouraged the construction of temples in stone for the first time. Correspondingly 

traditional architects experimented with the new building material in zest and built the sacred structures in 

various forms, sizes, shapes, layout plans and decorations. Interestingly, it is the only place in India where 

we can trace temples' origin and evolution in Northern Nagara and Southern Dravida traditions.  

This article attempts to explore various aspects of temple architecture, Such as its origin from the Theological 

basis of Vedic culture, its impact on fundamental principles and its evolution in the early mediaeval period 

in Badami Aihole, Mahakuta and Pattadakal. 
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Introduction 
Temple or ‘Devalaya’, meaning ‘abode of God’ is an indigenous part of Indian culture. They have evolved 

over two millennia. They may vary in size, form, style and Planning, depending on their geographical 

location, availability of material, and ornamentation pattern.  Perhaps the basic concept of the temple built 

anywhere in India at any point in time remains the same. The most important part of the temple is Girbhagriha 

or cella, a dark, unadorned, and secretive (womb) chamber accessed by a door representing the gross body 

of ‘Purusha’ or Supreme being and the image being worshipped inside the subtle body. However, the exterior 

of the temple is treated elaborately with architectural elements and it is imposed by a massive superstructure. 

The combination of various patterns of ornamentation on the exterior façade and type of superstructure gave 

rise to new styles and typologies. 

 

Religious Background 

The Veda or Shruthi (‘one that is heard’) by great Rishis is the basis for the spiritual and cultural heritage of 

India. It involves reciting Vedic hymns and performing various rituals and ceremonies strictly adhering to 

the scriptures.  The Yajna Vedi (fire alters), Yajna Mantapa (pavilion) and Yajnayudha (Tools) are built as 

per shulba sutras’ prescribed rules, which are part of Kalpa sutras (an auxiliary discipline of Veda). The 

slightest variation or irregularity in reciting hymns or construction of Yajna Vedi or Yajnayudha would 

nullify the object of the whole ritual and might even lead to adverse effects. (Datta, B.& Singh A.N, 973) 

The yajna Vedis were constructed in different shapes like square, circle, semicircle, isosceles trapezium, 

triangle, rhombus, falcon etc. while having the same area. and this led to significant contributions in geometry 
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and mathematics (Bag, A.K.). The sacred structures and tools required to perform sacrificial rituals were 

constructed by learned Shilpis by reciting hymns and this reference is available in Valmiki Ramayana (Bala 

Kanda 14-21). The prototype of a Hindu temple is the Agnikshetra, the sacred ground on which the sacred 

altars were built. In the Vedic altars, the Rukma – a golden disc with an image of Cosmic Purusha engraved 

in it is installed (Kak, S.2002). Stella Kramrisch says; “The Sulva-sutras contained in the Kalpa-sutra, 

represent the rules and give a proportionate measurement for laying out and piling up Vedic altar. On them 

rests the building of the Hindu temple”. 

In the last few decades of the pre-Christian era, the popularity of Vedic culture dwindled due to its complexity 

and rigidity and its access to one class of the society – the Brahmins, this led to the rise of simple and all-

inclusive religions of Buddhism and Jainism becoming popular in the contemporaneous society. To counter 

this, the Hindu culture introduced a new mode of worship called ‘Sakara Upasane’ that promoted visible 

representation of Cosmic Purusha in different forms or Rupa. To streamline this new mode of worship, 

Agama texts were developed to incorporate sacrificial rituals of reciting Vedic Hymns in image creation and 

construction of temples. Puranic Stories and epics promoted the new Divine hierarchy of several Gods and 

Goddesses leading to new traditions or Margas like Shakta, Vaishnava, Shaiva etc. Vedic rituals were 

reintroduced with Japa (recitation), Thapa, pooja, anushtana, dhyana (meditation), utsava (festivals) etc. 

Matha or Monasteries were established to ensure the smooth functioning of an accommodating, flexible, new 

system of worship. This transformation in Hindu society was overwhelmingly accepted and appreciated. 

Eventually, this prompted Jainism and Buddhism to inculcate the mode of image worship into their religion 

which led to the creation of Bauddagama and Jainagama.   

Two facets of image worship are temple architecture and iconography. 

Sacred Architecture; Girbhagriha means a womb that can create anything and everything. Unlike, a mosque 

or a church, Girbhagriha is not a congregational space but a body of a Cosmic man and the image installed 

inside the temple is his subtle body. The interior darkness of the Girbhagriha symbolises the universe and 

the mystery that envelops it. Different parts of the temple represent different parts of his body. the plinth or 

Adhisthana is his foot, the wall or Bhitti or Jangha, his body, the roof or prastaram, his Shoulder, Kantha, his 

neck, Shikhara, his head and Kalash, his hairdo. These elements are proportional to one another. A system 

of measurement in Temple Architecture is as important as Chandas or meters1 of Vedic hymns. Divinity in 

Vedic hymns is invoked by Rishi-Devata- Chandas (sage-God-meter) similarly in temple architecture it is 

Architect/ Stapati- Devata-Proportion (Jnananda, G. 2019). Along with practical engineering, various aspects 

of orientation, axiality and performing religious ceremonies at different stages of construction are infused 

into the tradition of building temples. Various mathematical computations are undertaken to link it with and 

to the cosmos to ensure auspiciousness to the built form. Hence this is referred to as “Sacred Architecture”. 

 

Origin of the image from Yupa and its anthropomorphic transformation in the image of Purusha 
“The Universal Purusha, Vishwakarma sacrifices `himself to become the substance of the universe. He is 

dissolved into all elements of creation and reintegrated as the totality of Being, he recovers his identity” 

(Boner et al.,1996). He was represented by the ‘Yupa’, a straight post symbolising Karma and a spherical 

head as Vishwa. Hence it is a solemn symbol for Vishvakarma, a Universal Purusha in his cosmic and human 

manifestation that was later installed as a pillar to tie sacrificial elements (Boner et al.,1996).  

 
Figure 1 – Yupa to Rupa (Source: Jnananda,G.) 

 

                                                
1 In Vedic sacrifices the laudatory hymns had to be composed in different meters according to the specific character of the 

various divinities… The Gayatri meter, the thrishtup, the Usnik, the Anushtup,the Brahati, the Jagati etc are all destined to 

different divinities and therefore have each its particular rhythm and number of the syllabus. Vastusutra Upanishad, pp. 18-19 
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This Yupa (Fig.1) is later divided into three parts, the lowest and quadrangular part is Brahama, the middle 

and octagonal part is Vishnu Bhaga and the rounded uppermost portion is Shiva, all together called triatmaka 

linga (Jnananda, G. 2019). The post is divided into four equal parts where Bhumi Devata occupies the lowest 

section, two sections above that are occupied by Rudra Devata or life breadth and two further sections by 

Prajapati Devata and the uppermost section of light-part by Savitr Devata and here man is seen as the image 

of cosmos. The human form is developed as the earth part contains the feet and legs up to the knee, the 

proactive part reaches from the knee up to the navel, the life breadth in the chest and heart up to the neck and 

the uppermost part, the head in the seat of the the divine light. Various attributes such as ornaments 

(Alankarana), Posture (Asana), gesture (Mudra), weapons (Ayudha), Vehicles (Vahana), expression (Bhava), 

and Secondary Devinitie (Upadevata) help to reveal their fundamental characters, sacrality and transform the 

human form into something beyond. Dhyana shlokas are referred from sacred scriptures that explain different 

Gods and Goddesses with their fundamental characters and attributes. These were studied by a traditional 

Shilpi and images are drawn according to iconometry or Talamana krama. “The entire process of carving is 

guided by an elaborate ritual. Every act connected with the creation of images, every tracing of line and circle 

was an Ahuti, A sacrificial offering, performed with the appropriate Mantra.” (Boner et al.,1996) With all 

these elaborate rituals he recites the Bijamantra continuously while carving the image such that he should be 

able to view the Divine image in his meditation. This is called Roopatava, which brings out the subtle essence 

of divinity. 

 

 “Shilpa is considered as a sacrificial act and is throughout based on philosophical and metaphysical 

conceptions.” (Boner et al.,1996) 

The ancient text of Vastusutra Upanishad elaborately explains the Vedic origin of image worship, its spiritual 

and technical aspects, and its very purpose and use in human society. It deals with the creation of images and 

composition of image panels in Cave temples only (Boner et al.,1996:ix). 

These cave temples were developed as structural temples in later years and that can be observed in Badami 

and Aihole as two types (Cave and Structural Temple) stand in the same precinct. Though the architectural 

components and construction technic of structural temples are derived from contemporary wooden structures, 

the metaphysical concept of perceiving temples as cosmic man and referring to various components as his 

limb is developed from iconography. 

 

Historical Background  

The early Christian Era, the Mauryan Empire (3rd -1st century BC) and then the Gupta dynasty (4th -6th 

century AD) brought political unity that amplified Indian economy. Internal and external trade was caused 

by land routes and sea routes which fuelled a flourishing economy2. Ports tucked along the coastline (Fig.2) 

promoted maritime trade in ancient India rising it into major economic power3.  

After the decline of the Gupta Empire, the power centre was shifted to the Deccan region of peninsular 

India.  And in the next few centuries, there were two great dynasties of Karnataka, The Chalukyas  (6th- 8th 

and 10- 12th century AD )and The Rashtrakutas(8th-10th century AD) who overpowered the rest of the rulers 

in Southern and Central India. Though there were many kingdoms smaller and bigger like Cheras, Pandyas, 

Pallavas, Kalingas etc. who fought several wars to gain this supremacy, mostly it was the rulers from 

Karnataka who could establish their hegemony. Hence the buoyant economy and the political stability in the 

early Mediaeval period (6th to 14th Century) witnessed phenomenal growth in art, architecture and literature 

in Central and Southern India. 

                                                
2 Its share of the world economy was 30-33 per cent in ancient times, 24.5 per cent in 1500 and remained 16 per cent in 1820 

(Sanyal,S. 2012:120,271). 
3 Literary and epigraphical sources provide information on Local traders called Swadeshi and international merchants known as 

Nanadesi who operated through autonomous institutions called Guilds. Like Kings and emperors, they had their rule book, flag 

and army. They carried out extensive trade both inland and foreign through sea routes as well as land routes and contributed 

significantly to the king's treasury. This guild of Aihole was the most powerful one who controlled the international trade and 

patronaged construction and maintenance of temples, Kalyanis and gurukuls (Shastri 321). 
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Figure 2: Map showing ports on the east and west coast of medieval India.4 

Chalukyas Of Badami 

In the 6th century AD, Badami in the Deccan region of Karnataka gained political prominence owing to its 

beneficial aspects of the defensive natural landscape, economic prosperity and religious sanctity which were 

best suited for it to be made as the capital city of Chalukyas.  As Badami was their capital they were referred 

to as Chalukyas of Badami. They dominated the Deccan Plateau, the land between Narmada and the Godavari 

River basin from the 6th to 8th century AD. The epigraphical evidence reveals that at its peak, their political 

boundaries extended from Kanyakumari to river Narmada (Fig.3) claiming political hegemony over several 

other smaller kingdoms like Cheras, Pandyas, Pallavas, Kalingas etc. This mighty kingdom of Chalukya, 

encouraged art, architecture, literature and the development of the Kannada script. 

They zealously promoted and patronaged Vedic religion like their predecessors, the Kadambas. They called 

themselves Param Bhagavatas5 and adopted Varaha or Divine Boar as their emblem. Though they were 

predominantly Vaishnavaites by faith, they were also tolerant towards other religions like Buddhism and 

Jainism. 

The first Chalukyan King- Pulakeshi 1 in the year 543 built a fort on the top of the Northern hill and 

commissioned the construction of a temple Mahakuteswara, Bananthi Gudi, a tank and a small 

Mandapa in the midst of its water that served as a divine vessel meant to carry his soul heavenward after 

his death (Ramesh, K.V.1984:47,48). He was succeeded by Kirthivarman 1 who with help of his brother 

Mangalesa won several battles. The Mahakuta pillar inscription gives us a list of fourteen countries – Anga 

Vanga, Kalinga, Ventura, Magadha and Mandrake (located in the north of Badami ) and Kerala, Ganga, 

mushaka, Panda, Drama, Choliya, Aluka and Vaijayanti (South of Badami),  claiming hegemony over the 

major part of Peninsular India. He also conquered the North Indian states of Kalachuris of Chedi and Revati 

Dvipa in Maharashtra. Like his father, he also patronised building activities such as four famous cave 

temples in Badami and probably Chikki Gudi in Aihole. Upper & lower Shivalaya at Badami were 

also built in the 6th century (Ramesh, K.V.1984:56).  Sometime in 591-92 AD, Kirtivarman died and the 

empire was administered by his loving brother Mangalesa as Kirtivarman‘s sons were underaged. Mangalesa 

succeeded not as a king but as a regent with the assurance of vacating the throne in favour of Kirtivarman’s 

elder son(Pulakeshi II), once attains age to become a king. Some of the smaller temples around the tank 

in Mahakuta were built during his reign. In 610 AD, Mangalesa was defeated and probably killed by his 

nephew Pulakeshi II as he was not ready to pass on the Vatapi throne to the rightful heir. The famous 

Ravikirthi inscription on the Meguti temple wall provides most of the information about the royal lineage 

and victories of Mangalesa and Pulakeshi II. The inscription also records the date of 634 AD; hence the 

temple must be built before that. 

Pulakeshi II was one of the most celebrated emperors of the Chalukyan Dynasty. Ravikirti’s Aihole 

inscription and Chinese traveller, Hiuen Tsang's contemporaneous observations provide detailed descriptions 

of Pulakeshi II’s military campaigns in all directions. His victories over smaller and larger kingdoms in 

southern, middle India and his grand victory against Harsha of Kanauj earned him the title of ‘Dakshina 

                                                
4Image Source; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Roman_trade_relations#/media/File:Indo-Roman_trade.jpg  

 02/14/2022, 7:30 pm 
5 Parampare Malike/ badami, 40 
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Patheswar’ ( Lord of Dakshinapatha). He extended its boundaries from Kanyakumari up up to river Narmada 

(Fig 1). Pulakeshi II’s resounding victories and his benign administration made him famous even beyond the 

confines of India. ‘According to Moslem historian Tabari, Khusru II, the king of Persia, received an embassy 

from the court of Pulakeshi II in A.D.625 -26 and himself sent a reciprocal embassy to the Chalukya 

Emperor’(KVRamesh,85). In the year 642 AD Pulakeshi II was defeated, probably killed by the Pallava king 

Narasihmavarman and Badami was burned by the victorious Pallava army. Next thirteen years the empire 

was ruled by Pallavas, however, in 655 AD Pulakeshi II’s third son Vikramaditya I re-established the 

Chalukyan empire by driving enemy forces back to Kanchi where they had come from. He surpassed his 

father in all aspects and earned great respect among his subjects and his successors as well. He brought 

terrible retribution to Pallavas by defeating three successive Pallava rulers (Ramesh, K.V.1984:56) – 

Narasimhavarman I, his son Mahendravarman II and the latter’s son Parameswaravarman I. Naganatha 

temple, Mallikarjuna  and Mahakuteswara temple at Mahakuta are assigned to 7th century AD, 

probably built by Pulakeshi II or Vikramaditya I. 

By the time Vikramaditya I’s son Vinayaditya inherited the great empire in the year 680AD the empire was 

very powerful, prosperous and peaceful. He subdued the neighbouring kings of Chola, Chera and Pandya 

and as a consequence of Chalukyan victory over Pallavas, they extracted tributes from Kamera (Khmer 

dynasty Cambodia), Simhala (Srilanka) Parasika (maybe Persia) and he expanded his empire on North up to 

Rajasthan by defeating the king of Malwa (Ramesh, K.V.1984:128). He encouraged Vedic learning, art and 

architecture and several grants were made in support of that. His son Vinayaditya accessed the throne in the 

year 696 AD and he made generous grants for renovating old temples as well as building new ones. A very 

famous sangameswara temple in the year 710 AD was built to commemorate the event of his 

coronation6. Vijayaditya died of old age ruling the large empire over little less than four decades. He was 

succeeded by Vikramaditya II who captured Kanchi thrice and commemorated his victory by building two 

magnificent temples – the Virupaksha and Mallikarjuna temples were built by his two wives 

Lokamahadevi and Trilokyamahadevi. The master architects who created these two master architects 

– were Gundan Anivarithachari and Sarvasiddhi Achari.7  Kirthivarman II ascended the throne in the 

year 753 AD due to the untimely death of his father Vikramaditya II. He was defeated by a new tide of 

Rashtrakuta invasion under the leadership of Dantidurga in the year 753 AD. The great empire of Chalukyas 

was succeeded by an even greater one known as Rashtrakuta Dynasty.  

                                                
6 World Heritage Series/ Pattadakal, 52 
7 Ibid,72-73 
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Fig.3:The political boundary of Chalukyas of Badami 

Four urban centres of Early Chalukyan kingdom  - Aihole, Badami, Mahakuta, 

Pattadkal 

   
Fig 4: Location of four urban Centres. (Source: Michell, 2020) (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

Badami, Aihole, Mahakuta and pattadakal (Fig 3) are four prominent towns of mediaeval Karnataka that 

played an important role in the socio-economic, cultural and political history of India.  Only in this region, 

do the temples of multiple styles and forms exist side by side (Table 1). 

 

Aihole -Undeveloped, totally ignored, a remote village of Aihole on the banks of Malprbha was once a 

buzzing cultural centre of Mediaeval rulers of Karnataka. The legendary merchant lords famously called 

‘Ayyavole 500’8 who engaged in long-distance trading hailed from this place. This wealthy Merchant class 

sponsored and administered the construction of temples in stone at the beginning of the 5th century itself9. 

Existing prototype models of temples of various styles and layouts indicate that there might have been the 

Shilpa Gurukuls or architectural schools actively engaged in experimentation that was supported by one of 

the richest Merchant classes of ancient India. 

 

                                                
8 Parampare Malike, Aihole, 5 
9 Ibid, 7 
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Mahakuta was part of Badami known as Dakshina Kashi.  It is a sacred precinct where small shrines of both 

Naagara and Dravida idioms are placed around a natural spring. A small pavilion sheltering a Mukhalinga is 

found in the middle of the tank. An inscription refers to this as a Devadroni or divine boat that carries a 

liberated soul heavenward. 

 

Pattadkal was place of coronation of Chalukyan Kings. Many temples were built by members of the royal 

family to commemorate the victories and coronations. Temples found here mark the final stage of 

experimentation that developed specific styles of Northern Naagara or Southern Dravida. 

 

Table 1: Mapping of Places with its significance and Architecture 

Urban 

Centre 

Significance Temple Styles & Planning 

Badami Capital of Chalukyan empire Dravida and Phansana towers Palan - 

Sandhara and Nirandhar 

Aihole Agrahara housed the most 

celebrated merchant guild called 

500 Ayyasa of Aihole 

Nagara and Phansna styles; 

Plan -Snadhara, Nirandhar, 

Gajaprishta and Girbhagriha attached 

to a rear wall 

Mahakuta A Sacred precinct where a small 

pavilion sheltering a Mukhalinga 

is found in the middle of the sacred 

tank. 

smaller shrines of both Nagara and 

Dravida idioms are placed around a 

natural spring.  

Plan- Larger Dravida temples are 

Sandhara type whereas smaller Nagara 

style temples are nirandhara  

Pattadakal Place of coronation and to 

commemorate the victories 

Nagara & Dravida style temples were 

built in the final stage of Evolution. 

These are larger & complex structures. 

 

Classification of Temples  
This region of Karnataka produced a variety of typologies combining different layouts and superimposing 

Shikharas (superstructures). Sculptures and Architects have experimented with design and construction 

techniques. Various architectural elements such as intricate carving on columns, horizontal mouldings, 

beams and ceilings; perforated lattice windows; framed niches or Devakoshtas, sculpted images of Gods, 

Goddesses and the common folk, narrative artwork in the panels etc. were introduced in these temples. 

Temples are classified either based on the  

I. Elevation and style of the tower and 

II. The planning.  

 

Classification of Temples based on their layout plan 

 

1. Sandhara temples (Fig.5)-The Girbhagriha is surrounded by a passageway or Pradakshinapatha. Eg, 

Goudara Gudi, Hucchimali Gudi at Aihole, Upper Shivalaya at Badami, Sangameswra, Mallikarjuna and 

Virupaksh  temple at pattadkal. 

 

2. Nirandhara Temples (Fig.6) - Temples without pradakshina patha. Eg; Hucchappayya Gudi, Tharappa 

Gudi, Mallikarguna Temple, Chakri Gudi etc at Aihole, Malegitti Shivalya at Badami, Kadasiddeswara, 

Jambulinga and Kashivishvanatha temple at pattadakal. 

 

3. Girbhagriha attached to the rear wall (Fig.7)  – eg Ladh khan Temple, Konti Gudi complex. These 

two structures are very peculiar in planning and found only in Aihole. Since this town was the home of 

a reputed Marchant Guild, probably this functioned more like a Meeting Hall (Sabha) or multipurpose 

hall for the social elite. 

 

4. Apsidal plan (Fig.7)   – eg  Durga Temple. 
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Fig. 5: Sandhara Plan of Nagara & Dravid temples. (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 

 
Fig. 6: Nirandhara Plan of Dravida & Nagara temples. (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 

 

   
Fig. 7: garbhagriha attached to the rear wall (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 

 
Fig.8:  Apsidal Plan. (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 

Classification based on elevation;  

Based on the form and shape of the tower and architectural ornamentation, temples are Primarily classified 

as  

A. Northern Nagara,  

B. Southern Dravida, 

C. Phansana or kadamba Nagara.  

 

A. Salient features of Nagara Temples (Fig.9)   

o The dominant feature of a Nagara temple is a curvilinear tower called Rekha Shikhara that is 

experimented on both Sandhara and nirandhara type layouts. 

o The plinth is called Pita, the wall as jangha and the roof as chadya.  

 

o The walls of the earliest temples of the Naagara idiom such as Huchchimali Gudi in Aihole are plain and 

the later ones are provided with projections called ratha. When there is one extension it is called Triratha 

similarly two, three and four are called Pancharatha, Saptaratha and Navaratha respectively. These 

projections in the walls continue along with the height of the Shikhara. 
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o Projections on the wall are framed with pilasters and niches are decorated with sculpted images. The 

niches in earlier temples of Mahakuta are crowned with Kapotha moulding and crowned with entablatures 

of Gavaksha decoration in fully developed Pattadakal temples (fig.10). Sometimes these walls are 

adorned with gavaksha motifs. 

 

o Kapota mouldings are replaced by Chadya projections. 

 

o Varandika provided with kapota and Makara pattika forms the base of the Rekha shikhara and it is found 

only in Nagara tradition. 

 

o Bhadra or the projection in the ground plan continues in the shikhara and it is called Rahapaga. 

 

o Floors (thala also known as bhumi) of Shikhara are counted with the number of Karnamlakas (Amlakas 

placed on corners) over two or three kapotha mouldings.  

 

o Topmost mould is called Vedi supports the Gala, Amlaka. and Kalasha.  

 

o Shukhanasi a projection is found in the front face of the Shikhara. This typical feature of the Nagara 

model is borrowed in the Dravida temples of Pattadakal, ei, Mallikarjuna and Virupaksha temples. This 

was one of the common features found in later temples of Karnataka. 

 

o In Nagara tradition, the height of the Rekha shikhara is greater than the lower part (the wall and plinth) 

& the architectural profile emphasises verticality.  

 

 
Fig.9: Nagara Temple at Aihole & Fig. 10: Pilastered niches. 
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B. Salient features of Dravida temples (fig.11) 

 

o Dravida temples are vertically divided into Adhistana/ Plinth, Pada /Wall, Prastra/Roof, Parapet with 

Kuta-Hara -Shala decoration and tapering Multi-storeyed Vimana. At the top Sthupi and Kalasha 

over a recessed Kantha.  

o Mouldings in Plinth or Adhishtana are identified as – upana, Jagathi, Kantha, Kapotha and Pattike or 

Vyala. 

 

 
Fig.11: Dravida Temple at Pattadakal 

o Walls of Dravida temples are decorated with Karna kuta-hara-shala elements. Karna Kutas are found 

on the corners, Shala in the middle and Hara is a recessed segment between Kuta and Shala. Shala is 

framed with a set of pilasters occasionally installed with sculped imagery and on top, they are 

crowned with domical kutas. Hara is mostly filled with perforated windows or Jalis to let the natural 

light in. 

o The roof is called a prastara that constitutes three parts, namely- Uttara/beam, Kopatha/ Overhanging 

eave and pattike/freeze. A parapet wall decorated with a Kuta-shala pattern is found above the roof. 

o Above the parapet rises the next storey known as bhumi or thala with all the features of the floor 

beneath are being repeated. A multi-storeyed Vimana is formed by the number of storeys with similar 

features on a diminishing scale. At the topmost level, a dome or Shikhara of square or octagonal or 

circular shape is flanked above a recessed mould of khanta.  

o These repeating patterns of the Kuta-Hara-shala pattern in Dravida model emphasise horizontality. 

This tradition reached its climax in the first half of the 8th century AD as evidently visible in three 

royal temples of Sangameswara, Virupaksha and Mallikarjuna at Pattadakal. 
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The salient feature of Phansana or KadambaNagara (Fig.12) 

o The temples in this idiom are characterized by a stepped pyramidal superstructure composed of alternate 

moulds of kapota and recessed kanta. 

o Scaled models of this style are found all over this region. 

Temples with Phansana tower is in vogue in later period in 

Karnataka. 

o The walls of these temples are kept simple and plain. 

o The Pyramidal tower is capped with ghanta stupi and kalasha. 

Shukhanasi and kakshasana are the common features of 

this typology. 

  Fig.12: Elevation of Dravida temple 

 

Origin and Evolution of Temple Architecture in the Chalukyan Era. 

Undoubtedly, the temples in this region are the earliest ones in Karnataka built roughly between 550AD to 

750AD. Though the dates of most of the temples are uncertain, there is a large degree of consensus about 

their chronology (Foekema, G. 2003). The development of temple architecture can be traced by comparing 

the Shikhara /tower, the architectural decoration as well as ratio and proportionality of the built structures in 

two specific idioms i.e. Nagara and Dravida.  The oldest ones are those built before the defeat of Pulakeshi 

II in the year 642 AD and they are Upper and Lower Shivalya in Badami, Hire Mahakuteswara in Mahakut, 

Meguti Jain Temple and a small temple in front of Ravanphadi cave in Aihole (Foekema, G. 2003) in Dravida 

tradition; Ladhkhan temple and temples of Konthigudi complex form the beginning stage of Nagara tradition. 

General Features of early temples 

o Notably, two important urban centres Aihole and Badami initiated two prominent typologies comprising 

Rekha Nagara and Dravida Shikharas (superstructures) over sandhara as well as nirandhara layouts.  

o Temples were constructed with yellowish sandstone quarried locally and then cut into the required size 

and shape. These stone blocks were assembled without any mortar and occasionally secured with clamps. 

o These are simple layouts comprising Girbhagriha, Navaranga/Hall and Mukhamantapa/ entrance porch 

along a single axis, mostly running east-west.  

o In elevation, the walls are raised on a tripartite basement consisting of curved Upana and Kapotha with 

a recessed Kanta in between. The kanta frieze is decorated with narrative compositions of Ramayana and 

Mahabharatha.  

o The Door Jambs are divided into shakha or subdivisions exquisitely carved with foliage, scrolls of devas 

and Yakshas and on the top adorned with Lalatbimba depicting Garuda. 

o Walls are adorned with framed pilastered niches crowned with kapota eave or thorana decoration. Stone 

walls of early temples are devoid of sculpted figurines but occasionally adorned with Gavaksha motifs.  

o Massive, square columns, sometimes carved with human figures, hold the curved brackets. Only interior 

columns hold the brackets of rolled ends. 

 

Origin of Nagara idiom in Aihole (Fig.13) 

Early temples of Aihole are simple, with moderate carving. These are proportionate and pleasing structures 

which exhibit a high degree of experimentation in terms of layout planning. Their architectural elements and 

ornamentation features appear to be derived from contemporaneous wooden structures such as roof forms 

with log-like stone stripes over them and decoration with cornices, pilasters, perforated Jalis etc. All these 

suggest that these temples in stone may be the earliest among ancient sites of the Chalukyan region i.e. 

Badami, Pattadakal and Aihole. The typologies found here are provided with or without superstructures. 

Distinct features of these early temples are 

o Comprising Girbhagriha and multi-bayed Mantapas defined by heavy, square-shaped, massive columns. 

o The earliest temple structures are the ones built without superimposing Shikhara.  

o A Unique roofing style with roofs at different levels; these temples are built-in trabeated systems where 

outer walls and columns were designed to take a load of roofs in two levels (Fig.14), a raised flat roof or 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcspub.org                                 © 2022 IJCSPUB | Volume 12, Issue 3 September 2022 | ISSN: 2250-1770 

IJCSP22C1278 International Journal of Current Science (IJCSPUB) www.ijcspub.org 494 
 

Danda Chadya over the central aisle and a sloping roof called Malla Chadya over the side aisles. Placing 

log-like stone stripes over the joints of stone slabs in the roof is a characterestic feature of temples of 

Aihole.  

o Beams supporting the roofs are beautifully carved with flowers, creepers, and Yaksha, Naga, and Deva 

reliefs. 

o  The Balcony seating with an inclined backrest or kakshasana and a projection in the tower over the door 

of the sanctuary which is called Shukhansi are common features in these temples.  

o The most distinguishable feature of these temple structures is their resemblance with northern 

idioms in design and decoration. 

o Miniature models of temples of those that are tiny but proportionate are found scattered everywhere. 

These may be either carved to deduce the right proportions or as a design exercise. 

 
Fig. 13: salient features of early temples  of Aihole 

1st Stage; 5th and 6th century AD; Temples with roofing in two or three levels without Shikhara. Tripartite 

plinth and simple plain walls without any projections in the walls. Eg Ladhakhan Temple (Fig.14), Kontigudi, 

Huchchappaya Mata at Aihole. 

Lankan temple with its peculiar planning, general massiveness, simplicity of its construction and the cave-

like character appears to be the earliest structure.  

 
Fig.14: Ladkhan Temple Drawing (Source: Michell, G. 2020) 

 

2nd Stage; 7th century AD – At this stage temples were built with curvilinear towers with a projection in 

the middle on the external side of the wall. This projection or ratha continues in the tower part. Tharabasppa 
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Gudi, Chakri Gudi, Huchchmali Gudi (Fig.15) etc. at Aihole and smaller shrines at Mahkuta are placed 

around the sacred pond. Kadasidheswara  and Jumbulingeswara temple at Pattadakal 

 
Fig.15: Huchchimali Gudi, Aihole. 

 

3rd Stage; 8th century AD  

o This forms the final stage of the evolution of the Rekha Nagara idiom. 

o One of the most elegant and proportionate temples in this tradition is the Kashivishvanatha (Fig.15) 

temple situated adjacent to Mallikarjuna temple in the Pattadkal group of Temples.  

o Here the jangha or wall rises above the Pitha (Plinth) comprising five layers of moulding – Pada, Khura, 

Kumbha, Kapotha, Patta.  

o The outer wall is divided into Karna-recessed Salilanthara (Water chute), projecting Panjara, Prthibhadra 

and Bhadra. However, the five-tiered superimposing Rekha Shikhara displays the Pancharatha formation 

of Kona- Prathiratha- Bhadra- Prathiratha - Kona formation.  Projected Bhadra and Prathiratha are 

decorated with mesh in an interlocking Gavaksha pattern.  

o A well preserves Shukhansi (above Antarala/Vestibule) in the front of the Shikhara became a prominent 

feature in later temples of Karnataka. 

o As per an ancient text of Shilpa Shastra, ‘Prasada Mandana’ written by Sthapathi Sutrdhara Mandana 

in the 15th century describes the construction of the curvilinear profile of Rekha shikhara, obtained 

by drawing an arc at a distance of four times the width of the temple (Fig.18). This description does 

match the curvilinear tower of Kashivishhvanatha temple. This substantiates that there must have been 

well-established Shilpa gurukuls and Shilpa texts for teaching as well as training students of Shilpa in 

this region. 

o This temple is more refined and sophisticated in terms of decoration, proportion and profile than the 

Shikhara (Fig16 & 17; table 2). 
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Fig.16: Evolution of Nagara temples – Tower profile. (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 
Fig. 17: Evolution of Nagara temple – Decoration 

Table 2: Evolution of Nagara Temple w.r.t width to height ratio 

Name Period Tower width 

at the base 

Tower Width 

at the top 

Height of the 

tower 

Temple at Mahakuta Early 7th Century X ½ X X 

Kadasidheswara Late 7th Century X 2/3 X X 

Kashivishveswara Early 8th Century X 2/3 X 11/4X 
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Fig. 18: Construction of curvilinear tower of Kashivishvantha temple at Pattadakal.  

(Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

Origin of Dravida idiom in Badami 

As Badami was the capital city of the large Chalukyan empire where they initiated the construction of several 

beautiful temples in red and yellow sandstone. Badami and Aihole are the only two regions that host cave 

temples and structural temples stand side by side. The notable feature of the temples of Badami is the 

evolution of structural temples in stone mostly in the Dravidian style. Phansana and Vesara traditional 

temples are found here. 

The evolution of the Vesara style from Malegitti Shivalya of Dravita idiom to the fully developed Yellamma 

temple (11th century) can be traced. 

Mallikarjuna group of temples near Bhuthanath temple are built-in Phansana style and construction dates of 

these temples are assigned to Rashtrkuta or later Chalukyan period. 

 

1st phase, 5th and 6th Centuries- Banathi Gudi in Badami and a small shrine near Ravan phadi cave in Aihole 

(Fig.19) are the earliest examples of a Dravida shrine comprising Girbhagriha and Mukhamandapa. The next 

stage comprises two temples within the fort wall Upper Shivalaya and Lower shivalaya (built in the 6th or 

early 7th century) (Fig.20).  Upper Shivalaya is a Sandhara – tritala – Dravida temple, that stands on a simple 

tripartite basement and its walls are decorated with architectural elements. The articulation of these temples 

is rudimental when compared to the later temples like Mallegitti and Bhutahanatha probably built in the 

second half of the 7th century.  
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Fig. 19: Evolution of Dravida Tradition 

2nd phase, Second half of 7th century- Temples like Malegitti Shivalaya at Badami and Mahakuteswara 

temple at Mahakuta were built in the next stage of development and are more refined in terms of architectural 

ornamentation.  Temple structures were evolved with the additional elements or upa-vargas such as Jagati 

moulding and pattike or frieze above kapota in adhisthana, parapet with domical kuta and vaulted Shala 

(Fig.20).   

Roofing in the mantapa is similar to temples in Aihole with a raised flat roof in the centre and a sloping roof 

on either side at a lower level but this detail is hidden behind the parapet wall. 

Projections in the Bhadra (middle of the wall) part is seen in the two temples of Mahakuta – Mahakuteswara 

and Mallikarjuna 
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Fig. 21: Evolution of ornamentation in Dravida Temples. 

3rd phase, early 8th century -Temples of Pattadakal represent the final stage of development of Chalukyan 

temple architecture. Numerous temples of various sizes and styles were erected on the left bank of the 

Malaprabha river. Most of them were commissioned by the royal family as this was a site for royal 

commemoration.  These are highly sophisticated in terms of carving, proportion and ornamentation whether 

it is built by Northern Nagara or Southern Dravida tradition.  

In the Pattadakal temple complex, the largest ones are Sangameswara, Virupakhsa and Mallikarjuna, all three 

are built-in Dravida traditions and here it attains climatic phase in terms of planning and profusely exuberant 

ornamentation. Axially they consist of garbhagriha, Antrala (vestibule), Sabha Mantapa (pillared hall) and 

Mukhamantapa attached with a free-standing Nandi pavilion. The largest of all in this group of monuments 

is the Virupaksha temple.  

Development of planning in terms of planning. 

Temples at Badami (fig.22) constitute the first phase of development, where there are no projections on the 

wall but are adorned with framed niches, crowned with kapota.  

Temples built in Mahakuta (fig.23) are provided with projections in the middle of the external wall. These 

pilastered projections are flanked by sculpted images. A vahana mantapa is placed along the east-west axis 

which is absent in earlier temples.  

The Dravida temple of Pattadakal (fig.24) stands within its prakara or compound wall flanked by Parivara 

Devatha and an independent Nandi Mantapa. Highly articulated Dwara bandha, ceiling pattern, narrative 

panels and sculptures on pillars, beams, walls and the exterior of the kakshasana are common features of 

larger temples in this complex.  

 
Fig. 22: Upper Shivalaya (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 
Fig.23: Mahakuteswara Temple. (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 
Fig.24:  Virupaksha Temple 
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Fig.25: Comparing width to height ratio of Dravida Temples. (Drawing Source; Michell. G.) 

 

Table 3: Evolution of Dravida Temple w.r.t width to height ratio 

Name W   HT     Total 

  1st fl 2nd fl 3rd fl 4th fl Kanta Stupi Kalasa HT 
Upper 

Shivalaya 
7x 3 ½ x 2x 1¾ x _ ¾ x 1¼ x (1) 9 ¼ x 

Sangameswara 10x 5½ x 2¼ x 2x _ ½ x 1¾ x 1¼ x 13¼ x 
Virupaksha 10x 5½ x 2¼ x 2x 1 ½ x ½ x 1¼ x ¾ x 13¾ x 

 

The treatise of Shilpa shastra like Kashyapa, Manasara, and Mayamata commonly agree with the Width- 

height ratio (Fig.25 & Table 3) and the ratio to its components that is evident in all the three temples built in 

different periods. It is evident that traditional architects experimented with various width-height-component 

ratios and decerned the most sorted one eventually developed as Shilpa Shastra. 

This concept of ratio and proportion was one of the fundamental principles in town planning, or architecture 

or furniture design in India from the remote past and it was an integral part of anything to be designed. 

 

Conclusion 

In the early medieval period, there was a transformation in the mode of worship.  Images were created to 

point out the right way of divinity. A traditional Shilpi drew source of his inspiration from ancient texts of 

Veda, Vedanta and mythology. A process of creating images and designing sacred abodes sheltering them 

as per the principles of the treatise of Shilpashatra and imbibing divinity necessitated developing a new body 

of work called Agama texts.  

A new mode of image worship that led to the construction of a structural temple based on Vedic alter was 

initiated during the Gupta period. And after the decline of the Gupta Empire, the powerful rulers of Karnataka 

continue the tradition of building temples in red and yellow sandstone.  A thriving economy controlled by 

stable polity as well as enormous interest from the society encouraged highly knowledgeable Shilpis to 

produce sacred structures in various forms and styles.  

Thus Badami, Aihole, Mahakuta and Pattadakal are the four Urban centres that became the laboratories for 

experimenting with temple architecture developing Nagara and Dravida tradition both in Sandhara and 

Nirandhara types. Interestingly architectural schools of Badami and Aihole parallelly laid the foundation for 

Dravida and Nagara traditions. Another notable feature is the evolution of temple architecture in three stages. 

Temples built in the 6th and 7th centuries from the first stage were simple and modest, without much 

decoration. The door jambs with vertical divisions and Garuda motif in lalatabimba. Kakshasna and carved 

ceilings were common features in these temples.  

In the second phase, the walls of Nagara temples were decorated with ratha projections. Dravida temples are 

decorated with kuta-hara-shala patterns crowned with kapota mouldings.  
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One of the best-preserved temples is Malegitti Shivalaya with dwikuta vimana at Badami in Dravida idiom 

served as a model for Karanata Dravida or Vesara style that was developed in Rashrakuta and later Chalukyan 

period. 

Temples built in the 8th century form the final stage of development where two prominent traditions were 

almost finalised with specific ornamentation patterns, width to height ratio, shape and form of the tower etc. 

hence these urban centres of the Chalukyan era are rightly called – “The Cradle of Temple Architecture”. 
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