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Religious and Royal Patronage
in North India

Michael D. Willis

'I:lc building of temples was a leading concemn of the Indian people
between the eighth and thirteenth centuries. This is shown not only by the
surviving monuments but by numerous inscriptions recording the construction
and endowment of temples. This epigraphic information is particularly critical
because no archival material from before the thirteenth century has been
preserved. Despite the importance of temple building to Indian society and the
fact that inscriptions are, for the most part, documents of religious giving, the
subject of patronage has not been systematically explored.'

Direct evidence for patronage first appears in northern India during the third
century B.C., and gifts to temples, particularly in the south, have continued to the
present day. In order to facilitate detailed examination, the present exhibition
focuses on north India between A.D. 700 and 1200, a period during which
temples were constructed in considerable numbers and omamented with an
abundance of sculpture. In many cases these temples were also provided with
inscriptions that record the names of donors and details about the temple’s
property. While north India is a vast area with a corresponding number of
inscriptions, a narrower geographical horizon would not yield a representative
sample, precluding a balanced evaluation of the data found in individual records.
Similarly, our time frame spans several centuries. Because standardized formulae
dominate epigraphic records, only a broad chronological cross section can
illustrate changes in the anatomy of religious giving.

Inscriptions and the Nature of Religious Gifts

Inscriptions from north India between the eighth and thirteenth centuries
vary considerably. However, two basic types were predominant: (a) land grants on
copper plates and (b) eulogistic and commemorative inscriptions on stone tablets
or pillars. Copper-plate inscriptions usually recorded a king’s donation of villages
or tax-free agricultural land (agrahdra) to members of the priestly class.” The
revenue from a village supported a particular Brahmin and was thus seen as
rewarding and perpetuating sacred knowledge. Apparently the plates were held by
the recipients (rather like a deed) and often have been discovered near the villages
to which they refer. Stone inscriptions, in contrast, were commonly associated
with the foundation of temples. Hundreds of stone inscriptions have been
preserved; some remain near temple entrances as originally intended, while others
have been recovered from ruins and are held in museum collections (see Fig. 14).

Both stone and copper-plate inscriptions were normally written in Sanskrit
verse and open with an invocation to a deity such as Siva or Visnu. This might be
followed by an account of the presiding monarch. Many verses praising the king
and his ancestors were often included. If the king was not the donor, then the
royal eulogy was followed by an account of the donor and his family, followed by
a description of the building or grant. In the case of buildings, gifts for the
temple’s maintenance are often detailed. These gifts could consist of villages,

Fig. 14

Estampage of an inscription from
Central Archeological Museum,
Gwalior, recording the
establishment of a Siva temple in
about the 12th century.
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Fig. 15

Worship of the Goddess (Devi) in
the iner sanctum, Durgad temple
(with later additions), near Udaipur,
Rajasthan, 12th century.
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agricultural land, or commercial property, the revenue from which served as an
endowment. An inscription’s closing statement often expresses the hope that the
temple might long endure and that the endowment might not be disturbed.
Assorted facts could then follow, such as the date, the names of the architect
(sitradhara), the poet who composed the inscription, the individual who
transcribed it, and the engraver. While copper plates and commemorative stone
tablets are the most common sort of record, other epigraphic sources occasionally
provide information about patronage. Pilgrim inscriptions recount visits to holy
places and give an indication of the significance of cerain shrines. Memorial
inscriptions provide an account of departed relatives or warriors who died in
battle and sometimes mention endowments to support the bereaved. Cultic
inscriptions furnish the pious texts or ritual formulae considered appropriate for a
particular place.’

Despite standard content and phraseology, each inscription is unique. Just as
north Indian temples have a generic similarity but are distinct, each donor emerges
from the epigraphic record as an individual with particular motivations for building
a shrine or making a donation. Likewise, each sacred place had its own special
history and reservoir of endowments. These endowments, because of their
economic value, were given exact descriptions. An exemplary inscription from
Ahar records a number of transactions in favor of the Goddess Kificanaéridevi.' In
one case, individuals arranged for rent revenue to be directed to the temple: in
another, a community council (mahdjana) donated long-terin leases on commercial
enclosures (avari ). These properties are described with legal precision and their
revenues were placed under the control of a managing board or commuttee (gosthi).



Endowments like those documented by the Ahar inscription were made in
substantial numbers before the thirteenth century and were considered the
personal property of the god or goddess enshrined in the building. These deities
were not abstract symbols but concrete personalities with clearly defined legal
rights to donated property. A temple was thus a complex institution consisting of
one or more gods and a number of social groups who managed the temple’s
property and controlled worship. Making a gift to a temple, or more correctly to
the god in a temple, was seen as a meritorious act in which all could participate
according to their means. Gif were made by all sorts of people but most
commonly by the ruling nobility. Aside from making gifts, it was incumbent upon
rulers to provide a stable environment in which religion could flourish. This
meant, in practical terms, the maintenance of established preferments and the
protection of temple property from abuse and encroachment. As a consequence,
temples came to control an increasing amount of property revenue. Temples also
accumulated important fixed assets such as jewels, bullion, and miscellaneous
paraphemnalia, including image frames, thrones, parasols, crowns, and vestments
for the deity (see Fig. 15). Temple property could also include ritual implements
such as bells, lamps, censers and palanquins or temple carts for parading the
divinity on festival days.

The end of temple wealth and social prominence was heralded by the
violent incursions of Mahmud of Ghazna in the early eleventh century.
Celebrated religious centers such as Mathura and Somanitha were ransacked, and
temple treasuries were looted, with much booty being removed to Afghanistan.’
With the establishment of the Mu'izzi Sultanate at Delhi in the closing years of
the twelfth century, the power and influence of the indigenous ruling elite that
had built and endowed temples was increasingly circumscribed. Temple building
declined precipitously, the remaining vestiges being all but swept away by the
expansionist policies of the Tughluq dynasty in the fourteenth century. The old
temples that survived this cataclysm now stand as hollow shells in secluded spots,
their property and revenue sequestered, their rites in abeyance, and their names
lost to memory (see Fig. 16). It is from the particular facts provided by inscriptions
that a history of religious giving can be constructed and it is against these facts that
the architectural and sculptural residue of the temple tradition must be measured.

Religious Giving and Temple Patronage

A history of patronage between circa A.D. 700 and 1200 has not been
written for a variety of reasons, the most salient being that epigraphic records, like
most legal documenw, use standard formulae that prima facie offer little to the
historian. The description of temples and religious gifts changed little after the
seventh century and this repetitiveness was coupled with the use of stock
descriptive phrases that are of little concrete value. For example, a great many
temples are described as having spires “as high as Mount Kailasa.” In contrast, the
factual data provided by inscriptions (such as donors’ names and the conditions
surrounding an endowment) are so particular that the information is seldom
repeated in other records. Furthermore, many of the temples described, especially
those from before the tenth century, are either ruined or unidentifiable. As a
result, it is impossible to transform the myriad facts into a connected narrative.
While a comprehensive history cannot be rendered, a modest survey of patronage
is nonetheless feasible. With numerous individual inscriptions it is possible to
present a cross section of temple building and religious giving. Although this
approach has the disadvantage of representing patronage as a static phenomenon, it
can be justified due to the extremely conservative nature of Indian society, the
concepts of innovation and progress having virtually no place in intellectual life
before the thirteenth century." A synchronic description is thus appropriate,
provided it is tempered with instances of change. Our survey might be criticized as
burdened with excessive detail. In fact the details given are only a fraction of what



has been preserved. These details not only illustrate the character of inscriptions
but highlight the information that ancient patrons deemed worthy of record.

Noble Patronage

After the seventh century, north India was seldom ruled by a single power.
Major kings and dynasties emerged only rarely from a matrix of competing clans
and principalities. The history of these political entities is not well understood, but
surviving inscriptions indicate that religious institutions were vigorously supported
by all members of the ruling elite. The first major king to appear after the death of
Harsavardhana (A.D. 606—47) was Ya$ovarman of Kannauj (ca. AD. 720-50).
Yasovarman's ancestry is not directly known, but he may have come from a
Mauryan clan that controlled Mathura in the late seventh and early eighth
centuries.” Although a powerful ruler, little archaeological material can be
connected with YaSovarman. Vikpati’s Gaudavaho states that Yasovarman built a
temple at HariScandranagari (Ayodhya).® The only other indication of Yaso-
varman’s architectural activities is given in an inscription from Ghosrawa that
mentions a locaton called Ya$ovarmapuravihara, apparently a monastery in the
Rijgir hills’ Yasovarman’s successor Ama (ca. A.D. 750-75) is credited with
building a temple to Mahavira, founder of Jainism, at Gwalior (ancient Gopadr,
Gopagiri)."

This evidence indicates that the kings who ruled the Gangetic heartland in
the eighth century had an active interest in consttucting temples. More
information is forthcoming about contemporary princes in Rajasthan. An
illuminating example of such patronage is provided by the inscription from
Kanswa near Kotah that recorded the establishment of a temple by one Sivagana,
son of King (rirpa) Sarhkuka, an ally of King Dhavala." Dhavala belonged to one
of the Mauryan clans that prevailed in many parts of north India during the eighth
century. Sivagapa built a temple (bhdvana) of Parame$vara in the hermitage of
Kagva (modemn Kanswa).'> Two villages were given as a perpetual endowment for
maintenance, lights, incense, and other accoutrements of worship. The conclusion
includes the customary prayer that the kirti (fame of the builder and thus also the
building) might long endure, the purpose of this temple (to augment merit and
fame), the date, the name of the poet Devata, and the names of others, including
Napnaka, the sitradhdra. That this sort of patronage continued in later times and
was not restricted to deities such as Vispu and Siva is evidenced by the
archaeological material discovered at Ghatiyili, a site northwest of Jodhpur. A
ruined Jaina temple bears a Prakrit inscription that states it was erected by
Kakkuka, a ruler of Pratihira lineage, in [Vikrama] year 918 (A.D. 861-62).
Beginning with a genealogy of Kakkuka, the record states that in order to increase
his fame the ruler founded a market (haffa) and established two pillars, one at
Maddodara (modem Mandor) and the other at Rohinsakipa (modem
Ghatiyali).” Though inscribed during the reign of Mihira Bhoja (ca. A.D.
836-85), a celebrated Pratthira monarch, the inscription does not mention his
name. The genealogy indicates that Kakkuka was related in some way to the
imperial Pratiharas and that occasionally the two branches of the family may have
been in conflict."

The pillar mentioned in the Ghatiyil inscription stands near the ruined
Jaina temple and is locally known as Khakhu-devalam. On the shaft are three
ninth-century inscriptions. The inscription on the east side, in Sanskrit prose,
gives the genealogy of Kakkuka and again records that he set up two pillars, built
a hafta, and established a community (mahdjana). The inscription on the west side
records that the area was originally inhabited by Abhiras until Kakkuka routed
them and built a market with lovely streets and houses and induced a mahdjana of
Brihmins and other reputable people to live there."

The degree to which epigraphic records focus on matters of local concemn is
further illustrated by an inscription of the Guhila prince Baliditya from Chatsu.'
This gives a long account of the achievements of the Guhilas in the service of their
Pratihara overlords (even though the Pratiharas are barely mentioned). The



inscription’s main purpose was to record that Baladitya married Rattava and that
after her death he erected a temple (prasdda) of Murari (Vispu) in commemoration.
An inscription from Rajor cites another commemorative temple."” A prince named
Mathanadeva granted a village to a $iva temple to maintain rituals. The temple was
named the Lacchuke$vara Mahideva after Mathana’s mother Lacchuki. The
naming of temples after a donor or an esteemed person is a long-established
practice. It is known from at least the fifth century and continues today."

The predominantly local focus of inscriptions necessitates a brief
consideration of Indian polity between the eighth and thirteenth centuries.
Historians have traditionally emphasized major dynasties and assumed that they
were responsible for organizing a powerful and centralized administrative
structure. The lesser nobility functoned as feudatories, their main significance
being that they either supported or opposed the dominant power. This approach
has produced a number of important works, some of which are now classics of
Indian historical writing."” While such histories are useful and easily updated when
new discoveries are made, they do not provide an entirely satisfactory account of
events in relation to internal political arrangements and the constitution of power.
This has prompted a number of scholars to probe into the structure of several
Indian kingdoms. Burton Stein, using the Cglas of Tamil Nadu as his example,
has proposed that the kingdom was a decentralized “segmental state” and that the
king was an almost entirely symbolic figure.” Power rested not in the hands of a
centralized government, but in what Stein calls “ethnoagrarian microregions.”
Ronald Inden, using the Rasirakdta dynasty of the Deccan as his starting point,
has argued that the king was important, but that his power was continually
constituted, contested, and remade. The business of “imperial formation™ took
place, according to Inden, in an environment of shifting human agencies.”
Finally, Nicholas Dirks, working mainly with much later dynasties in south India,
has described how “large kingdoms” and “little kingdoms™ coexisted and were
interdependent.”” Authority was shared and could thus fluctuate between
kingdoms, transforming a small kingdom into a large one. While none of these

Fig. 16
General view of the tank and

ruined temples at Batesar, Madhya

Pradesh, 8th century, with later
additions.
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Fig. 17

Pillar known as "Bhimgaja." Badoh.
Madhya Pradesh. dated Vikrama
year 917 (A.D. 861).
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models can be regarded as directly applicable to north India, they nevertheless
alert us to the complexity of the political situation and help explain the
predominantly local focus we have seen in individual inscriptions. Perhaps one of
the most important records illustrating the weakness of the centralized model is
the inscription of King Parabila on the pillar at Badoh, which states that he built a
temple of Sauri (Visnu) and that he caused this Garuda-bannered pillar
(earudadhvaja) to be set up before the temple.” In verse 27 we have an eloquent
description of the pillar (Fig. 17).

Repeatedly deliberating whether this is Vignu's foot making three
strides, or the body of Sthinu shaped like a post, or

Sesa pulled out of a hole in the ground by the enemy of the serpent
king, the gods on viewing it find that it is really a

Pillar of pure stone, proclaiming the glory of King Parabila.™

This pillar and the adjacent ruined temple are important in the history of
architecture, there being few securely dated monuments of the period.”
However, the position of Parabila, and consequently the dynastic affiliation of the
physical remains, constitute a challenge to the centralized model of kingship.
Parabila is usually described as an ally of the Raistrakigas of Malkhed (ancient
Mainyakheta) because the record states that he was of Ristrakiita lineage.
Consequently his title kgmdpala (“protector of the earth,” i.e., “king”) has been
translated as “governor.” Some key facts stated by the inscription have been
ignored. First, one of his forebears gained control of Lita (coastal Gujarat), having
defeated the Kamagas (a common name for the Ragtrakiifas in northem
epigraphs). This makes it virtually impossible for Parabala to have been an ally of
the Raigtrakigas in the Deccan. Second, princes claiming Ragtrakiga lineage are
occasionally encountered in north India but they have no connection with their
famous namesakes.” Nor can Parabila be claimed as a Pratthara ally. His father,
Karkarija, put Nigabhagta Il (ca. A.D. 810-33) to flight and invaded his home.
Parabila and his line must therefore be seen as independent and ninth-century
north India more politically diverse than previously supposed.

An examination of the composition of the nobility brings forward the issue
of gender and India’s long tradition of women'’s patronage of temples. According
to the early ninth-century inscription from Buchkala, for example, a temple
(devagrha) was founded by Queen (rdjiii) Jayavali, daughter of Jajjaka, himself the
son of the Pratthira prince Bipuka.” A slightly older epigraph from Kimin
(ancient Kamyaka) gives the genealogy of a local Sarasena dynasty and mentions
that one Vacchiki, the wife of Durgadaman, built a temple to Visnu.™ The
dynasty is otherwise unknown, but the record has been dated to the eighth or
ninth century on the basis of its style.”

Further insight into the ruling class is provided by stelae that bear reliefs
depicting noble individuals. A votive slab from Sigar showing a prince with
members of his family is of historic value." Presumably set up in a temple built by
the donor, the slab is comparable to a later relief in the Guptesvar temple at
Mohangarh (Fig. 18). That these were freestanding stelae is shown by the long
inscription on the reverse of the Mohangarh slab.” The memorials that record the
death of warriors and occasionally the self-immolation (sati) of their widows also
sometimes provide information regarding temple patronage, especially through
their placement in temple complexes.

Patronage of Officers and Subjects

Like the nobility, officers and subjects supported religious institutions. A
useful example of this level of patronage is found at Gwalior. Two inscriptions
on the Caturbhuj temple (Fig. 19) state that it was established by Alla. the
warden (kogapala) of Gwalior fort in the last quarter of the ninth ccntury.‘: Alla
was the son of Vaiillabhatta, who had come from Lita where he had served as a
trontier commander (marydddadharya) under the Pratihira king Rimabhadra (ca.
A.D. 833-36). Alla succeeded to this post and was subsequently appointed to



Gwalior by Mihira Bhoja. In this position, Alla must have been a respected
member of the Pratihira nobility, for Gwalior fortress was an important location
for the rulers—it guarded the territory between Kalinjar and Chittaur and was
integral to their campaigns against the Raggrakiitas to the south. After assuming his
post at Gwalior, Alla built the Caturbhuj temple of Visnu for the increase of his
and his wife's ment, “a receptacle of his fame, cut by the chisel and marked with
his name.” The temple is described as a single piece of rock (ekasile . . . bhavane)
and a “great ship for crossing the ocean of existences.” The temple was known as
Viillabhattasvimin in honor of Alla’s father. Alla also built a second temple
dedicated to the goddess that has not survived. Endowments were lavished on
both buildings by various sections of the community and the city council made a
grant on behalf of the entire town.

The Caturbhuj temple inscriptions also provide an unusually thorough
eulogy of the Pratthara dynasty. More typical is an inscription made during
Yasovarman's reign describing how his officer Biladitya built a temple of the
Buddha at Nilanda and how it was endowed by Malada, the son of Yasovarman’s
minister.” Virtually no information is given, however, about the ruling monarch.
The same situation is found in the copper plates from Una.” These were issued by
Balavarman and his son Avanivarman Yoga of the Cilukya family; they record the
gift of villages to a temple of the sun god called Tarunadityadeva. They mention
that the Pratthira monarch Mahendrapila I (ca. A.D. 885-910) conferred the title
of the “five great sounds” (paticamahdsabda) on Bilavarman and that the gifts were
sanctioned by a frontier-guardian (antapala) named Dhiika. This Dhiika appears to
have been a representative of Mahendrapala’s court. Despite these imperial
connections, a royal genealogy is not given and all the details focus on matters of
immediate local importance. The same situation is found in the plates from
Haddala.” Citing the example of the nobility, we can conclude that officers
enjoyed considerable autonomy, giving only brief acknowledgement of their
sovereign when issuing such documents regarding their temple patronage.

The wives of important officers were also active patrons. An image of Siva
and Piarvatl from Gwalior carries an inscription stating that it was commissioned
by Rjjiika, the wife of $ri Rudra, a Pratihara feudatory.* Another inscription, of
unknown provenance but now in Udaipur, records the activities of Yasomat,
who built a temple of Visnu. She was the wife of Varahasirhha, a commander in
the service of the Guhila prince Aparajita.” Though separated by two centuries,
both the Caturbhuj and Udaipur inscriptions describe temples as a means of
crossing over this world—a reminder of how little inscriptions and their contents
changed with the passage of time.

Patronage of Persons without Title

The foregoing examples are fairly simple in that they represent donors
constructing individual temples or making individual grants. Religious centers of
importance, however, often attracted an extended series of temples and
endowments. This led to complicated inscriptions recording numerous gifts by a
range of individuals over a span of time. Such collective records are known from
Kimin, Ahar, Partabgarh and Siron.™ The Siron inscription lists a number of
grants by persons without title—an appropriate bridge to the most common level
of patronage.>” Temple gifts at this level often consisted of plots of land, the rents
from which were intended to benefit a particular god. However, land was not the
only source of temple revenue. This is shown by an inscription at Delhi dating to
Mihira Bhoja's time, which records the gift of rent money from a house for lamps,
sandal paste, flowers, and worship at a particular shrine.* Similar, but somewhat
unusual, is a monthly gift of wine for the worship of Visnu (probably in the
Tantric fashion)." A number of records show that some kind of taxing was used
to support temples. An inscription from Pehowa (ancient Prthaidaka) recounts
how a group of horse traders imposed certain taxes upon themselves and upon
their customers and the way in which the proceeds were to be distributed to
certain temples in fixed proportions.*

Fig. 18
Memorial stele. Gupte$var temple,

Mohangarh, Madhya Pradesh, carly
10th century.
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Individuals without title not only endowed temples but also constructed
them. This is shown by a second inscription from Pehowa recording that three
brothers built a temple (dyatana) of Visnu.* Each brother's contribution to the
work is described as follows.

In the middle it was made by Gogga, the back by Pimarija,
The front by Devarija, for destroying the cloud of intense ignorance.*

Common devotion did not always express itself as a complete monument. A
pillar at Deogarh dated [Vikrama)] year 919 (A.D. 862) is one of a pair at the site
that seem to have been parts of a gate or gate house of the main temple.” The
inscription explicitly states that “this pillar” was set up “near the temple of
Santinitha ($r Santydyata[na] [sari|nidhe)” by Sri Deva, a disciple of Kamaladeva,
suggesting that the gate may have been the collective gift of several individuals.*
Places like Deogarh and Gwalior Fort, which had an established reputation, were
naturally subject to embellishment. At Gwalior, other embellishments such as
small shrines, niches, livigas, and Jaina images were provided well into the
sixteenth century.

Apart from epigraphic documentation of this type, many sites possess
material indicative of common patronage, although personal details are often
lacking due to the absence of inscriptions. The collection of shrines located at
Batesar, near the village of Piroli (ancient Paghavali), is a noteworthy example.” A
Siva temple was built near the tank at Batesar toward the end of the eighth
century and a complex of small shrines subsequently developed in the immediate
neighborhood (Fig. 16). No record states who commissioned these shrines, but
more recent sites explain them. For example, an analogous temple city evolved at
Sonagir (ancient Suvarmagini) during the last two centuries, each addition being a
product of the individual devotion and means of its patron. The miniature
monolithic temples found at many places in north India are of the same character.
Such shrines, including the example from Gwalior in the exhibition (see No. 1),
were bona fide temples and represent what a person of humble means could add
to a sacred site for his own religious merit.

That grants to religious establishments by ordinary people were growing in
number after the seventh century is evidenced by the increasing mention of the
administrative boards or committees (gogthis) that were set up to manage
endowments. These boards ensured that the funds were directed to the stipulated
purpose. The wealth of temples from minor grants was considerable and the
gosthis supervised significant investments and expenditures. These involved repairs
to temples and at times the construction, so some account of these boards is
necessary for a complete picture of temple patronage. A good indication of how
boards were formed is given by the Kimian inscription, dated Harya year 263 (A.D.
869)." This begins by naming the board members (gosthika) and recording that
three brothers built a tank (vdpi) and a temple (matha) and further arranged for
pinda rites, the offerings to deceased parents. The brothers then formed part of the
board that was set up to manage the shrine and the offerings. A second Kaman
inscription, carrying various dates between Harsa year 180 and 279 (A.D. 786 and
885), mentions a variety of gifts to different gods, the most important of which
was Siva as Kimyakesvara. Several of these grants were instituted or managed by
board members.” The Pehowa inscription recording how some horse dealers
distributed income to various shrines ends with an exhortation to the board
members to manage the grants in accordance with the terms set down.”

Royal Patronage in the Age of Pratihara Supremacy

Among the competing principalities of the eighth century were the
Gurjara-Pratihiras, a clan whose power was centered in the Miru country of
Rajasthan. During the reign of Nigabhatta 1I, the Pratihiras were able to assert
control over most of the ruling families in northemn India. An important step in



the expansion of their power, celebrated in Pratthara-period inscriptions, was the
capture of Kinyakubja (modermn Kannauj), the imperial capital of the Gangetic
heartland. A considerable number of Pratihara inscriptions survive, some of which
have been mentioned. These provide sufficient documentation to allow a
tentative reconstruction of imperial patronage during the ninth and tenth
centuries. The largest corpus of imperial Pratihira records are copper plates
recording gifts of villages to Brihmins.*' In several cases kings made grants for the
religious merit of their parents—a long-standing practice.” These records contain
royal genealogies and references to the deities that were the object of each
monarch’s special devotion. An imperial gift to a temple is also recorded in the
stone inscription from Partabgarh. Mahendrapila 11 (ca. A.D. 943-46) granted a
village to Vagayaksinidevi, a goddess whose shrine was under the care of the
monastery (matha) of Haryrsiévara.*® Records such as these demonstrate that the
imperial Pratithiras were active patrons of both Brahmins and notable temples.
However, no epigraphs state that the Pratiharas supported the actual construction
of temples. The only evidence for imperial building activity is an inscription
found at Sigar Til, a large tank on the outskirts of Gwalior.** The epigraph opens
with an invocation to Vispu and a verse in his praise, followed by a
twenty-four-verse account of the Pratihara family and their noble achievements.
The actual object of the inscription, mentioned in verse 26, is that the Pratihira
king Mihira Bhoja erected a city for his seraglio in the name of Visnu.

To increase the fame and merit of his queens,
The king built a harem city in Visnu's name.*

The inscription closes with a prayer for the longevity of this noble building
(aryakirti) and mentions the poet Baliditya. The crucial phrase is antahpurapuram.
The word antahpura is well known from inscriptions and its interpretation in this
context as “royal harem” or “seraglio” is not contentious.” The word pura means
“city” or “fort,” and taking the whole as a kammadhdraya compound we can
render it “a city for the royal harem” or “palace complex.””” This complex is
unknown because the site of Sagar Tal, where the inscription was discovered in
1896, has only one battered ninth-century fragment. It served as the wall section
of a small shrine that stood beside the tank. The tank itself was rebuilt in Mughal
times. At or before that period, Sagar Tal's original function as a palace site was
transformed and it became part of the necropolis of Islamic Gwalior.

Further evidence of royal patronage is provided by the Caturbhuj temple
inscription at Gwalior. As mentioned before, the primary purpose of the
inscription was to record the establishment of a temple by a man named Alla,
warden of Gwalior fort.™ It also states that the temple was built ““on the descent of
the roadway of St Bhojadeva (sribhojadevapratolyavatare),” referring to the steep
road cut into the east face of Gopadri that was made, or substantially expanded, by
Mihira Bhoja. The road originally consisted of a series of wide steps, some of
which are stll visible beside the gravel and Paving stones laid in the
mid-nineteenth century to facilitate vehicular traffic.”

The phrase “on the descent of Bhoja’s road” suggests that the roadway led to
a building of note. Examination of the fifteenth-century building that now
crowns the fort shows that Bhoja's road led to a ninth-century palace. Some
sumptuously carved pilasters belonging to the original structure were reused when
the Elephant Gate was reconstructed (Fig. 20). From the description of Ibn
Baggiga, who visited Gwalior in the fourteenth century before the reconstruction
began, we know that a life-sized image of an elephant and mahout stood outside
the entrance.” All that remains of the spectacular structure are the reused pilasters
and, on the south side of the entrance, about forty courses of ashlar relieved by a
number of cornices (kapotas). A unique double-lion capital, now in the National
Museum of India, was found near Trikonia Tal on the fort and may have
crowned a pilaster in the Pratihira palace complex.” These remains are of
considerable importance, there being little known about palace architecture before
the Islamic conquest. Further information on early secular architecture is provided

Fig. 19

Caturbhuj temple, Gwalior,
Madhya Pradesh. dated Vikrama
year 932 (A.D. 875-76).
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Fig. 20

Reused pillars at the entrance of the
Main Mandir, Gwalior, Madhya
Pradesh, 9th century.
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by the Sola Khambi at Badoh.* Built on a knoll overlooking a lake, the structure
apparently served as a pleasure pavilion. It consists of an open pillared hall
conforming to the type placed before temples; no inscriptions pertain to the
structure, but it may be dated architecturally to about the tenth century.

Our overview of ninth- and tenth-century inscriptions suggests that the
Pratthiara monarchs, while active in providing land grants, were not involved in
commissioning temples or images. This is supported by the inscription of Bauka, a
prince of Mandor (ancient Mangavyapura), dated Vikrama year 894 (A.D.
837-38), which gives a long account of Biauka’s family and culminates with a
ghoulish description of his victory in a battle.”

Verily when Biuka danced in the battlefield,
putting down his feet on the very entrails and corpses,
His frightened enemies, like antelope, became ever so quiet
with the strain tigtha, tigtha. This was strange indeed! *

The celebration of this victory and the praise of Bauka’s lineage is the sole
purpose of the inscription; no temple was built and no grant of villages made.
Bauka was a Pratthara prince but did not belong to the main imperial line. During
the setbacks which marked the reign of Riamabhadra (ca. A.D. 833-36), Bauka
asserted independence and laid claim to the full range of kingly titles. Though his
political ambitions were soon suppressed by Mihira Bhoja, Bauka's inscription is
imperial in aspiration and general character.”® Records of this type were probably
once common in the capital at Kannauj before that city was completely destroyed
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The fairly wide use of these purely
laudatory inscriptions is evidenced by a eulogy (prasastiy of the Rastrakita
monarch Krsna Il (ca. A.D. 939-67). This inscription has no purpose but the
valorization of the king.” Its political overtones are evident both from the use of
the Kannada language and its location at Jura in the Dihala country, an area
traditionally under the sway of northemn rulers.

The noninvolvement of the impenal Pratiharas in temple building can be
understood in various ways. The elaborate Vedic rituals, such as the horse sacrifice
(asvamedha) and royal consecration (rdjasiiya), crucial to early Indian kingship,
represent the most ancient aspect of the situation. These rites, frequently
performed in India during the two centuries before and after Christ, were seen as
propelling the king into a heavenly sphere and infusing him with divine power,
simultaneously giving him a mandate and placing him above numerous sects and
classes of society. Ritual performance was therefore the primary and most
appropriate focus of royal patronage and made kings dependent on Brihmins
because only they were qualified to carry out the rites. Brahmins consequently
had to be supported through village grants and other gifts. Royal sponsorship of
Vedic ritual declined after the fifth century and regal patronage of temples and
images clearly emerged under Harsavardhana and his contemporaries in Tamil
Nadu and the Deccan.”” In northem India this innovation proved to be
short-lived. Inscriptions show that the Pratihiras stood aloof from temple
building. While Vedic performances were not reinstated, grants to Brahmins
continued, suggesting that preservation of Vedic knowledge through recitation
(svadhydya) was valued apart from its application to specific rituals (prayoga).”
However, the Vedas and attendant $rauta rituals had declined in importance and
had ceased to impinge on day-to-day affairs, beyond their theoretic value as the
source of tradition and the basis of cosmogonic and social order.

The reluctance of the imperial Pratthiras to become involved in temple
building can be attributed to other factors as well. As mentioned earlier, a deity
could receive and hold gifts as a bona fide legal entity. A different relationship was
created, however, when a ruler actually constructed a shrine and thus established a
divine personality. The relationship between such shrines and the ruling clan could
be extended to the point where the deity was seen as the true ruler and the prince
merely a minister or representative of the god. One of the best known instances of
this is the Lakulida temple at Ekalingji, which contains the patron-deity of the



Guhilas of Megdapita (modem Mewar).” Such temples can be called clan shrines
and were associated with particular warrior families over generations.

While the complete subordination of a king to a god was not elaborated in
epigraphic records untl well after the disintegration of Pratihira power, close ties
between temples and their founders are indicated by the above-cited practce of
naming divinities after specific individuals. Building a temple was thus a
meritorious deed that tangibly linked an individual and his clan to a particular
place, especially those founded by members of the ruling elite. It was precisely this
localization of power and particularization of identty that the imperial Pratiharas
sought to avoid. They belonged to a recognized clan yet claimed hegemony over
all their contemporaries; temple building and its inevitable ties would only impede
their efforts to control the nobility of north India, a nobility that had a sufficient
history of factionalism and violent compettion.

This interpretation could be subverted by excavations at Kannauj and the
discovery of inscriptions showing that the Pratihiras built temples in the capital.
However, information buttressing our conclusion is provided by the Cambay
plates, which were issued by the Raisfrakiita dynasty, the Pratdhara’s most bitter
and long-standing foes.”” One of the events recorded in the Cambay plates is a
raid led by Indra III against north India in the early tenth century. Indra’s rampage
northward is celebrated in the following verse.

After the courtyard of the temple of Kilapriya was knocked

askew by the strokes of his ruttng tuskers,
His steeds crossed the bottomless Yamuni, which rivals the sea,

and he completely devastated the hostile city of Mahodaya,
Which even today is renowned among men by the name Kusasthala.”

The temple of Kilapriya was located at Kilpi near the Yamuni River.”
Mahodaya was, of course, the capital city of Kannauj. While the temple at Kilpi
was singled out for destructive attention, there seem to have been no temples at
Kannauj meriting similar treatment. If the Pratihiras had a temple in the capital
surely the Ragfrakiifas would have destroyed it and taken special delight in
recording its desecration. Not only are the Cambay plates silent in this regard, but
the Sanjan, Ridhanpura and Wapi plates, in recording earlier defeats of the
Pratiharas, do not mention the destruction of temples. Instead they state that the
Pratthira king was forced to ritually attend upon his Rasprakiia rival.” That no
account of temple destruction is found suggests once again that the Pratiharas
were not involved in temple building.

Dynastic Temples After the Disintegration of Pratihara
Hegemony

During the first half of the tenth century Mahendrapila II and Devapila
(ca. A.D. 948-59) maintained the Pratiharas as a power in the Gangetic plain, but
succession problems and Rasfrakiita incursions prompted the development
of strong regional dynasties throughout northemn India.”* Most of these regional
dynasties fostered temple building on an unprecedented scale and this exhibition
includes some especially impressive pieces from the ruins of these monuments.
This later period is also rich in epigraphic records that shed considerable light on
patronage after the disintegration of Pratihara power.

The Candellas are perhaps the most well-known regional dynasty due to the
number of temples surviving at Khajuraho (ancient Khajuravahaka). The
Candellas first appeared as a notable power when Harsadeva su?ported Mahipila
(ca. A.D. 912—43) in his successful bid for the Pratihira throne.” Yasovarman (ca.
A.D. 925-54) raised the prestige of the Candellas by taking Kalinjar, an important
fortress and center of military power. The same trends are augured by the
inscription on the Sis Bahu temple at Gwalior. This records that the
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Kacchapaghata prince Vajradaman (ca. A.D. 975-1000) “put down the rising
power of the ruler of Gadhinagara [Kannauj] and his proclamation drum . . .
resounded on the fort of Gopadri.”” In the Maliva region, the Paramira prince
Vairisishha seems to have ruled Dhiri as a feudatory of the Ragtrakigas.”
Vairisithha's son Harya Siyaka rebelled and defeated the Rastrakiita Khottiga (A.D.
967-72), devastating Manyakhe(a in the process.” Vikpati Muiija, son of Harsa
Siyaka, issued a charter from Ujjayini in A.D. 974-75 and subsequent Paramaras
ruled over Malwa for more than a century.” In Rajasthan, the imperial Pratiharas
were able to maintain some tributaries, but their relative decline is documented by
inscriptions from Rajor, Bayana, Harasnath and Garh.”

No abrupt changes are found in temple patronage with the rise of these
regional dynasties. However, there were subtle shifts in emphasis and a
clarificaton of the ties between kings and the temples they supported. The
inscriptons and monuments at Khajuriho are perhaps the most dramatic
illustradon of this. The Lakgmana temple inscription is symptomatic of the
building activities of the Candella kings.* It enters into some unusual detail,
describing how Yasovarman forced the Pratihira king Devapila to surrender an
ancient and celebrated metal image of Vaikuntha. This image was set up in the
Laksmana temple, a building expressly constructed by YaSovarman for the
purpose.” At the close of the inscription, there is a brief reference to
Vinayakapala, the Pratthira monarch. While this passing nod maintains the ficion
that the Candellas were tributaries of the Pratiharas, they soon set aside their token
homage. The Vi§vanitha temple inscription of Vikrama year 1059 (A.D. 1002-03)
omits any mention of an overlord.

Most of the Khajuraho inscriptions, despite their large size, have been shifted
from their original posidon. An effort to protect the archaeological remains has
resulted in some of the tablets being placed in temples to which they have no
historical connection. In the Sis Bahu temple at Gwalior, however, the dedicatory
inscription is still beside the main entrance as originally intended and is carefully
incised with over one hundred verses giving a history of the Kacchapaghita
dynasty. The temple was founded by Padmapila and completed by his successor
Mahipila.” As at Khajuriho, direct links are made between the temple and the
dynasty, in this case reinforced by the building’s dedication to Padmanitha (Visnu)
in honor of Padmapala.

Among the most fascinating inscriptions of this period is one from the
ruined Siva temple on a hill called Harsha or Uchipahar, not far from Sikar in
Rajasthan. Some sculptures from this site have been included in this exhibition.
The superlative quality of these sculptures is matched by the historic significance
of the inscription, which states that a series of additions and endowments were
made to the temple by a line of Czhamina princes and their supporters.* It also
contains elaborate references to the temple complex. For example, verse 12 of the
inscription describes the main shrine.

Glory to this mansion of holy Haryadeva! It is auspicious for the expanse
of its superlative halls which are radiant like eggs of gold; it is

Pleasing like Pandu’s mighty sons for the rows of shrines at its edge;

It is comparable to the pinnacle of Mount Meru, and it is

Pleasant for the skillfully carved bull at the entrance gate and for its
endowment of manifold objects of enjoyment.*

From the perspective of patronage, the central point revealed by the
inscription is that a Cihamina clan had this temple as its family shrine.
Construction was initiated in the mid-tenth century by Siniharija who provided
the necessary funds and “on Siva’s dwelling he set a golden [man] like the full
moon, his own glorious form made manifest.”® The custodians of this shrine
were a line of Saiva ascetics or dcaryas who supervised the building of the temple
and its surrounding wells, courts, and gardens. The ascetic Bhavarakta Allaga began
the work and it was finished after his death by Bhavadyota. These ascetics did not



do the actual work, of course, but hired craftsmen with the funds provided by
their patrons. The architect’s name is given as Cangasiva, son of Virabhadra; the
temple was completed in Vikrama year 1013 (A.D. 956-57). The mention of
ascetics introduces an important element of temple life. While the cults
represented by these individuals were quite ancient, it is only in the tenth and
eleventh centuries that their history and social position emerges with any degree
of clarity. That ascetic orders were well established in northern India by the eighth
century is shown by a number of records, a good example being the Indragarh
inscription of Vikrama year 767 (A.D. 710-11)."” Two ascetics named Vinitarasi
and Dianaradi of the P3Supata sect are iw central figures. The record states that
Dinarisi was responsible for making a temple (mandira) of Svayambhorlokanatha
(Siva). The inscription does not specify what sort of relationship existed between
Dianariasi and Nannappa, a ruler whose exploiw are praised at some length. One
would suspect that Nannappa was a patron, but this is not actually stated, a
circumstance that is not unusual. However, an inscription from Rannod shows
how ascetics might establish a relationship with a prince and subsequently become
sponsors of architectural projects.” This record explicitly states that a king named
Avantivarman was desirous of being instructed in Saiva doctrine and so resolved
to bring Purandara to his country. Purandara belonged to a respected line of
teachers known from several sources.” The saint eventually initiated Avantivarman
and then founded a monastery (magha) in the king's city. About one hundred years
after Purandara’s passing, a master named VyomaSiva took charge of the
establishment. He restored the building and constructed a tank and temple. The
tank and adjacent monastery are still extant at Rannod (ancient Aranipadra). The
inscription is not dated but likely belongs to late tenth or early eleventh century.
That Saiva cults enjoyed wide currency is indicated not only by the
preponderance of dedications in favor of Siva, but by incidental depictions of
Saiva ascetics on temples. Several examples are found at Khajuriho, one of the
most detailed being on the Laksmana temple (Fig. 21). This relief shows a master
seated in a small pavilion; in front of him is a female attendant and a row of four
bearded disciples. To the left is a doorkeeper with a sword who appears to be
introducing three individuals.™

Close ties could be established between ascetics as depicted in the Khajuriho
relief and princes and, in tumn, could lead to the construction of temples and

Fig. 21
Relief in the temple platform
showing a Saiva icirya with

disciples and attendants, Laksmana

temple, Khajuriho, Madhya
Pradesh, datable to Vikrama year
1011 (AD. 954-55).
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monasteries. In some cases, the temples became closely associated with the
dynasty, the ascetics becoming royal intimates and enjoying, albeit indirectly, the
revenue belonging to the god. The relationship was beneficial to all concerned.
The ascetics established and controlled the temple, but the dedication was made in
the royal patron’s name. A link between the god and king was thus forged
through the application of the ascetic’s sacred knowledge. From this the king
received legitimacy and the dedrya support for his order. The tangible product was
a temple that advertised the power of the dynasty and its associations with a
particular manifestation of the godhead.”

These arrangements were substantially different from the old Vedic scheme
of kingship. Up to the fifth century, Srauta rituals propelled the king upward into
contact with the divine, from whence he returned infused with power and a
mandate to rule. After the abeyance of royal sacrifices, power was seen as flowing
down from the divine through whole or partial incarnation (in the case of Visnu)
or manifestation (in the case of Siva). Kings no longer reached up through
sacrificial effort but sought to associate themselves with the sacred as it was known
and revealed in this world. Rulers devoted to Visnu saw themselves as
participating in the descent of the divine through noble deeds and an august
lineage that recapitulated the god's incarnation into the world for the maintenance
of universal order. Rulers devoted to Siva identified their personalities with the
infinite power of the supreme lord that eternally pervades the whole creation.
Given that nobles had long built temples and that inscriptions display remarkable
continuity in organization and poetic style, it seems likely that these connections
were always inherent, if not openly articulated. They become clear after the
mid-tenth century due to the decline of the Pratihiras and the increasingly
unstable condition of north India. Regional princes made free use of imperial titles
and competed vigorously with each other in the arts of peace and war. Yet,
however powerful some of these princes became, no ruler was able to claim
paramount status. In the absencc of a recognized imperial center, there was no
impetus to return to the detached role once played by the Pratthira monarchs.
Regional princes, unlike the Pratiharas, maintained and amplified their programs
of temple construction. In the competitive climate that prevailed, the small
temples of earlier days gave way to projects of unprecedented size and elaboration.
The passing of the Pratiharas in the later part of the tenth century thus inaugurated
an era in which temple building, typically on a vast scale, became one of the
central acts of Indian kingship. This pattern of patronage prevailed until the
establishment of the Islamic Sultanate in the closing decades of the twelfth century.
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