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Introductio D 

Two noteworthy attempts to synthesize ideas about early Indian architecture, which have exercised 
great scholarly influence, are Ananda Coomaraswamy's essays on the subject that appeared in 1930 
and 1931 in the a nnual journal Eastern Art and Louis Renou's artic1e called "La maison ved ique" 
(The Vedic house) that appeared in Journal Asiatique in 1939. 1 Coomaraswamy's essays provided a 
textual connections for architectural forms and iconography of the period starting with the 
Mauryas, and Renou used the descriptions of the constructions accompanying Vedic ritual to 
visualize the form of the house in an earlier period. 

8 0th Coomaraswamy and Renou start with the assumption that the beginnings of Ind ian 
architecture are to be traced to the early Sutra texts that speak of pri mili ve structures. Für 
Coomaraswamy, the Jatakas and the Epics provide textual evidence of the plans of cities and city­
gates, palaces, and huts and temples, but glosses over the contradiction in his starting point when 
he acknowledges that while "the Vedas make occasional reference to the 'cities ofthe Dasyus,' it is 
to be observed that in the 8rahmanicallaw books, which are very nearly, if not quite contemporary 
with the architectural period to be discussed below, cities are despised, and there are no ceremonies 
for urban life; the Baudhäyana Dharma Sutra, 11.3.6.33, says 'It is impossible for one to obta in 
salvation, who lives in a town covered with dUSt.",2 

The assumption is that the Sutra texts belong to the period of the Dasyu cities, but these cities are 
outside the Vedic culture. If the Dasyus are themselves an Indo-Iranian people who show up as 
"dahyu" in the Iranian literature, the opposition between the Vedic people and the Dasyus is a 
conflict between groups with kinship relations. On the other hand, the first millennium, pre­
Buddhist period ofthe early Mahabharata with its description of cities does not have any account of 
inimical Dasyu kings. The only way to reconcile this seemingly contradictory situation is to 
suppose that the Vedic ritual texts describe events from the perspective of the priest familjes 
committed to an ideology of simplicity and renunciation, which is an ideology that continued in 
subsequent times. T he Vedic world was like the age that followed, with its own complexity 
reveaJed in texts that do not deal with ritual. 

Renou was acutely aware ofthe limitations of his study. He conc1uded his essay by remarking,3 "If 
we reLy on Vedic texts, we are in the presence of a type of a house that is extremely rudimentary, 
composed of an armature of posts, connected at the summit by transverse beams onto which a 
thatched covering is artached. The walls are woven mats. Neither stone nor brick is used." But 
acknow ledging that bricks were an essential part of the Vedic ritual as in the building of the 
Agnicayana fire altar, he was forced to express doubt at hls own conc1usions by adding, "Noth ing 
ob liges us to consider that the shelters described above were the normal type of private residence; a 
significant amount of the details that assist us in their reconstruction are provided by descriptions 
of ritual "huts," the intended use of wh ich is entirely different. And yet no other process of 
construction is mentioned in these sources. This appears particlllarly singu lar today, when we are 
able to measure [tlu·ough recently discovered archaeologica l sources] the degree to wh ich 
architectural technologies were known to certain prehistoric civil izations of northwest of India. " 

Renou's sources from the sutra literature described temporary structures that were part ofthe ritual 
and, therefore, he had erred in taking that to represent the normal residence. The error is made 
particularly cLear in Atharvaveda 9.3 where several verses speak of dismantling the rather tlimsy 
structllre, of which ritual we know from other sources (Kausikasütra) as weIl. Constituting a 
practice that conti nues to this day, the ritual-house is giveo to the priest who had offic iated at the 

7 

http:11.3.6.33


scale 

Vol 6, iJ'Jue Number 23,2005 

structure as an of the typical is an obvious 
such an interpretation is at variance with other from texts 

that be recounted shortly. 

also failed to 
residence when the same were a very ,n""AMr" 

especially given that this ritual is 
geographical area. 

Important the period since the Coomaraswamy 
both the period and 

building has 
rooms. 

that was apparently used for 
altars comes trom Lothai 

Vedic ritual in an urban setting. 

Figure 1. (i) Mohenjo-Daro; (ii) LothaI 

written that 
In particular, we have evidence of archaeological forms from the 

to according to Vedic norms. A 
li) that a central courtyard and a 

brick 
More evidence 

Vedic 

found in LU'-'''''Illi 
4 

that a 
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This may however not be considered conclusive regarding its relationship with the ritual 
described in the SUtra texts. But our is not to proof a relationship; it is 

to demonstrate that continuity between the Harappan culture the period the Sütra 
texts. As they themselves, the authors of these texts were aware of 

There is additional from the In in North of 2000 B.C. 
(Figures 2 and 3) that uses yantric forms have traditionally been 

are obviously in the Vedic would 
Vedic), it is c1ear palace was apart 

Figure 2. yantric at Dashli-3 in North Afghanistan, 2000 BC 

Figure 3. Another Dashli-3 
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If one were to claim that these structures are 
India, one 1S confronted by the paradox that whereas the Vedic people 
presumably on their way to India, they no memory of it when they actually 
Since this 1S impossible, one is left with the Iternatwe that these the 
people per iod in their history. 

Figure 4. Bnilding plan IIt Kudug Tepc: in BIICtIia c 1st lllil.lemtium B.C.E. 

4. at IUnzt",UJIIIUIJII BC 

Figure 4 the building plan of a palace in 

as shown in 

dated to 1st 

central court yard altar in the middle are similar to the 
millennium 
plan for 

structure as provided in the Västu texts 5, confirming 
ideas separated in and space. 
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place of of the or gräma was a col1ection 
devata presiding over each house was västospati. Among the many names 

are grham, gayah, pastyam, duronam, duryah, damah, okah, yonih, dhäman, l1iveSanam, 
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...~ 
~~ PILIPINJA ~ 

~~Jf~'--~__~__~____~__~__~__~__~__~~~ 
ROGA AHI 

... 
SOSA 

ASURA 

VARU~A 

PITARAH 

SOMA BMUJAGA ADITI Dm AGNI 

JAYANTA 

IHDRA 

SAlYA 

ANTAR­
IK~ 

YAtdA B~HAl- VITAlHA PUSAN ANILA 
K~TA • 

ARYAtdAN 

to Vastu tex1:sFigure 5. Plan for a sacred structure or 

sarman, sadanam, 
and so 00. From a 
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roof was chardis (RV 6.15.3); a mansion 

JUF;F,v,n" that it 
mOllc3ltes that 

Säyana took the description in 7.55.6 to 
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of so many rlitTPrpnt names a variety offor a 

many women, and even a 
complex, together 

an open 

was 
at 

form was similar to the recommended 
(palace). 

the description dwelling, we look at RV 

RGVEDA 7.55 

Evil-dispelling Västospati, who takes every form, 
be an friend to uso (1) 

o shining son of 

which gleam like points in your mouth when you bite. Go to sleep. 


Saram~i's son, retrace your way: bark at the robber and the 
you singers? Why do you us?Go (3) 

against the boar, and 

at Why doyou 


Sieep 
Sieep all 

He who walks, who sees 
we c10sely their eyes; so we shut this house (6) 

The 	 horned bull, up from the 
by his strength we lu 11 and make the peop le 

In the 	 court or stretched 
we lull to sleep. (8) 

to a house wh ich is substantial, severa1 reside 

scente:a women, these, one and 

One mayaiso at quest ion of the residence from the point view of complexity. 
Vedic society has many specialized as from the Yajurveda the 
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professions ean 
eharacterized by 

hymns from the Atharvaveda, there is a to the house as a bu ilding. A V 3. 
a meant to accompany construction of whereas concerns the 

tlle structure buHt for the to the priest. latter hymn 
who are not with the actual ",..""ru'<> 

to be the nrnTnn"np 

ATHARVAVEDA TO THE HOUSE Consecration); Brahman 

Here I fix my house prosperity. My we 
approach you, 0 he>r'"",,,.Ei heroes. (1) 

on this o House. Posse:ss€~d and of sweet 
(2) 

With your Jofty roof, 0 and your clean barn, you are a sanctuary for everything. 
there come to you the evening the calf and (3) 

the mansion, OUf 

you, robed in grass, be 
the devas: 

on the post, 0 bearn (vamsa), with due 
not those who in the house 

sons. 

the 

(6) 

the to it 

the streams 
Let what has offered preserve 

I 
(9) 

water; from disease, OI::i,ea:se-ue:Hf()V I enter 

13 



2005 


structure has been presented to a as 
reward. 

supports, and the connections 

rieh in all treasures, the fetter knot which has fastened upon 
as Brihaspati (undid) Bala. (2) 

builder) we 
parts as the 

Fmm yom bearns, and bindings, and frorn yom (0 
we unfasten the (4) 

hanging vessels which were set up for enjoyrnent we 
propitious to us, 0 Lady when you are set (6) 

You are an a fire--altar morn, seat for the ladies, seat 
House. (7) 

out upon crown, H"~'L"'L,""U down 

you were 

to hirn in the world, firrnly ornarnented, we by 
Iirnb, joint by joint. (10) 

He built you, 0 together your tirnbers, 
you, 0 house, for his nr"cr,,·n,: 

We pay hornage to hirn (the builder); hornage to house; 
to flowing Agni; and to Lord 

YOti cover within the in births, 111 and 
your 

house, 
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Wrapped in grass, 
night, erected you stand 

in reeds, house, 
the earth, like a ""~;-~I"'IJU'U 

like 

The part you was covered with mats 
Varuna, may Mitra uncover in the (J 8) 

I 

house 
protect the 

with mantra, buHt by seers -­ may Indra 
the seat Soma. (19) 

Agni, 

A nest 
whom (20) 

a a man IS 

Built with two six 
Agni rests as if 

in house with 
the womb. (21) 

with 

towards you 
facing the west 

waters, 
in company with 

U,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, destructive of 
(23) 

the 

upon us; m()uQ'n 
wherewe 

you a 

to '-'«'Al,""'" of the house. to the are 

From southern homage to the house ... (26) 

From western quarter, to .. (27) 

From the northern quarter, homage to the house ... 

From the quarter, homage to the house ... (29) 

From upward quarter, to the house ... (30) 

ofthe 

15 



Migration & DifjuJion, Vol. 6, IJJlle Number 23, 2005 

The Goddess 

There is continuity in the worship of the goddess that goes back to the Harappan times and even 
earlier in the older rock art that has been found at many places in Ind ia.7 The next few figures give 
examples ofthe goddess theme in the third millennium India. 

Figure 6. Two sides of a molded tablet showing the goddess battling tiger-demons and kill ing the 
buffalo demon as "Pasupati" looks on (Harappa) 
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Figure 7. HerolHeroine and the beasts (Mohenjo-Daro) 

Figure 8. A cylinder seal from Kalibangan showing the goddess doing battle 

Prom these representations to the images of the Mallrya and the SlInga periods represents a 
transformation whose details are not known. lt is noteworthy that Indian themes are seen 
sometimes in the expatriate communities of Indian artisans and craftsmen before their attested 
forms within India, pointing to the work that remains to be done within India. 

We do not have evidence showing how worship was performed in the Harappan archaeological 
period. But we have reference to images that were apparently worshiped in the AstädhyayT of 
Panini, the great grammarian of the 5th/4th century Be. lts terse sutras are written in a technical 
language in which changes would alter meaning, and its commentaries are attested back to the 4th 
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From this text we 

other things we are told that a toy horse is called n~,,/'I""/'I 
with the asvaka in Asvamedha did not sloop 

but an arca of Siva (Rudra of 
mentions Siva and deities. There 

We are also told that some could be 
arca was not and that 

by 

Patafijali H ....'HU"JH were called fJr{;rsa/las Satapatha 
late in the in the 

which was the 

is fiJrther evidence from Mahabharata is relevant Although it is 
of 400 BC-400 and Ramayana is assigned 200 BC-200 

to date it much 

it was 
Bharata. It was 

as the Mahäbhärata 

of its times. One 
during 400 BC to 

..""",,ne,n and 
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Next is the matter ofthe unicorn ofthe Harappan iconography, which is a composite animal whose 
nec k and sn out resemble those of the horse or camel, while the legs are equine. The body and the 
tail are that of the bul1. The Mahäbhärata speaks of the unicorn, which points to further continuity 
with the Harappan period. The Puränas call Visnu and Siva by the name of Ekasrnga, the "one­
horned one." The Siinti-Parva (chapter 343) of the Mahäbhärata speaks of the one-tusked boar 
(Varäha) who saves the earth as Visnu's incarnation. Here Varäha is described as being triple­
humped, a figure that we see in the Harappan iconography. In so me engravings, the Harappan 
unicorn's horn appears to be coming out from a side. In the Sanskrit texts, we have the figure of 
Sankukarna, "one whose ear is like a nail." The Mahäbhärata (Vana Parva) informs that there is a 
temple to Siva in the name of Sankukarna Mahiideva at the point where the river Sindhu meets the 
sea. 

The Matsya Puräna teIls us that this Varäha is the same as the Vrsakapi of the Rgveda. The 
lexicographer Amarasimha asserts that Vrsakapi represents both Visnu and Siva. 

Varäha, the heavenly boar-unicorn, is described in the Puränas as having muscular, round and long 
shoulders, a high waist, and shape of a buH. The different parts of this an imal are pictured as 
representing the Vedas, the altar and so on. lt has been suggested that 
Varäha originally meant this composite unicorn and it was on ly later that the meaning was 
transferred to timt of boar. 

Continuity and Evolution 

The continuity between Harappan reliefs and the Buddhist art, as well as between the Pasupati form 
of Siva in Harappa and its representation in later Yoga systems was noted by Kramrisch9 and other 
scholars. But there is continuity in the concern with repetition and infinite extension that goes back 
to the much earlier rock art (Figure 9). 

Figure 9. Tesselations in ancient Indian rock art 
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Vatsyayan has described seven 

to 

2. 

3. 	 the purusa is the niibhi (navel) or 
brings together 


(vyakta). 


4. 	 The bindu (point or as the reference, or metaphorical 
shapes, notions of time and space are am)reltleUIC1t!l(1. 

5. 	 The sünya (void) as a symbol of fullness and nature 
arises rüpa (form) and the beyond form (parirüpa). 

6. 	 The equivalence of sünya with pürna. The 

7. 	 The relationship of the subject to the ",.",,,,hf'" TtU""',u,h 

illumination, tejas, sürya and cit. is 
which brings us back to the bindu ofthe bIja. 

in India prior to 500 BC. Written characters are ""'''''''",c"",''' 
Chändogya and the Upanisad, and the to 
"PT''''''''>n the various consonant classes. The voluminous Vedic texts also 

"'/'''';<I'U''''. Rgveda 10.71.4 says: 
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uta tvah päsyan na dadarSa vacam uta tvah na srnoty enam 

man has never seen Väk, he sees; one man has hearing but has never heard her. 

Since is personified speech, it su~;gests Another verse (R V 
mentions cows being by the '"8". The (19.72) taking 

out of a chest (ko,sa), and althougb It may be a metaphor knowledge coming out 
it equally have meant in a sense. 

traditional 
a few 

and early 1sI 

Furthermore, currently ac(:eptea 
as mightiest of the age with its course 

the Vedas are definitely prior to date. It is also significant that 
drying up of the Sarasvati as a recent event 

the Vedas to the period ofthe use ofthe Indus 
the Harappan to the 

Even if one the India, the period of the Rgveda 
corresponds to the later that the Indus to 

used to write as 
to rPn,rp"pnt 

are many the nature of the Indus scrip!. The main difficulty 
"proving" any decipherment IS that the texts are very short. 

Some historians believe that Brahrni IS derived 
there are .n1".",,...,,. 

there 

Indus and Brahmi connections become evident when one considers 
of the two In a of articles 12 in Cryptologia, I 

similarity in form, for and 
and probability that they arose 

Since the technical arguments related to the 
scope article, let me only t'l-'r,rn,rh 

and 
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1. Ten COIllrnon 

24.1 

Notice in both are the 
",,,,... ,,.,.,,, in the ten signs is 7; the probability of this happening by 

sign is 

by a statistical 


sideways. 


Semitic scripts, 
names were were prominent 

the Vedic the Ugaritics, a 
have 33 gods. More importantly, 

as epithet for in the Rigveda 
3 1,3.5,4.5,4.7,4.58,5.1, 7.8,9.75,10.11; lJnnllJnm 

. yahvasya in R V 
the powerful Mitanni kingdom of 

first millennia 

The temple (devalaya) is the house for the 
homological to a 

purusa, 
to Sarngadeva, composition is endowed by the eyes, hands, 
must have balance hpl'u/f'pn opposites: symmetry asymmetry, movement and 
and 

http:7.8,9.75,10.11
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Thc garbhagrha, which is typically a dark, 
the priest is to enter the 

community. 

In the (miirti) of the """"".""',,, 
such it is the (kosa) and 

seen eithcr as nrn,,,p,>" 

the to thc 

tradition falls into two broad categories,14 the and 
the earlier tradition traced back to the middle centuries of the 
texts speak of a hybrid called Vesara, 

hybridicty. 

an 

fJnl'nnnUlf7na is enclosed by a superstructure, and the nature of 
Nagara the type. The 

enclosed bya curved spire (sikhara), Dravida temple has a tiered pyramid form 
is called the temple is the 

names of certain as in 
lder, uru= thigh, tnJ':J(1nn lower leg. 

of yoga are to the up vertical axis of the 
temple and it is marked by corresponding 

has a stone or brick of a H,nAn~'fi 
it is too difficult or expensive to construct a stone or it may be 

wood or any available material. The behind use of in the image of wood 
the for thc house --, is to project that the wooden, 

nature of the conception is to find in the much more 
transcendent of divinity is given 

to 
recursion is 

grammar 
sees these 
the body of 
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Movement is also expressed by increasingly concrete representation of an image, from niskala to 
sakala. To illustrate the last idea, the emanations of Siva are in the form of a formless linga as the 
axis of materiality and consciousness (niskala), to the intermediate niskala-sakala mukha-linga 
which has faces in cardinal directions (Sadäsiva), to the sakala Mahesa (the anthropomorphic 
Siva). 

There are also other variations: Siva with one face and two hands, or with four hands; Siva with 
four, five, eight, or twelve faces; Siva with bull, lion, or elephant; Siva and ParvatT; ArdhnärIsvara, 
Harihara, Daksinämürti, and Aja-Ekapad. The faces emerging out of the plain linga, along the 
cardinal directions, are tbose of adyojäta, Aghora, Tatpurusa, and Vämadeva. or MaheSa, the 
corresponding emanations are Siva, Visnu, Sürya, and Brahrnä. 

Siva inheres in himself all contradictions, just as is the case with our reality. He grants wealth and 
prosperity but is hirnself clad in elephant hide and he is a beggar; he is personification of 
asceticism, yet half of his body is that of his consort. Siva manifests in different forms: as visva­
rüpa or the universe, as linga-sarira in the hearts of beings, and as the omnipresent antar-ätman in 
the heart of alJ beings . 

Siva is also known as Mahesvara, the great Lord, Mahädeva, the great God, and Mrtyunjaya, 
conqueror of death. He is the spouse of Sakti, the Goddess. His usual mantra is om namah siväya. 
He is a yogin. When symbolized as the Sun at dawn in conjunction with the moon, he is shown 
with matted locks with the crescent moon, from which streams the river Ganga, symbolic of the 
Milky Way. He is smeared with ash, symbolizing all that remains at the dissolution of the universe. 
This dissolution occurs when his third eye opens, which refers to one' s symbolic death and renewal 
with the realization of one's consciousness, which is Siva. His right hand shows the mudrä 
dispelling fear, while in his left he holds the trident, symbol of the three worlds, on which is bound 
the damaru. 

Visnu is most famous for trivikram, the three steps that measure out the universe. These three steps 
represent the order in change (vikrama) that binds the three worlds of the outer, the inner, and the 
elements. Visnu is God in its moral embodiment, represented by word and form, whereas Siva is 
the inner core of reality. Visnu is the universe, Siva is its axis. 

The dichotomy of the phenomenal world may be seen through the lens of ongoing change 
associated with Nature, or prakrti. According to the Tantras, transcendent reality manifests itself in 

....._-'--'--_ to the pair Siva and Sakti. Siva, paradoxically, is the cause ofbondage; Sakti the force of liberation. 
The Goddess is the life force of the universe. She is represented by the vowel "I" in Siva' s name; 
without it Siva is Sava, a dead body. 

In Siva temples, the lingam is generally placed before an image of his vehicle (vähana) Nandi the 
buH. 

Ritual and Transformation 

The temple ritual is meant for self-transformation. In its most iconic form it is the Vedic sacrifice, 
which is the hallmark of sacred theatre. But this theatre need not be done externally, and it may 
also be performed through mediation. 
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the jcon), dhyana (meditation). upacära 
the murti is done in 16 

washing feet), 

temple is seat 
the place where connects is 

seat for dance. 

ninth century Siva temple at Prambanan in Java. 

In dance, the and the larger karanas. This is in 
accord with the repetition and en largement in the temple architecture. 

article began by the error in the 
which has misled generations of art 

ofthe long been 
deal whh the 1-",",1"\(',"'Or-.l that is established in 

artic\e further 
filled in the gap in 
<:1 .." ..1"11"',,<: in northwest 

"1I1",n.'", related to 
temple form. We explored 
iconography to fundamental Vedic ideas 
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