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Shravana Belgola
Hills Viewed from a Distance
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Shravana Belgola is a place of Jain pilgrimage in the southern Indian state of Karnataka. Presenting a dramatic view in
the landscape, it consists of two hills and the town between them. The larger hill, called Indragiri, Vindhyagiri, or
Dodda Betta (“big hill” in the Kannada language), is home to the colossal statue for which the place is best known. Most
prominent on the smaller hill, which is known as Chandragiri or Chikka Betta (“little hill”), is a cluster of temples built
by pilgrims between the 9th and 12th centuries. The place name derives from the word shramana (“striver”), in
reference to the monks and nuns who have performed acts of austerity there. Belgola, from bili-kola, Kannada for “white
pond”, may refer to the body of water between the two hills, which in the 18th century was made into a large tank.

Shravana Belgola
Indragiri (large hill) viewed from Chandragiri (small hill)
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Shravana Belgola
Chandragiri (small hill) viewed from Indragiri (large hill)
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Bahubali (Gommateshvara), on Indragiri (large hill)
Date: Late 10th Century. Height of Sculpture: 58 ft. 8 in.
Standing 58 feet, 8 inches in height, Bahubali towers over
pilgrims who have reached the summit of Indragiri, the large
hill at Shravana Belgola. Locally called Gommateshvara, the
statue, with its commanding presence, strikes awe in
devotees and tourists alike. Commissioned in the late tenth
century (ca. 980s C.E.) by a military general named
Chamundaraya, the monolithic sculpture was carved directly
from the granite hill. At that time, it was not surrounded by
the buildings we see today; later patrons, wanting to make
their own contribution to the powerful place, sponsored the
construction and elaboration of the structures that frame the
space of the monolith and create its courtyard.
Bahubali, though not one of the twenty-four Jinas, is an
enlightened being revered by Jains. A son of the first Jina,
Adinatha, he renounced the world after fighting with his halfbrother, Bharata, over his share of their father’s kingdom.
Though victorious, Bahubali suddenly realized the futility of
material attachments and handed the kingdom over to
Bharata. Giving up all worldly possessions, including
clothing, he retreated to the forest and assumed the posture
known as “abandoning the body” (kayotsarga), standing
perfectly straight with arms hanging to his sides. Focused in
meditation and detached from bodily discomforts, he stayed
in the same position for such a long time that vines grew
around his limbs and anthills formed at his feet. When all
concerns for material and social life had left his mind, he
gained omniscience, becoming a kevalin, one who has
attained kevala-jnana or absolute knowledge.
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Bahubali (Gommateshvara)
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As one who has achieved omniscience, Bahubali is marked by signs of an enlightened being. Like a Jina
or a Buddha, he has elongated earlobes and his hair is a series of snail-shell curls. He gazes ahead with
equanimity, his calm state of mind triumphing over worldly attachments. The face of this image of
Bahubali has been widely admired for its beauty. Its unknown sculptors managed to give a quality of
softness to the granite (among the hardest of stones), and each elegantly arched eyebrow resembles the
shape of bow, an ideal described in ancient treatises on art-making.

Bahubali (Gommateshvara)
Inscriptions in Kannada, Marathi, and Tamil
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At the base of the sculpture are the serpent-inhabited termite mounds (popularly known as anthills) that
formed at Bahubali’s feet during his time meditating in the forest. Inscriptions in multiple languages and
scripts attest to the regional and linguistic diversity of pilgrims who for centuries have made the journey to
Shravana Belgola. In the photograph on the right, an inscription in Kannada, the language of Karnataka, is
engraved to the right of the vines. To the left of the same pair of vines is an inscription in Marathi, the
language of Maharashtra, located to the northwest. A Tamil inscription seen in the detail on the left (upper
two lines) speaks to visitors from Tamil Nadu, to the southeast. The pilgrims from these far-flung regions
come to pay homage to Bahubali and the ideal of worldly detachment that he embodies.

Bahubali
(Gommateshvara)
Length of Arms: 30 feet
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The vines that emerge from the ground behind the anthills seen in the
previous photographs clung to Bahubali as they grew, encircling first his legs
then his arms, as if he were a tree in the forest. For this ascetic who has given
up all clothing and jewelry, the curling stems and delicate leaves of the vines
provide a kind of bodily adornment, adding visual interest to the image. The
engineering skill involved in the sculpture’s design is especially evident in each
thirty-foot arm: Separated from the central mass of the body except at the
shoulder, hand, and a small strut that connects the vine below each elbow to
each respective hip, the enormous limbs have remained intact for over a
thousand years, their weight balanced as perfectly as Bahubali himself.

Chamundaraya Basadi
On Chandragiri (small hill). Late 10th century.
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Chandragiri, the hill opposite Bahubali, is home to a group of temples enshrining Jinas, the liberated beings
whose teachings form the core values of the Jain traditions. The Chamundaraya Basadi (temple) on Chandragiri
was named for the same general who sponsored the carving of the colossal image of Bahubali on the opposite
hill at Shravana Belgola. Chamundaraya may also have contributed to the construction of this temple, although
an inscription on the upper level that names his son, Jinadevana, suggests that he was not the only patron. The
temple dates to the late tenth century and exemplifies the architectural style of Gangavadi, land of the Ganga
dynasty that ruled the region between the mid-fourth and mid-eleventh centuries.

Chamundaraya Basadi
Tower with miniature architectural forms

Detail, kuta

Detail, shala
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The most distinctive and sculptural part of the Chamundaraya Basadi is its tower.
Viewed here from the southern side, it epitomizes the Dravida mode of temple
architecture, which has prevailed in southern India since the seventh century. Like the
towers of other Dravida temples, it consists of a series of miniaturized architectural
forms, arranged horizontally in tiers. The square-based kutas, barrel-vaulted shalas,
and arched panjaras represent different types of buildings, visually and conceptually
sheltering the beings venerated within the temple.

Detail, panjara, side view

Detail,
panjara,
front
view

Chamundaraya Basadi Tower
Seated
AIIS 012902
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Jinas, Devotees, Yalis, and Kirtimukhas

Detail, kirtimukha

Detail, yalis

Looking more closely at the tower of the Chamudaraya Basadi, a plethora of delightful sculptural details comes
into view. Interspersed within the dominant architectural framework are Jinas seated in meditation and celestial
beings, both male and female, who attentively turn to the Jinas they revere. We also see mythical animals that
serve to protect the temple, their fierce, bulging eyes guarding against any potential harm: Pairs of horned yalis
emerge from the base of each tier and lion-like kirtimukhas crown the pinnacles of arches.

Chamundaraya Basadi Tower
Jina beneath shrine image and drain for rain water

Detail, drain
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A Jina sits peacefully beneath a sumptuously adorned, barrel-vaulted shala. Sheltered by this miniaturized
building, he is further enshrined by the image of the temple carved into the arch at the center of its roof. The Jina’s
central position expresses his importance: While he faces directly forward, the heavenly figures to either side turn
toward him in reverence. Meanwhile, rearing yalis protect the Jina, guarding the space under the shala’s roof.
At the lower right of the photograph we see a practical insertion into the row of paired yalis: A stone drain to release
rain water from the roof of the building.
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Chamundaraya Basadi Tower
Jina, Elephant, and Yaksha

Detail, yaksha

In this part of the tower we see another Jina, sheltered by a kuta, a charmingly lazy elephant, and a pot-bellied
yaksha, sheltered by another kuta form. Yakshas are minor divinities associated with wealth, nature, and
fertility, and their corpulent physique emphasizes the abundance with which they are connected. The objects
they hold also reinforce the idea of abundance, fertility and wealth; although the attributes of this yaksha have
eroded over time, it is likely that he held a fruit and a lotus, as other yakshas from this region and time period
commonly do. While Jinas are detached from the world and venerated for the ideals they embody, yakshas and
their female counterparts, yakshis, may be worshipped for material gain and good fortune.

Chamundaraya Basadi Tower
Hamsas beneath cornice
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Below the overhanging cornice at the tower’s base, almost hidden from view, is a row of geese (hamsas).
Expressively turning toward one another, some with their bills open as if in conversation, they support the
massive superstructure, holding it aloft. Geese feature importantly in South Asian cultural beliefs and are
associated with wisdom, purity, and other noble values. Because they can move seamlessly between the realms of
land, air, and water, they sometimes represent the transcendence of the soul from worldly existence, an ideal
shared by Jain, Hindu, and Buddhist traditions. On this temple, they occupy the space between the earthly and
the heavenly, marking the transition from the solid, earth-bound walls to the exuberantly soaring tower.

Chandragupta Basadi
Ca. 9th century
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The oldest temple on Chadragiri, the small hill at Shravana Belgola, is known as the Chandragupta Basadi. It is
named for the emperor Chandragupta Maurya, who ruled from northern India at the turn of the third century
B.C.E. and by legend followed a Jain monk, named Bhadrabahu, to Shravana Belgola. The temple, however,
probably dates to the ninth century C.E. It is also the smallest temple on Chandragiri, though it accommodates
three shrines, two of which are marked by small towers. Later structures closely surround the temple today, as
the photograph shows, but when the temple was first built it would have stood alone. The architectural drawing,
made in the early twentieth century, provides an uninterrupted view of the temple’s northern side, helping us to
imagine what visitors may have seen centuries ago, before another temple was constructed just feet away.

Narrative Screens in Chandragupta Basadi, 12th century
Story of emperor Chandragupta and monk Bhadrabahu

AIIS 015786
© American Institute of Indian Studies

AIIS 015785
© American Institute of Indian Studies

Within the entryway to the Chandragupta Basadi, on either side of its door, are two minutely sculpted stone
screens depicting episodes from the story of Bhadrabahu’s migration to southern India with Chandragupta
Maurya. The screens were made in the early twelfth century by an artist named Dasoja, who left his signature on
the screen to the right of the door. Dasoja lived in the early twelfth century, more than two hundred years after
the Chandragupta Basadi was constructed. The addition of the screens during his lifetime attests to the
continued ritual use and importance of the temple over a long period of time.

Narrative Screens in Chandragupta Basadi
Signed by sculptor Dasoja
AIIS 015785, detail
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In this detail from the screen to the right of
the doorway, we can see the signature of the
artist, Dasoja, in the narrow space between
the two voids.
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This detail from the screen to the left of the
doorway shows one of the rituals involved in
becoming a Jain monastic: On the left, we
see two nuns pulling out their hair as two
other women look on. Both monks and
nuns must pull out their hair upon entering
the monastic order, as an act of austerity
and renunciation. The scene on the right
depicts four Jain monks. Because Shravana
Belgola is associated with the Digambara
order, the monks wear no clothes. Having
renounced all worldly possessions, their
only clothing (ambara) is the sky (dig-).

Chandragupta Basadi, Sarvahna Yaksha
A splendid yaksha stands inside the antechamber of
the Chandragupta Basadi. Dating to the ninth or
early tenth century, the sculpture was probably
carved around the same time that the temple was
built. The yaksha is identified as Sarvahna, the
protector of the Jina Neminatha but also an
important object of devotion in his own right. In his
left hand (viewer’s right) he holds a fruit, which
signals his connection to fertility and abundance (a
function of all yakshas). His right hand makes the
gesture of reassurance (abhaya mudra), protecting
devotees from harm. His fleshy body is adorned with
jewelry and clothing replete with detail; if we look
closely we can see a protective kirtimukha in his belt
and a seated Jina in his headdress.

Detail, kirtimukha in belt
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Detail, seated Jina in
headdress

Parshvanatha Basadi
Parshvanatha

Image enshrined within the temple
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Another prominent temple on Chandragiri is dedicated to the twenty-third Jina, Parshvanatha. Known as the
Parshvanatha Basadi, it appears to date to the eleventh century, when temples in the region commonly featured
prominent architectural imagery on their exterior walls. (The ornamental discs along the roofline are a later
addition of the seventeenth or eighteenth century.) The stone devotional image enshrined in the temple belongs to
the same period as the temple and is notable for its size: It stands at a height of 5.16 meters, or nearly 17 feet.
Although many Jinas look alike, with their elongated earlobes, snailshell curls, and calm facial expressions
marking them as enlightened beings, Parshvanatha is immediately recognizable by the seven-headed serpent
behind his head. In the story of the Jina’s life, this snake, named Dharanendra, sheltered the meditating
Parshvanatha from the onslaught of his spiteful adversary, Kamatha. Protected by the great serpent, Parshvanatha
eventually achieved omniscience.

Manastambha near Parshvanatha Basadi
“Pride Pillar”, ca. late 17th – early 18th century

Near the entrance to the Parshvanatha Basadi is
a soaring pillar placed on a pedestal and capped
with a small pavilion containing four standing
Jina images. Such pillars, called manastambhas,
commonly stand in front of Digambara Jain
temples in southern India and recall the type of
assembly hall from which each Jina delivers his
teachings, facing all directions simultaneously.
Translating literally to “pride pillar,” a
manastambha is intended to humble the visitor,
who loses all pride as he or she remembers the
Jina’s teachings upon viewing the impressive
monument.
This manastambha is a later addition to the
temple; while the Parshvanatha Basadi was
constructed around the eleventh century, its
monumental pillar was set up in the late
seventeenth or early eighteenth century.
Although its patron is unknown, its presence
attests to the continued ritual life of the temples
on Chandragiri long after their construction.
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Manastambha base: Goddess Padmavati

The base of the manastambha in front of the
Parshvanatha Basadi is adorned with relief sculptures
depicting different deities. On one side is Padmavati, the
yakshi protector of Parshvanatha. As consort of
Dharanendra – who is at once the serpent who protected
Parshvanatha during his meditations and the Jina’s
yaksha – Padmavati is marked by a multiheaded serpent
rising above her crown. Padmavati is also an important
goddess in her own right, particularly among Digambara
Jains in Karnataka. In this image she has four arms,
marked by attributes common to her iconography: She
holds a noose and lotus in her upper hands, while one of
her lower hands holds a fruit and the other makes the
gesture of reassurance. Her vehicle, a composite animal
that is part snake and part rooster, is carved in low relief
into her pedestal.

Detail, composite
snake-rooster vehicle
AIIS 015780
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Akkana Basadi
Temple in town sponsored by Achiyakka, wife of a government official,
1181 C.E.
The Akkana Basadi, another temple to
Parshvanatha, stands at the northern
end of the town that lies between
Shravana Belgola’s two sacred hills. An
inscription tells us that it was built in
1181 C.E. by a woman named
Achiyakka, whose husband was a
minister in the royal court of the ruling
Hoysala dynasty. During the Hoysala
period (ca. 11th – mid-14th centuries),
women from elite social classes
commonly sponsored the construction of
temples and made donations to support
their ritual activities.
Like many temples of this period, the
walls of the Akkana Basadi are elegantly
staggered, with a central projection on
each side corresponding to the space of
the sanctum within. The outlines of the
tower follow the contours of the walls
below, providing visual unity to the
overall design.

AIIS 013577
© American Institute of Indian Studies

Akkana Basadi, Tower with Jinas
AIIS 013583
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Detail, seated Jina with
attendants, yaksha, and yakshi;
kirtimukha above

Like the earlier Chamundaraya Basadi, the most sculptural part of the Akkana Basadi is its tower. Seated Jinas
adorn the central projection of each tier, vertically uniting the separate levels. Except in the narrow uppermost
level, each Jina is flanked by attendants holding flywhisks, and a yaksha and yakshi sit to either side. A
kirtimukha crowns the composition, bringing additional protection to each group and the temple as a whole.

19th-Century Drawing of Temples at Shravana Belgola, Chandragiri
From Chamundaraya, who commissioned the colossal Bahubali in the 980s, to Achiyakka, who built her temple
two hundred years later, to the sponsors of the manastambha and other additions to the Parshvanatha Basadi at
the turn of the eighteenth century, Jain patrons have been drawn to Shravana Belgola for more than one thousand
years. Pilgrims have been traveling there for just as long, climbing the two hills and visiting the temples and
monastery between them in order to participate in the devotional life of this important place. From at least the
nineteenth century onward, Shravana Belgola has also been a destination for tourists and scholars with an interest
in its sculptures, architecture, and history. This drawing of temples on Chandragiri was made for the first major
book on Indian architecture, published in London in 1876. The structures it illustrates are still recognizable today,
but the artist has altered the tower of the Chamundaraya Basadi, transforming the shape of the cupola’s base from
a square to a circular form. Though the view is somewhat modified, this illustration provided a glimpse of Shravana
Belgola to readers who had never been to India.

Manastambha near
Parshvanatha Basadi

Chamundaraya Basadi

Illustration 149 from James Fergusson’s History of Indian and Eastern
Architecture (London: John Murray, 1876; reprint 1891)
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