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Gavaksha and Pipal-leaf Motifs
Hallmarks of Bhumija Temples

Kumud Kanitkar

Malwa is seen as the homeland of 'Bhumija' mode of temple architecture.
However, this mode was equally prominent in North Western
Maharashtra. Yadava rulers were as fond of Bhumija mode as the Parmaras.’
Factually, Ambarnath Temple, built by Silaharas of North Konkana is the oldest
dated Bhumija temple in Maharashtra (CE 1035-1060).”

The Bhumija mode of temples flourished between 11" and 13" centuries in
present day Maharashtra. Unfortunately, many temples in Maharashtra have lost
their spires.’ In the absence of any remnants in situ or loose fragments lying
around, itis difficult to speculate on the type of the original spire of the temple.

Adam Hardy has analyzed in detail Bhumija temples from an architect's
point of view." He has identified two motifs that he points out as deliberately
chosen by the architects/guilds of architects of medieval times, to be the
'Hallmarks' of Bhumija temples.” Hardy asserts that "it is not usually realized,
since ithaslostits spire, but the Chenna Keshava temple at Belur (CE 1117) builtby
Hoysala Vishnuvardhan, a feudatory of Chalukyas of Kalyani is of Bhumija
mode". He also classifies the Vaishnava temple at Anwa’ near Aurangabad as
Bhumija based on these motifs.

Thus, these motifs, identified by Hardy as hallmarks of Bhumija temples
provide a valuable tool to identify the mode of lost spires in temples of
Maharashtra.

In his book The Temple Architecture of India, in the chapter on 'Temple
Design' Hardy notes that "there is no better hallmark of style, no better indication
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of time and place than the gavaksha." He considers gavakshas in Indian temple
architecture as the detail closest to calligraphy (etymologically, he traces 'style' to
the pen or 'stylus’) and in effect, considers the gavaksha as 'signature’ of the guild
that constructed the temple, the hallmark.”

ArtHistorian Ackerman notes that 'style' is an indispensable historical tool,
more essential to the history of Art than any other historical discipline.” He also
notes that "sometimes an inspired patronage does more than the artist to motivate
a style. The patron proves to be a creative individual who deserves to be called an
artist".” This description fits perfectly with King Bhoja Paramara of Malwa and the
Bhumija style of temple architecture associated with him."

The medieval text on Architecture, Samaranganasutradhara is attributed to
Bhoja and it clearly defines the Bhumija style. Adam Hardy's book Theory and
Practice of Temple Architecture in Medieval India subtitled 'Bhoja's
Samaranganasutradhara and the Bhojpur Line Drawings™ is a critical analysis of
temple architecture in medieval India in general and of Bhumija style in particular.

In this book, Hardy illustrates theory with selected verses from
Samaranganasutradhara. He has analyzed the relevant chapters in terms of their
approach, language (terminology) and regional stylistic affiliation of the
architecture they discuss. Chapter 65 in the Samaranganasutradhara deals with
Bhumija temples. According to Hardy, the chapter stands out for its coherence and
complexity. It does not refer to any venerated older texts for this form. Hardy
surmises that Bhumija form did not evolve gradually, but appears to have been
invented or drawn forth all at once. The text and the built-form were
contemporaneous.

Hardy further notes that some stylistic peculiarities of Bhumija mode seem
to have been deliberately chosen over standard forms and made into hallmarks.”
The architects specialized in this mode seem to have been determined to maintain
a distinctive style. They chose a lesser motif for the gavaksha, (Fig.1a) by passing
the more common ones. Another stylistic hallmark of this tradition is the Pipal-
leaf' or 'moonstone’ motif (Fig.2a). Though not strictly a gavaksha, the motif
belongs to the same family." It is used extensively on the pillar-waist in Bhumija
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temples and also as a miniature niche pediment. Hardy states that "the Pipal-leaf
motif (Fig.2a) on the waists and chests of pillars and pilasters proclaims Bhumija
identity".

Since Ambarnath Temple is the oldest dated Bhumija temple in
Maharashtra (CE 1035-1060), the Hallmark motifs on its different parts are
compared with illustrations in Hardy's books. This motif is ubiquitous on all
temple parts. It appears not only on pillars and pilasters but on the spire as well.
There is a reason for this. The Bhumija spire of Ambarnath temple is not the
standard form that uses rows and columns of miniature shikharas. It has rows and
columns of Kuta-stambhas instead. Since the stambhas bear the motif on their waists
and chests, it was natural that it appear on the stambha component of the Kuta-
stambhas on the shikhara too. What is interesting is the presence of the motif on kuta
components, both on the Bhumija shikhara as well as the ghanta part of the ghanta-
samvaranashikhara on the mandapa. Figures below illustrate the various locations
both inside and outside the Ambarnath temple where the motif appears.

Ambarnath Temple has beautiful friezes of miniature sculptures (images
about 10 inches high) at a height of more than 13 feet inside the mandapa (hall).
Each of these images has the Hallmark miniature niche pediment. Four such
images are illustrated - Fig.3a : Six-armed Vishnu on Garuda from a frieze lining
the antaralasamatalavitana, east face; Fig.3b : Brahma and Mahesh, north face;
Fig.4a : Vishnu as Shridhara, (p-c-g-s), from a frieze on north outer side of the
Karotaka ceiling consisting of vyuhantara forms of Vishnu and Fig.4b : A Shaivite
deity, Rudra(?) from the inner east frieze lining the Karotaka ceiling.

Pediment above image of Karttikeya on jangha (outside wall) (Fig.5a), in the
salilantara between surasundaris (Fig.5b) and pediment of an empty shrine in the
adhishthana (Fig.6) bear the hallmarks.

Pillar waists and pediments on pillars bear the motifs (Figs.7a-7b).
Additionally, since the dravida-karma spire has kuta-stambhas instead of replicas of
spires, these components are also replete with these motifs (Figs.7c-7d).
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Pipal-leaf motif amongst known Bhumija temples in Maharashtra

Similarly, these motifs are documented amongst known Bhumija temples
in Maharashtra (Bhumija spires or parts still extant). There are many such temples:
Anjaneri (Figs.17a-17b,18), Balsane - Temple-1 (Figs.8a-8¢c,9a-9b), Gondeshvar
(Figs.10a-10b), Kokamthan, Jhodge (Figs.11-13), Ratanwadi (Figs.14a-14b, 15-16),
Velapur, Jabreshvar at Phaltan, Harihareshvar at Kudalasangam, Kukadeshvar,
tonamea few. Use of the motif in a few of these templesis illustrated below

Fig.10b : Dwarf outer wall of kakshasana

54 Jhana-Pravaha



= " HAIANAR
BYYRYR -

Figs 17a,17b : As rrumature pedunents _ | Fig.18: On pﬂ]a_r-waist

Research Journal XXI 55



1. Temple-1 at Balsane (~CE 1050-1100)

Temple-1 at Balsane” is tri-garbha, with the main shrine dedicated to Shiva
and the other two to Vishnu and Devi, respectively.” The Pipal-leaf motif appears
on mandapa pillars and dvarashakhas. The spire of Temple-1 at Balsane has the more
traditional bhumi components in the Bhumija shikhara. Shikhara-pratikritis bear the
hallmark gavaksha design, yet the stambhas carry the Pipal-leaf motif (Figs.10a-10b).

2. Gondeshvar at Sinnar (~CE 1100-1150)

At the Gondeshvar Temple at Sinnar,” the Pipal-leaf design is ubiquitous
but shape is more jaded than free form. It appears on pillars, kakshasana platform,
pediments on jangha and porch pillars, but not on the spire, where shikhara-
pratikritis have the hallmark gavaksha design.

3. Manakeshvar at Jhodge (CE 1160)
The spire of Manakeshvar temple at Jhodge ™ is replete with the Pipal-leaf motif
onevery shikhara-pratikriti; the design also appears on mandapa pillars and dvarashakha.

4. Amriteshvar at Ratanwadi

Next, the motif was searched on Bhumija temple of Amriteshvar at
Ratanwadi.” It was found very artistically and consistently chiseled on the porch-
pillars, half-pillars in the mandapa, on shikhara-pratikritis on bhumis of shikhara and
on the lata (gavaksha-jala).

5. Vaishnava Bhumija Temple, Anjaneri

Each one of the above temples, with extant Bhumija shikhara, bears the
Pipal-leaf motif. These examples lend further support to Hardy's observation that
the Pipal-leaf motif was a deliberately chosen hallmark of the Bhumija style.

Temples with Lost Spires
By corollary, if the Pipal-leaf motif is seen on a temple that has lost
its spire, it could be inferred that the temple originally had a Bhumija
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shikhara though it is no longer there. The survey then looks for these
motifs for identifying temples in Maharashtra without extant spires as
having been Bhumija originally.

The motif was found on the following temples that have lost their spire:
Daityasoodan at Lonar (Figs.19a-19b) and Yajneshvar by the lake in the Lonar
crater (Figs.20a-20b), Vishnu Temple at Methi (Fig.21), Balsane Temple-4
(Figs.22a-22b), Balsane Temple-2 (Fig.23), Anwa Shiva (Vishnu) Temple (Figs.24-
26), Kedareshvar at Dharmapuri (Beed) (Figs.27-28), Adinath Basadi at Khidrapur
(Figs.29-30), Lakshmi-Narayana and Mallikarjun temples at Pedgaon,
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Siddheshvar at Akole (Ahmadnagar), Bhavani Temple at Tahakari, Bhuleshvar
Temple at Yavat, Pangaon Vitthal Mandir.” It is not possible to include
photographs of all these temples but these clearly show the presence of the motif.

Fig.21 : Vishnu Temple, Methi
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" Fig.27 - Niche pediment on jangha and Fig.28 : On a loose sculpture panel, both at Kedareshvar, D rm \puri
Shiva Mandirat Anwa

Hardy has already classified the Vaishnava temple at Anwa as being Bhumija on the
basis of pillars in the hall.” The photos below (Figs.24-26) highlight the use of gauaksha motif
ontheadhishthana and asminiatureniche pedimenton thelalata-bimba in thesame temple.
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KedareshvarTempleat Dharmapuri (Beed)

At Adinath Jaina Basadi at Khidrapur, the motif is seen on the jangha wall
and as miniature niche pediment (Figs.29-30).

At Kolhapur, loose sculptures are lying in the compound of the proposed
Chhatrapati Shahu Maharaj Museum. A very delicately carved part of a
dvarashakha, bears this motif (Figs.31-33). Images of Jina on the same prove that it
once belonged to a Jaina basadi.

One can thus logically assume that the original spire of the above
mentioned (at present spire-less) temples was of Bhumija style.

In the process, one sees that architectural style is independent of religious
sects. Itis seen on Shaiva, Vaishnava and Jaina temples.

One also sees that architectural style is independent of dynasties. Temples
in Bhumija style are known to have been built by Paramaras,” Shilaharas,”
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Maurya feudatories of Yadavas™ and even Vikramaditya VI (reign CE 1078-1127)”
Chalukya of Kalyani.

One can see the one-upmanship at play amongst the devotees, trying to
change the main deity enshrined (usurping the shrine in the name of the God,
though iconography clearly indicates otherwise). Shaiva shrine turned into
Krishna shrine,” Vaishnava turned into Shaiva,” Surya shrine turned into Devi
shrine.” Kedareshvar would indicate a Shaiva affiliation but inscription calls it
temple of Narayana.”

A map (Fig.34) shows the distribution of Bhumija temples in Maharashtra
considered for this essay.
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One possible explanation of the Bhumija style appearing at Amabarnath
(CE1035-1060) and at Bhojpur (M.P.) almost simultaneously can be surmised from
the following inscriptions: Inscriptions of Bhoja Paramara® claiming 'Konkana
Vijaya Parva', 'Konkana Grahana Parva' describe the battles Bhoja fought with
enemies to the southwest. The route the armies may have followed can explain the
spread of Bhumija style in Maharashtra (Fig.35).
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It could be that itinerant artists travelled where work was available. Their
loyalty was only to their guild, not to their king nor to their gods (work is
worship?).

In a second essay,” the motif, or rather, the absence of it on parts within a
temple, is used to help identify later additions/modifications to the original
structure.
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