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ABSTRACT: This Paper discusses important 

archaeological contributions to the 

understanding of various aspects of religion 

with special reference to the temple sites of 

Varanasi and Mathura and Andhra region. 

Unlike the dominant view, I would argue for 

multiple identities of sacred places and 

negotiations among these. The paper concludes 

that religious space represents an amalgamation 

of local superstitions, cultic practices and 

Puranic traditions, their negotiations and 

contestations; which resulted in gradual 

absorption of many of these into the religious 

umbrella of Puranic traditions.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Archaeology of Religion explores a 

wide range of religious practices and ideas 

through investigations of excavated religious 

structures, inscriptions, manuscripts, art, and 

other cultural artefacts. This paper investigates 

archaeological manifestations of religion 

focusing on the continuity of the sites. In 

addition to the ‘main’ religions, material 

contexts for specific local and regional beliefs 

as well as traditions will also be taken into 

account. The interpretation of archaeological 

remains can contribute to an understanding of a 

variety of themes in the study of religions, 

including :architecture of shrines, iconography 

of religious imagery, establishment of monastic 

institutions, rituals of sacrifice, offerings,  

veneration of relics and other ‘cultic’ practices, 

production and preservation of manuscripts by 

religious literary cultures, religious patronage 

by various social groups, patterns of pilgrimage 

and religious circulation etc. 

 

II. TEMPLE SITES OF VARANASI 
Textual sources give a linear and 

homogenised version of religious processes 

whereas these are multi-layered, surviving over 

temporality of contextual spatial dimension. 

Co-existence of a variety of beliefs and 

traditions has also been seen in major 

archaeological sites. Bakker’s article provides 

valuable archaeological evidences for 

construction, alteration, destruction, 

reconstruction and modification in utilisation of 

sacred and religious architecture of Varanasi. 

He makes it very clear how landscape can be 

used in understanding various dimensions of 

religious practices. 

 
Bakker is making two claims in the 

article, first the city of Varanasi was having 

two religious dimensions; one sacred, religious 

and other trance-mundane. Earliest religious 

tradition has been confirmed as Saivite 

(Pasupat) from the seals belonging to early 

centuries of the Christian era. This has been 

corroborated by the testimony of Chinese 

traveller Xuan Zang in the 7th century, 

describing the people as non believers (in 

Buddhism), worshipping Mahesvara and the 

city having Deva temples.1 

                                                 
1 Quoted in Hans Bakker, Construction and 

Reconstruction of Sacred Space in Varanasi, 

Numen, vol. 43, no. 1, January 1996,pp.35 from S. 

Beal (tr.),Si-Yu-Ki. Buddhist Records Of The 

Western World. Translated from the Chinese of 

Hieun Tsiang (A.D. 629), Delhi 1969 (reprint of the 

London 1884 edition) vol.2,pp.44f. 
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Secondly, he is arguing for the separate 

development of political and religious spheres 

in case of Varanasi. While there was continuity 

as the city of Avimuktesvara, Gahadvala 

political dimension came later in the 11th and 

12th centuries. Inscriptional sources confirm the 

religious royal ceremonies performed by the 

Gahadvala rulers. The sacred space of Varanasi 

was reconstituted with new religious sites by 

political patronage and ancient Avimuktesvara 

was absent in this development. 

 

Destruction by the Muslim invaders 

and in response, reconstruction by the local 

people led to the change in religious 

nomenclature of Avimuktesvara to Visvesvara 

which ultimately came to be known as 

Visvanatha in the modern times.Organic 

growth ofa temple over the period suggests 

dialogue between the sacred space and its 

surrounding area. The Muslims also contested 

for religious space in the close vicinity of these 

Hindu religious sites. They built a mosque on 

the hill of Visvesvara in the reign of Raziya, 

daughter of Iltutmish. Again it was destroyed in 

the reign of Aurangzeb and further 

reconstruction was done in the 18th century 

with the help of donation given by Ahilyabai 

Holkar. According to Bakker, “This process of 

recreation shows the vitality of sacred space 

which apparently stands all time. Though 

continuously reconstructed in various ways, it 

retains its function and significance as long as 

there are human beings who are willing to 

believe.”2 

 
III. TEMPLE SITES OF ANDHRA 

Talbot’s article provides a different 

perspective for religious transformation and 

patronage in south India. She focuses on 

Geographical sitting of major temples, ratio of 

donations to number of sites,relative 

importance of minor temples in theAndhra 

region. The coastal-inland binary serves as a 

good basis for the understanding of the gifted 

items and the social background of the donor. 

                                                 
2
Hans Bakker, Construction and Reconstruction of 

Sacred Space in Varanasi, Numen, vol. 43, no. 1, 

January 1996,pp.44.  

The important aspect of redistribution of 

resources has been highlighted through the 

inscriptional evidences. Temples are ritual 

instruments and their function is 'to web 

individuals and communities into a complicated 

and inconsistent social fabric through time' 

(Meister 2000: 24). 3 According to Talbot, 

exactly the same function was carried out by 

the South Indian Temples. This institution 

incorporated diverse communities as threads in 

the South Indian social fabric. 

 

Religious donations were also made to 

achieve political objectives. Merit dedication as 

well as naming of temples after overlords, were 

some of the ways in which patrons (Nayakas 

and Rajas) of hinterland minor temples 

(recipients of land) upholded vertical politico-

social fabric in their favour. Changes in the 

hinterland economy due to newly developed 

tank irrigation facilities during 12th and 13th 

centuries accelerated this vertical hierarchy due 

to increased revenues and in turn donations to 

the minor temples. The coastal areas had large 

temple complexes with diverse patrons 

(women, merchants and herders). The coastal 

temples had large number of recorded 

donations (mainly livestock). These were 

attracting more donations in comparison to the 

hinterland minor temples. In my opinion, 

moderngeographical boundaries should not be 

used as criteria for distribution pattern of the 

past. Can it really suggest something 

corresponding to those times? Similarly the 

comparisons between Andhra and Tamil 

regions in the light of spatial and temporal 

differences do not seem plausible, sustainable. 

 

IV. TEMPLE SITES OF MATHURA 
Archaeological sources sometimes 

confirm but more often challenge the 

viewpoints based on the interpretation of 

normative texts, which tend to receive greater 

                                                 
3
Quoted in ‘The Apsidal Shrine in Early Hinduism: 

Origins, Cultic Affiliation, Patronage’; Himanshu 

Prabha Ray; World Archaeology, Vol. 36, No. 3, 

The Archaeology of Hinduism (Sep., 2004), pp. 

344. 
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emphasis in the field of religious studies. A 

comparative approach to archaeological sources 

is intended to illuminate many basic aspects of 

religious cultures which deserve more attention. 

Mathura was excavated by Alexander 

Cunningham in the latter half of the 19th 

century and subsequently by the archaeological 

Survey of India in the post independence 

period. It shows association with goddess 

worship, Naga and Yaksha cults, Krishna 

worship, Buddhism and Puranic Hinduism 

which tried to force a ‘homogeneity’ over the 

region. 

The earliest religious practice was the 

worship of cult of goddess as per the 

archaeological findings. Yaksha and their 

female counterpart Yakshis were deities 

associated with natural phenomena (water, 

forests, and fertility). Their textual 

representation as demonic and frightening 

(Sutherland 1992:137ff.) 4  In the dominant 

religious narratives suggests religious 

contestation, confrontation and subsequent 

integration due to their importance in the 

region. Naga (serpent deities) worship also has 

historical and archaeological proofs within the 

region. “Vogel (1908-09) noted that ancient 

Naga images in the Mathura district were being 

worshipped as Dauji or the god 

Baladeva/Balarama and that modern images of 

Balarama which were being manufactured in 

large numbers at Mathura and Brindaban were 

in fact imitations of ancient Naga images. He 

suggested that the plough-wielding, snake-

canopied god Baladeva may have been a Naga 

deity who came to be absorbed into the Krishna 

cult.”5 This process of absorption was a non-

coercive method of the Puranic Hinduism to 

increase its influence and in this way legitimise 

itself.In the story of Krishna subduing the 

Kaliya Naga we can perhaps see an allegorical 

reference to the ultimate victory of 

Vaishnavism over the once very popular Naga 

                                                 
4

Quoted in Cults and Shrines in Early Historical 

Mathura (c. 200 BC-AD 200); Upinder Singh; 

World Archaeology, Vol. 36, No. 3, The 

Archaeology of Hinduism (Sep., 2004), pp. 383. 
5Ibid, pp.385. 

cult.6Thus Krishna cult provided the grounds 

on which brahmanical norms were established 

in the region. 

 

Sonkh excavations reveal two apsidal 

temples in the south-western section. It 

provides evidence of an early historical multi-

temple urban complex and reveals the 

architectural form of the shrines. It also proves 

that Naga and Matrika images were worshipped 

in structural temples, and inference can be 

drawn that many of the images found in and 

around Mathura were similarly enshrined and 

worshipped. 7 While Mat excavations provide 

evidence of a royal shrine (Devakula of the 

Kusana period). Thus, all these evidences 

suggest that complex religious practices were 

followed in the region of Mathura. 

The texts are mainly normative treatises, which 

provide only a very limited interpretation for 

the actions they describe. Moreover, for the 

questions about the relation between the textual 

data and practice the answer has to be sought 

outside the textual sources. Ritual performance 

is a major area in which texts can be 

questioned. 

The archaeological work have not merely 

stimulated new thinking about the early stages 

of religious history but it has also been a factor 

in drawing attention to the roles of built 

structures and art objects in religion. Though 

iconography (the study of content and meaning 

in visual arts) has been better developed among 

art historians, now increased attention is being 

paid to the religious decipherment of the visual 

arts. By contrast, very little has been done in 

the sphere of music, despite the considerable 

role it plays in so many religions. This is a 

further way in which the study of ideas needs to 

be supplemented by the archaeological 

knowledge of the milieu in which they have 

their meaning. 

 

                                                 
6
Ibid, pp. 387. 

7Ibid, pp.392. 
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