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South Indian Temple Architecture 

The medieval period in Indian history (approximately 6th to 16th centuries) witnessed the 
flourishing of temple architecture, particularly in South India. This era is marked by the 
development of distinct architectural styles that reflect the cultural, religious, and political milieu 
of the time. Among these, the Dravidian style of the Chola dynasty, as well as the architectural 
achievements of the Vijayanagara and Hoysala empires, stand out for their grandeur and 
intricacy. 

Dravidian Style: Chola Temples 

1. Overview of Dravidian Architecture: 

 Geographical and Cultural Context: The Dravidian style of architecture is primarily 
associated with the Tamil-speaking regions of South India. It is characterized by its 
massive gopurams (gateway towers), intricate carvings, and the use of stone as the 
primary material. 

 Influence of the Chola Dynasty: The Chola dynasty (9th to 13th centuries) was 
instrumental in the development and propagation of the Dravidian style. Under their 
patronage, South Indian temple architecture reached its zenith, with a focus on creating 
monumental structures that were both places of worship and symbols of royal power. 

2. Key Features of Chola Temples: 

 Gopurams and Vimana: Chola temples are distinguished by their towering gopurams, 
which serve as the entrance to the temple complex. These are often elaborately decorated 
with sculptures and carvings depicting various deities, mythological scenes, and 
ornamental motifs. The vimana, or the tower above the sanctum (garbhagriha), is another 
defining feature, often capped with a dome-like structure. 

 Mandapas (Pillared Halls): The Chola temples typically feature multiple mandapas, or 
pillared halls, used for various rituals and gatherings. These mandapas are richly adorned 
with sculptures and carvings that showcase the artistic prowess of the period. 

 Sculptural Excellence: The Cholas were known for their exceptional bronze sculptures, 
particularly of Hindu deities like Nataraja (the dancing form of Shiva) and various forms 
of Vishnu and Devi. These sculptures are characterized by their fluidity, grace, and 
intricate detailing. 

3. Notable Chola Temples: 

 Brihadeshwara Temple, Thanjavur: Also known as the Rajarajeswaram or 
Peruvudaiyar Kovil, this temple is a UNESCO World Heritage site and one of the most 
outstanding examples of Chola architecture. Commissioned by Raja Raja Chola I in the 
11th century, the temple features a massive vimana that rises over 60 meters, making it 
one of the tallest of its kind. The temple is also famous for its elaborate frescoes, 
sculptures, and the iconic Nandi statue. 
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 Gangaikonda Cholapuram: Built by Rajendra Chola I, this temple served as the 
imperial capital of the Chola dynasty. It mirrors the architectural grandeur of the 
Brihadeshwara Temple but with a more refined and elegant execution of the Dravidian 
style. 

 Airavatesvara Temple, Darasuram: Another UNESCO World Heritage site, this 
temple is known for its exquisite stone carvings and its unique chariot-shaped mandapa. 
The temple is dedicated to Lord Shiva and showcases the high point of Chola 
craftsmanship. 

Vijayanagara and Hoysala Architecture 

1. Vijayanagara Architecture: 

 Historical Background: The Vijayanagara Empire (14th to 17th centuries) was one of 
the most powerful empires in South India, and its capital, Hampi, became a major center 
of cultural and architectural innovation. 

 Architectural Style: Vijayanagara architecture is a continuation of the Dravidian style, 
but with its own distinct features. The use of large, multi-tiered gopurams, spacious 
courtyards, and ornate mandapas are characteristic of this style. The architecture also 
shows a synthesis of Hindu and Islamic influences, particularly in the decorative 
elements. 

 Notable Structures: 
o Virupaksha Temple, Hampi: One of the oldest functioning temples in India, the 

Virupaksha Temple is the centerpiece of the Hampi complex. The temple's 
towering gopuram, intricate carvings, and the presence of a large temple tank are 
key features of Vijayanagara architecture. 

o Vittala Temple, Hampi: Famous for its stone chariot and musical pillars, the 
Vittala Temple is a testament to the architectural ingenuity of the Vijayanagara 
period. The temple complex is richly decorated with carvings that depict various 
episodes from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and other Hindu texts. 

2. Hoysala Architecture: 

 Historical Background: The Hoysala Empire (11th to 14th centuries) is known for its 
distinctive style of temple architecture, which emerged in the region of present-day 
Karnataka. The Hoysala temples are renowned for their detailed and intricate stonework, 
often in soapstone. 

 Architectural Style: Hoysala temples are typically star-shaped (stellate) in plan, with a 
focus on ornate and elaborate carvings. The temples are smaller in scale compared to 
Chola temples but are distinguished by their complexity and artistic detail. 

 Notable Structures: 
o Chennakesava Temple, Belur: Dedicated to Vishnu, this temple is a prime 

example of Hoysala architecture. The temple features intricate carvings, including 
depictions of various deities, dancers, musicians, and scenes from the epics. The 
star-shaped platform, known as jagati, is a distinctive feature of this temple. 
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o Hoysaleswara Temple, Halebidu: This temple, dedicated to Shiva, is another 
masterpiece of Hoysala architecture. The temple is famous for its detailed friezes, 
which cover the entire structure, depicting mythological scenes, animals, and 
floral patterns. The intricate carvings and the temple's overall layout reflect the 
zenith of Hoysala craftsmanship. 

The medieval period in South India witnessed the rise of temple architecture as a dominant form 
of artistic expression. The Dravidian style of the Cholas, with its monumental temples and 
exquisite sculptures, set a high standard for artistic and architectural achievement. The 
Vijayanagara and Hoysala empires further enriched this tradition, each contributing their unique 
styles and innovations. Together, these architectural marvels not only served as places of 
worship but also as symbols of political power, cultural identity, and artistic excellence, leaving 
an indelible mark on the history of Indian art and architecture. 

Islamic Art and Architecture 

The Islamic art and architecture of the Indian subcontinent, particularly during the Delhi 
Sultanate period (1206-1526), represent a significant chapter in the region’s architectural history. 
This period saw the introduction of Islamic styles, which were shaped by Persian influences and 
adapted to the local context. Key examples from this era include the Qutub Minar and various 
tombs, which illustrate the blend of Persian aesthetics with Indian architectural traditions. 

Delhi Sultanate: Key Monuments 

1. Qutub Minar: 

 Historical Context: The Qutub Minar is one of the most iconic structures from the Delhi 
Sultanate period. Commissioned by Qutb-ud-din Aibak, the first ruler of the Mamluk 
dynasty (1206-1210), and completed by his successors, this minaret was part of a grand 
mosque complex known as the Qutub Complex. 

 Architectural Features: 
o Design and Structure: The Qutub Minar stands at approximately 73 meters (240 

feet) tall and is the tallest brick minaret in the world. It has a cylindrical shape 
with a tapering profile, consisting of five distinct stories, each separated by 
decorative balconies. 

o Decoration: The minaret is adorned with intricate carvings and inscriptions in 
Arabic, including verses from the Quran. The use of red sandstone and marble, 
along with elaborate geometric and floral patterns, reflects the Persian influence 
on Delhi Sultanate architecture. 

o Cultural Significance: The Qutub Minar served both a religious and a symbolic 
function. It was constructed as a victory tower to celebrate the triumph of Islam 
over Hindu kingdoms and to mark the establishment of Muslim rule in Delhi. 

2. Tombs: 
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 Historical Context: The Delhi Sultanate period saw the construction of several 
important tombs, which were often part of larger mosque or mausoleum complexes. 
These tombs were significant as they represented the blend of Persian and Indian 
architectural elements. 

 Architectural Features: 
o Adham Khan’s Tomb: Located near the Qutub Minar, this tomb is an example 

of early Islamic tomb architecture in Delhi. Built by the second Sultan of the 
Mamluk dynasty, Iltutmish, it features a square plan with a domed roof, 
surrounded by a series of arched openings and ornamental details. 

o Iltutmish’s Tomb: Constructed between 1235-1237, this tomb is one of the first 
major monuments built by the Sultanate. It features a square base with a large 
central dome, surrounded by intricately carved arches and a simple yet elegant 
interior. The tomb’s design includes elements typical of early Islamic architecture, 
such as the use of red sandstone and the incorporation of decorative calligraphy 
and geometric patterns. 

o Humayun’s Tomb: Though constructed later in the Mughal era (1565-1572), 
Humayun’s Tomb in Delhi reflects the architectural evolution from the Delhi 
Sultanate period. It is a notable example of Persian-inspired Mughal architecture 
and features a grand dome, intricate tile work, and lush gardens. 

Influence of Persian Styles 

1. Introduction of Persian Aesthetics: 

 Cultural Exchange: The Delhi Sultanate period saw the introduction of Persian 
architectural and artistic styles, primarily due to the influx of Persian artisans, architects, 
and scholars. This influence is evident in the decorative elements, layout, and overall 
design of the structures built during this time. 

 Architectural Elements: 
o Domes and Arches: Persian architecture heavily influenced the use of domes and 

arches in Delhi Sultanate buildings. The use of large, bulbous domes, often with 
intricate tile work, became a defining feature of Islamic architecture in India. 

o Geometric and Floral Patterns: Persian art is known for its elaborate geometric 
and floral patterns, which were incorporated into the decorative schemes of Delhi 
Sultanate architecture. These patterns often appear in the tile work, plaster 
carvings, and stone inlays of buildings from this period. 

o Calligraphy: The use of Arabic calligraphy, often featuring Quranic verses and 
inscriptions, became a prominent decorative element in Delhi Sultanate 
architecture. This practice was influenced by Persian traditions of incorporating 
script into architectural design. 

2. Persian Influence in Monumental Art: 
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 Tile Work and Ornamentation: Persian artisans introduced intricate tile work and 
ornamental techniques to India. This is visible in the elaborate tile patterns and decorative 
motifs found in structures such as the Qutub Minar and various tombs. 

 Architectural Innovations: Persian architectural innovations, such as the use of the iwan 
(a vaulted hall or space), were adapted and integrated into Indian structures. This 
adaptation resulted in a unique blend of Persian and local architectural styles, creating a 
distinctive regional expression of Islamic architecture. 

3. Impact on Subsequent Architecture: 

 Mughal Architecture: The influence of Persian styles laid the groundwork for the 
Mughal architectural renaissance, which further developed and refined these elements. 
The Mughal Empire, which succeeded the Delhi Sultanate, continued to incorporate 
Persian architectural traditions while adding their own innovations, leading to the 
creation of iconic structures like the Taj Mahal and the Red Fort. 

The Delhi Sultanate period represents a significant chapter in the evolution of Islamic art and 
architecture in India. The Qutub Minar and various tombs from this era showcase the integration 
of Persian architectural elements with local Indian traditions, resulting in a distinctive and 
influential architectural style. The impact of Persian aesthetics during this period not only shaped 
the architecture of the Delhi Sultanate but also set the stage for the subsequent Mughal 
architectural achievements, leaving a lasting legacy on the Indian architectural landscape. 

Mughal Art and Architecture 

The Mughal Empire, which ruled India from the early 16th to the mid-19th century, is renowned 
for its distinctive contributions to art and architecture. Mughal art and architecture are 
characterized by their grandeur, intricate details, and synthesis of Persian, Central Asian, and 
Indian styles. Key examples of Mughal achievements include the Taj Mahal and Mughal 
gardens, as well as the development of miniature paintings and calligraphy. 

Taj Mahal and Mughal Gardens 

1. Taj Mahal: 

 Historical Context: The Taj Mahal is one of the most iconic symbols of Mughal 
architecture and is widely regarded as a masterpiece of world heritage. It was 
commissioned by Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan in memory of his wife, Mumtaz Mahal, 
who died in 1631. The construction of the Taj Mahal began in 1632 and was completed 
in 1653. 

 Architectural Features: 
o Design and Structure: The Taj Mahal is a white marble mausoleum set on a 

raised platform, surrounded by lush gardens and a reflecting pool. The central 
dome, which rises to a height of approximately 35 meters, is flanked by four 
smaller domes and is adorned with intricate floral patterns and calligraphy. 



August 19, 2024 Medieval Indian Art 

 

6 THE AIMERS      Mr. DEVRAJ PATEL       www.theaimers.org 
 

o Inlay Work: The Taj Mahal is renowned for its exquisite inlay work, known as 
pietra dura. This technique involves inlaying semi-precious stones, such as lapis 
lazuli, turquoise, and agate, into the marble surface to create intricate floral and 
geometric patterns. 

o Symmetry and Layout: The Taj Mahal is designed with a perfect symmetrical 
layout, with the central mausoleum at the heart of the complex. The garden is 
divided into four quadrants by water channels, symbolizing the four rivers of 
paradise as described in Islamic texts. 

o Architectural Legacy: The Taj Mahal represents the culmination of Mughal 
architectural innovation and is a testament to the empire's artistic achievements. It 
influenced the development of later Mughal architecture and remains a global 
symbol of love and beauty. 

2. Mughal Gardens: 

 Concept and Design: Mughal gardens are characterized by their symmetrical layout, 
elaborate water features, and lush greenery. The design of these gardens was heavily 
influenced by Persian garden traditions and incorporated elements of Indian landscaping. 

 Key Features: 
o Charbagh Layout: The typical Mughal garden follows a charbagh (four-fold) 

layout, which divides the garden into four quadrants by water channels. This 
design symbolizes the paradise garden described in Islamic tradition and creates a 
sense of balance and harmony. 

o Water Features: Central to Mughal gardens are the elaborate water features, 
including fountains, reflecting pools, and channels. These elements not only 
provide aesthetic beauty but also symbolize the abundance and purity of paradise. 

o Pavilions and Structures: Mughal gardens often include pavilions, tombs, and 
other structures, which provide focal points and enhance the overall aesthetic of 
the garden. These structures are typically adorned with intricate carvings and 
decorative elements. 

 Notable Examples: 
o Shalimar Bagh, Srinagar: Built by Emperor Jahangir in the early 17th century, 

Shalimar Bagh is renowned for its terraced levels, cascading fountains, and 
picturesque setting along the Dal Lake. 

o Gardens of the Taj Mahal: The gardens surrounding the Taj Mahal are a 
quintessential example of Mughal garden design, featuring symmetrical water 
channels, lush lawns, and well-planned pathways. 

Miniature Paintings and Calligraphy 

1. Miniature Paintings: 

 Historical Context: Mughal miniature paintings emerged during the reign of Emperor 
Akbar (1556-1605) and reached their peak during the reign of Emperor Jahangir (1605-
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1627). These paintings are characterized by their meticulous detail, vibrant colors, and 
rich storytelling. 

 Artistic Features: 
o Style and Technique: Mughal miniatures are known for their precision and 

intricate detail, often depicting courtly life, historical events, and scenes from 
literature and mythology. The paintings are typically created on small-sized paper 
or vellum, using watercolor and gouache. 

o Influence of Persian Art: Mughal miniature painting was heavily influenced by 
Persian art traditions, particularly in terms of composition, color use, and stylistic 
elements. The paintings often feature intricate patterns, delicate line work, and a 
rich palette. 

o Notable Artists: Prominent Mughal painters included artists like Bichitr, who 
created detailed portraits of Mughal emperors, and Ustad Mansur, known for his 
naturalistic depictions of flora and fauna. 

 Themes and Subjects: 
o Courtly Life: Many Mughal miniatures depict the opulence and grandeur of the 

Mughal court, including scenes of royal ceremonies, battles, and daily life. These 
paintings provide valuable insights into the cultural and social aspects of the 
Mughal era. 

o Religious and Mythological Themes: Miniatures also include depictions of 
religious and mythological themes, such as scenes from the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata, as well as Islamic stories and allegories. 

2. Calligraphy: 

 Historical Context: Calligraphy was a highly esteemed art form in Mughal culture, 
reflecting the importance of written word and the Persian influence on Mughal aesthetics. 
It was used extensively in architectural decoration, manuscripts, and courtly art. 

 Artistic Features: 
o Script Styles: Mughal calligraphy primarily utilized Arabic scripts, such as 

Thuluth and Naskh, which were known for their elegance and clarity. These 
scripts were employed in religious texts, architectural inscriptions, and decorative 
art. 

o Inscriptions: Calligraphic inscriptions are found on many Mughal monuments, 
including the Taj Mahal, where Quranic verses and poetic inscriptions are 
intricately carved into marble surfaces. These inscriptions not only enhance the 
aesthetic appeal but also convey spiritual and cultural messages. 

o Influence and Innovation: Mughal calligraphers were influenced by Persian 
traditions but also developed their own distinctive styles and techniques. The 
integration of calligraphy into architecture and art exemplifies the synthesis of 
cultural influences in Mughal art. 

Mughal art and architecture represent a rich and diverse tradition that combines Persian 
influences with Indian artistic and cultural elements. The Taj Mahal and Mughal gardens stand 
as enduring symbols of the empire's grandeur and sophistication, while miniature paintings and 
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calligraphy reflect the intricate and refined nature of Mughal artistic achievements. These 
elements together illustrate the Mughal Empire's contribution to the cultural and artistic heritage 
of India. 


