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Architecture reflects, materializes and eternalizes ideas and images of ideal life.  Buildings and towns 
enable us to structure, understand and remember the shapeless flow of reality and, ultimately, to 
recognize and remember who we are. Architecture enables us to perceive and understand the 
dialectics of permanence and change, to settle ourselves in the world, and to place ourselves in the 
continuum of culture and time.                                                                                               Juhani Pallasmaa

Introduction
Located in a remote area that straddles the borders 
of the Bharatpur and Alwar Districts of northeast 
Rajasthan, approximately 130 km south of New 
Delhi, the village of Kāman feels out on the margins 
of a rapidly modernising nation (Fig. 1). The current 
status of this place contrasts sharply with its position 
in the historical landscape of Early Medieval India.2 
Far from marginal, architectural and epigraphic 
evidence indicates that in the late 8th century Kāman 
emerged as a ‘boomtown’ – a settlement characterised 
by a burgeoning and newly affluent population.3 
Evidence of Kāman’s economic boom is preserved 
in a rich material archive that includes remains of 
monumental architecture, stone inscriptions, and 
finely crafted sculpture. The medieval residents 
appear as great patrons who gave liberally to religious 
institutions, including to temples of Viṣṇu, Śiva, 
the Goddess, and Sūrya. This remarkable artistic 
legacy would have required an economic surplus 
sufficient to support ateliers of skilled artisans and 
craftspeople. The most significant remains have been 
dated to the late 8th and early 9th century CE.4 Judging 

Figure 1: Regional Map
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by the material record, this prosperous period extended to the 11th century, after which point there is little 
evidence for the continued construction of Brahmanical temple architecture.5 

Monumental architecture in early South Asia has typically been understood as a tool of elite self-
aggrandisement and political self-styling. This paper reverses the traditional scholarly angle by showing 
how Kāman’s material culture was used to communicate the aspirations of a new, upwardly mobile middle-
class. The majority of the patrons memorialised in the surviving stone epigraphs were not kings or political 
actors. Rather, the donations were largely collaborative efforts by local traders, merchants, agriculturalists, 
artisans, and religious specialists. For these groups, which lacked the traditional bonds of kinship and class, 
Kāman’s religious institutions provided a space for social participation through which notions of belonging 
and identity were materialised. This study recovers some of the dynamics of this process of materialisation 
by showing how religious architecture and iconography served as visual expressions of the social aspirations 
and shared religious commitments of the donors.6 Working to recover a particular historical moment – a 
period from approximately the end of the 8th century to the early years of the 10th century when this area 
was truly booming – reveals the impact of regional economy and economic actors in the growth of religious 
institutions in Kāman and the role of these institutions in processes of community building and place-
making.7 

Medieval Indian temples were storehouses of wealth, both material and symbolic. Religious institutions 
controlled significant immovable assets (for example, market stalls and fields) and participated in 
the monetised economy through rents paid in cash, and taxes paid to the temple by guilds and traders. 
Patronage of religious institutions was both a practical means of managing wealth and a social strategy. 
Economic surplus was also mobilised as symbolic capital by communities that commissioned religious 
monuments, augmented and repaired temples, and oversaw the quotidian activities of temple care and 
management by supplying goods for daily rituals (pūjā). Temple patronage, I argue, served as a particularly 
compelling form of social and religious participation for the middle-class since it was a widely recognized 
performance of respectability sanctioned by Brahmanical norms of behavior, and an entrée into a world 
of Sanskrit-inflected aesthetics. For people who by birth or by profession were barred from elite circles of 
society, investment in religious architecture provided an opportunity to ascend the social ladder. Precisely 
because they were far removed from courtly culture and political capitals, frontier areas were places in 
which social mobility was uniquely possible, and the influx of new capital within these settlements created 
an emergent class of patrons. 

Regional and Religious Economy
Geographic mobility brings with it the possibility for social mobility. The motivation to create places and 
socialise spaces was, I suggest, a reaction by mercantile groups and those residing in market towns to 
lifestyles that were highly mobile and involved contact with a wide variety of people and groups.8 The 
creation of monuments that represented notions of stability and permanence thus offered a material 
counterpoint to the travails of travel and itinerancy. Examining the material and iconographic record in 
conversation with the surviving Sanskrit inscriptions from Kāman suggests a self-conscious effort on the 
part of the investors to craft an ideational vision of a community through the selective use and repeated 
deployment of structural and visual idioms. Interpreted in this way, the religious institutions of Kāman’s 
boomtown provided a space in which the aspirations of an upwardly-mobile mercantile class found 
enduring material expression. 
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The northwest regions now included within the modern state of Rajasthan9 exemplify well the 
patterns that characterised early medieval India’s historical landscape: namely, the expansion of agrarian 
and settlement areas in what had previously been uncultivated or sparsely-inhabited regions, combined 
with the increased power and influence of localised political elites, many styling themselves rājaputras. 
Imperial politics swept eastward in the late 8th century, with the shift of the Pratīhāras from their early 
capital at Mandor, just north of Jodhpur in Rajasthan, to the highly coveted city of Kanauj. This shift in 
political geography created an opportunity for local clans to pursue new political aspirations, and marked 
the inception of the Rajput dynasties that would come to dominate the area in subsequent centuries. The 
active socialisation of new spaces on what had once been the edges of the northwest frontier is evident in 
inscriptions by the increased use of terms for small market towns (e.g. haṭṭa; maṇḍapikā) and reference to 
fortified areas (e.g. koṭṭa).10 Inscriptions found in and around the village describe Kāman (or Kāmyaka, as it 
was called) as a fortified town (koṭṭa) and as a market or exchange centre (haṭṭa). Small fortified settlements 
like Kāman became active commercial centres that attracted collectives of merchants and traders who 
established new communities in these places.11 

While participating in the shifting trajectories of Early Medieval settlement and economy, Kāman’s 
particular prosperity resulted from its position within regional and transregional networks of mobility and 
exchange.12 With Delhi and Mathura to the north and east and Gwalior to the south, Kāman was positioned 
at the intersection of major political borders and networks of economic exchange that linked these polities 
to sites in the northwest frontiers of Rajasthan. The town was also located along the highway that linked 
Delhi to Bāyāna, the regional customs and toll house. The surrounding physical terrain protected the 
settlement, which was positioned within a naturally fortified area, enclosed by a run of low-lying hills and 
a river on the northeast side.

Figure 2: Kāman Village, Rajasthan, Satellite Map.
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The Place and the Place-makers
As the products of collaborative acts of piety designed to memorialise relationships and nurture social 
sodalities, medieval temples were integral to larger technologies of community building in early India. The 
centrality of Kāman’s religious institutions for social life and community-building is evident also in the 
siting of the material remains, which would have provided a point of orientation, a central axis around 
which the market town developed. As seen in the accompanying satellite map (Fig. 2), the old settlement 
mound is surrounded by remains of walls and other fortifications. It is within this fortified centre that 
the majority of the early material evidence is preserved. In his 1882-83 report, Cunningham describes the 
massive mound of the old fortified settlement extending 30 feet in height on the east and 50 feet on the 
west.13 R.D. Banerji gives a similar assessment and comments that the high mound consisted primarily of 
the remains of temples.14 Atop this mound stands the Caurāsī Khambhā (the ‘Hall of 84 Pillars’) one of the 
earliest mosques in India built from the repurposed elements of earlier Hindu monuments (Fig. 3). As a 
monument of critical importance for early Islamic architecture in India, the Caurāsī Khambhā has been the 
subject of important scholarly works.15 Judging from the 1204 CE date of the dedicatory inscription framing 
the miḥrāb, this transition of the monumental religious centre from a Brahmanical to an Islamic space was 
completed by the late 12th or early 13th century.16 

Figure 3: Minbar and repurposed columns in Caurāsī Khambhā, Kāman, Rajasthan.
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The decorative carving and embellishment on the 
pillars – including devotional scenes depicting liṅga 
worship, images of deities like Viṣṇu and the Goddess, 
Cāmuṇḍa and idiomatic symbols of wealth and well-
being, such as the pūrṇaghaṭa (‘pot-of-plenty’) motif 
– serve as a strong indication that the mosque was 
built of repurposed architectural fragments from 
Hindu temples, monastic dwellings or other religious 
institutions (Figs. 4a and 4b).  Judging by the colour 
and varieties of stone – ranging in shades of buff, tan, 
pink, and red – and the different decorative elements 
and patterns of embellishment on the reused pillars 
and fragments, we may assume multiple temples 
and monuments were utilised in the construction 
of this mosque. The elements of the surviving 
fragments also attest to the position of Kāman vis-
à-vis artistic currents at contemporaneous sites. For 
example, Michael Meister notes parallels between 
the decorative elements at Kāman and those from pillars at Osian, Chittorgarh, and Menal in Rajasthan 
from the mid-8th to late 8th century.17 More research would be needed to identify the various layers of this 
monument and attempt a chronology. 

Three stone inscriptions have been reported from Kāman.18 For the purpose of convenience, I have 
referred to these as K1, K2, and K3 in the pages that follow. Two of these (K1 and K3) are now rebuilt within 
the Caurāsī Khambhā. Inscription K2 was reportedly found in a well outside of the city. The mosque featured 
a number of prominently placed inscriptions of verses from the ‘Qur’āṇ, and it may be that this attention to 
the Islamic monument’s epigraphic programme motivated the display of medieval Sanskrit inscriptions that 
refer to the earlier lives and contexts of the re-purposed architectural fragments. The inscriptions thus serve 
as a visual display of the replacement of one religious ideology by another.  The two repurposed epigraphs 
are ‘collective’ inscriptions that record a series of donations made between the late 8th and early 10th century. 
Collective records of this type – of which comparable examples were found at Āhār and Sīyaḍoṇī – were 
composed over an extended period of time and record a wide range of social participation.19 Undertaking 
temple patronage as a community activity allowed people of comparatively modest means the opportunity 
to participate in donative activities far beyond their economic reach as individuals.

In the collective records from Kāman, donative activity was directed, in particular, toward the temple 
of Kāmyakeśvara (‘The Lord of Kāmyaka’) – a shrine dedicated to the locally venerated form of Śiva, and 
tutelary deity of the eponymous town. The representation of Śiva enshrined in the temple was most likely 
a liṅga. An old caturmukhaliṅga is enshrined in the contemporary Kāmeśvara temple (Fig. 5). The liṅga is 
worn from ritual activity and difficult to date with certainty, but given the position of the temple in a place 
of prominence beside the entrance to the old fortified centre, it could plausibly preserve remains from the 
Early Medieval temple to the locally-venerated Śiva. 

All three of the inscriptions are heavily damaged, but we can still recover some details.  The endowing 
of temples is represented in these epigraphic sources as the result of cooperation between Śaiva religious 
specialists, merchant communities, guilds, artisans, and local political elites. I will illustrate some of these 
interactions with a few examples.

Figure 4a: Carved medallion with scene of liṅga lustrated 
and garlanded by four devotees, Caurāsī Khambhā, 
Kāman, Rajasthan.
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K1:

This inscription positioned on its side is built into 
the interior of the entryway (Figs. 6a and 6b). It is 
undated, but has been assigned to the 8th or 9th century 
based on paleography. It records the donation of 
a Viṣṇu temple by Vachikā, the grandmother of 
Śūrasena ruler Vatsadāman.20 The inscription also 
provides a genealogy of seven rulers of this ‘dynasty,’ 
as it has been termed, although this record is the 
only one of two inscriptions attesting to their rule.  
The other inscription, which similarly refers to the 
family’s support of a temple to Viṣṇu, was found 
at Bāyāna.21 The record suggests that Kāman, while 
not a regional seat of power, was integrated within 
localised political networks. Perhaps as a kind 
of satellite market centre connected to the main 
Śrīpatha Maṇḍapikā at Bāyāṇa.22 The image of 
Kāman as a settlement with a strong local identity 
is also suggested by the fact that the members of 
the Śūrasena family did not participate in the other 
collective donations to the town’s Śiva. 

K2:

This stone inscription, with dates recorded between 
H.S. 180-299/ 786-87 – 905-6 CE, was found in a 
well outside the city.23 The record is extremely 
fragmentary and difficult to reconstruct in full, 
but some important details have been preserved. 
It begins with an invocation to Śiva and praise of a 
Brahmin by the name of Kakkuka who, together with 
his sons, contributed to the construction of a maṭha. 
This maṭha appears to have been a Pāśupata centre. 
Although it is badly damaged, the names of two of the 
ācāryas end with the -rāśi suffix common amongst 
initiated Pāśupata – for example, we have mentioned 
here Guṇarāśi and Pramāṇarāśi.24 After the record 
of the endowment of the maṭha and the Pāśupata 
lineage, seven individually dated sections follow 
commemorating donations made to the temple of 
the deity Kāmyakeśvara – which, as I mentioned, 
was the Śiva of this place, Kāmyaka. It seems that 

Figure 4b: Carved image of Cāmuṇḍa, Caurāsī Khambhā, 
Kāman, Rajasthan.

Figure 5: Four-faced liṅga under worship in the Kāmeśvara 
Temple, Kāman, Rajasthan.
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the monastic complex was part of, or perhaps a later 
addition to the temple complex. 

Reading these donations also provides some 
insight on Kāman’s identity as a regional commercial 
centre. A donation from the same collective record, 
made in 905 CE, mentions a cattle market (kambalī-
haṭṭa) that had enclosures (āvārikās) with shops 
(vīthīs), details that seem to suggest that this was not 
a seasonal or moving fair, but, rather a permanent 
market. This would accord with the records of 
endowments of land, wells and money by individual 
merchants, artisans, and collectives (goṣṭhikas) 
preserved in the inscription. Some of these donations 
were in the form of a voluntary tax or tithe. Other 
were permanent endowments by artisan collectives 
or guilds (śreṇi). For example, a potter’s guild agreed 
to pay one paṇa per wheel each month for the 
maintenance of the temple.25 A guild of gardeners 
pledged a permanent endowment of garlands to 
shrines of Viṣṇu and Cāmuṇḍā, presumably located 
within the same Śaiva temple complex.26 The 
carpenters (sthapati) living in Kāman also give a tithe 
of one dramma per month. Other donations were 
made by individuals and included small measures of 
land and market enclosures. The final section of the 
record contains some interesting evidence attesting 
to the entrepreneurial spirit the Śaiva religious 
specialists – here a donation to the temple deposited 
by the Pāśupata Pramāṇarāśi, was, after his death, 
invested with a goṣṭhī by his successor, Cāmuṇḍaka.27 
The donations attest clearly to the integration of the 
Kāmyakeśvara temple within the local economy28 – 
even the Śaiva ācāryas were investing in local market 
real estate. In addition to an economic activity, the 
community-wide investment in the Kāmyakeśvara 
temple also functions as an act of place-making. 
When recording their donations, the guilds and 
artisans specifically identify themselves as residents 
of Kāmyaka. This emphasis on place can be read 
as an expression of identity between the residents, 
the town, and patron deity and an effort to ensure 
tangible and enduring links between them. 

Figure 6a: K1 Inscription repurposed in the interior wall of 
Caurāsī Khambha, Kāman, Rajasthan.

Figure 6b: K1 Inscription, enlarged and reoriented view.
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K3:

An inscription on the exterior framing wall of the 
Caurāsī Khambhā, dated H.S. 263/869 CE, records 
the pious works of a collective body of trustees who 
described themselves as the beloved devotees of Śiva 
(maheśapriyāgoṣṭhikāḥ)29 (Fig. 7). In particular, three 
sons of Iśāna are mentioned (Nāgaṭa, Siddhanāga, 
Śivaviṣṇu) who oversee the building of a tank 
(vāpī) and a monastic residence (maṭha) in honor 
of their father.30 Line 20, padas c & d of verse in 
Śārdūlavikrīḍita metre seem to refer to a temple or 
institution established for (at least) three deities:  

kaścin madhyakṛtālaya U U U _ _ _ U _ _ U _ /
_ _ _ U harau hariś ca bhagavān sadgoṣṭhikai sthāpitāḥ

Two of the deities, Hara and Hari (i.e. Śiva and 
Viṣṇu) are named while the first in the list is too 
damaged to read. I suggest that we consider Sūrya 
as the other member of a presumed triad of deities. 
We could amend the line to read: pūjyau sūryaharau 
hariś ca bhagavān. The editor of the inscription had 
previously suggested Pārvatī or Brahmā as the third 
in the triad. Both of these options are highly unlikely 
candidates because the syllable before -harau is short 
and a female name – such as Umā, Pārvatī or another 
synonym of the Goddess – would make the syllable 
long. Brahmā is also unlikely since he is very rarely 
the recipient of a temple. The addition of Sūrya here 
is the most likely candidate and also fits well with the 
material remains from Kāman and the surrounding 
region, which articulate a close association between 
Sūrya and Śiva.

Sūrya and Śiva
Kāman preserves remains of two Sūrya temples, 
one pictured here, framed by a lintel that displays 
Lakulīśa in the central niche (Fig. 8). Directly beside 
it are remains of a Śiva temple with an enshrined 
liṅga (Fig. 9). In this temple, an image of Sūrya adorns 
the central niche of the doorframe. These temple 
doorframes are clearly rebuilt with contemporary 

Figure 7: K3 Inscription repurposed in the exterior wall of 
the Caurāsī Khambha, Kāman, Rajasthan.

Figure 8: Doorframe of Sūrya temple with Lakulīśa in 
central niche, Kāman, Rajasthan.
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structural elements, and my initial impression was that in the process of rebuilding they may have been 
switched and, as a result, the doorframe with Sūrya in the niche frames a liṅga shrine, and Lakulīśa, the 
emblem of the Pāśupata Śaiva tradition, frames the Sūrya shrine. Switched or not, I do not think that these 
doorframes have travelled far from their original contexts. In addition to their spatial proximity, other 
features suggest they were conceived as part of a set. For example: their nearly identical size and shared 
artistic features: framing vyālas, decorative elements, the proximate size of the central images, and the 
shared navagraha frame. A third doorjamb from Kāman, with strikingly similar decorative features and 
dimensions, is preserved at the Bharatpur Museum (Fig. 10). A further indication that a third shrine was 
included at the site, is the lintel, currently used as a door-step in front of the Sūrya temple (Fig. 11). The 
central deity is missing or perhaps buried. The navagraha frame is still visible as is a damaged image of 
Sūrya, identifiable by his signature breastplate and lotus, serving as an attendant deity in the right corner.

The spatial proximity of the liṅga and Sūrya shrines similarly suggests an affinity, or intervisibility, 
between these deities. A comparable expression of this intervisibility appears in incorporative forms of 
Śiva and Sūrya, that begin to appear in this region in the 9th century. In an image from the nearby site of 
Mt. Harṣa, Sūrya appears as the central deity with the addition of multiple faces and attributes emblematic 
of Śiva, Viṣṇu, and Brahmā (Fig. 12).  By contrast, in a monumental liṅga from Kāman, the major male 
Hindu deities, including Sūrya, encircle the emblem of Śiva (Fig. 13). Albeit manifestations of different 

Figure 9: Doorframe of Śiva temple with Sūrya in central niche, Kāman, Rajasthan.
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Figure 10: Temple doorjambs from Kāman’s Sūrya and Śiva temples and a third example from Kāman on display at the 
Bharatpur Government Museum, Rajasthan.

Figure 11: Close view of temple lintel repurposed as a step at the Sūrya temple (see Fig. 8).
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religious hierarchies, we can read the impetus for 
inclusion as a strategy that incorporated both a 
growing community of Śiva worshippers, while 
acknowledging the long history of Sūrya worship 
in Northwest Rajasthan. Kāman’s paired Śiva and 
Sūrya shrines could anticipate this regional trend. 
Following my interpretation, the juxtaposition of the 
Śaiva and Saura icons and images in these temples 
reflects a conscious decision on the part of the artists 
or donors to give visual expression to a theological 
concept. From this perspective, the use of the framing 
images in the shrine lintels is an artistic strategy 
used to express the same religious ideology that we 
see communicated through incorporative icons like 
those presented in Figs. 12 and 13.

Yet, in addition to attesting to a possible 
connection between Śiva and a third deity (possibly 
Sūrya), the inscription explicitly mentions Viṣṇu 
as well. The importance of Viṣṇu worship is clearly 
supported by the epigraphic and iconographic 
remains. One of the most remarkable sculptures from 
Kāman is that of Viṣṇu’s boar avatāra, Varāha, now 
preserved at the Government Museum in Bharatpur 
(Fig. 14). Following my argument that we can read 
Kāman’s art and architecture as both ‘models of and 
models for’ community, uniquely inspired by and 
adapted to address the concerns of the people who 
used them, a triadic temple structure could well have 
been another strategic effort toward an integrative 
hierarchy in which Śiva, in the middle, central 
position was flanked by Sūrya and Viṣṇu, respectively. 
It could be that a triple-celled shrine housing these 
three deities is what the record describes. Temples 
of this sort are rare, but not unprecedented. Two 
significant and contemporaneous examples are 
preserved in Rajasthan: one at Amvan and the other 
at Menal. The shrine from Amvan preserved three 
lintels with Gaṇeśa, Viṣṇu and Sūrya occupying the 
central niches of the three lintels.31 As part of Śiva’s 
‘family’, I would interpret the use of Gaṇeśa in the 
lintel at Amvan as a cue that this was a Śiva shrine, 
much as Lakulīśa was the specific Śaiva emblem in 
the Satwas shrine.  In the case of Menal, the triple-
celled shrine comprises the historic nucleus of the 
site.  

Figure 12: Sculpture depicting combined form of Viṣṇu, 
Śiva, Brahmā, and Sūrya (hariharapitāmahamartaṇḍa) 
from Mt. Harṣa, Sikar Government Museum, Rajasthan.

Figure 13: Sūrya on the liṅga from Kāman, Ajmer Govern-
ment Museum, Rajasthan.
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Irenic Śaivism
The inscriptions from Kāman acknowledge a number 
of deities and shrines, but it is Śiva as Kāmyakeśvara 
who figures as the town’s patron deity. Unfortunately, 
the epigraphs do not provide us with descriptions of 
the God or references to mythological events and 
narratives that might indicate how his devotees 
imagined him. For these clues we must rely on the 
iconography and, in this respect, the artists are 
remarkably consistent in their vision. All of the 
images I have identified from Kāman depict Śiva as 
a family man using two popular iconographic topoi:  
1). his marriage to Pārvatī (Kalyāṇasundara) (Fig. 15), 
and 2) the affectionate Umā-Māheśvara-type with 
Skanda and Gaṇeśa at the couple’s feet. Neither of 
these visualisations is particularly unique for this 
time period or region. What is significant is that 
they are deployed exclusively and consistently in 
Kāman. This iconographic program communicates a 
distinctly irenic vision of Śaivism – that is, a peaceful, 
institutionalised, and socially supported religion. 
This articulation of Śaiva religiosity stands in marked 
contrast to nearby sites like Harṣa. The cult site of 
the Cāhamāna clan ruling from Śakāmbarī, Harṣa, 
was similarly a centre of early Śaiva, and specifically 
Pāśupata activity. The iconographic program at 
Harṣa, however, includes images of Bhairava and 
other fearsome depictions of Śiva, groups of yoginīs 
adorned with garlands of skulls, and scenes suggestive 
of asceticism and penance – notably, icons of Pārvatī 
performing the ‘five-fire penance’ (pañcāgnitapas).  
In my visits to the site, storerooms, and regional 
museums I have not found a Kalyāṇasundara or 
Umā-Māheśvara icon from Harṣa. 

Among the collection of sculptures from Kāman, 
one image stands out: an Umā-Māheśvara icon now 
displayed in the Bharatpur museum and dated to the 
10th century (Fig. 16). This image is nearly identical to 
a contemporaneous icon from the region now in the 
Government Museum in Alwar (Fig. 17). Both images 
are comprised of three registers, with depictions of 
the divine couple occupying the centre and their 
figures emphasised through the use of negative 

Figure 14: Varāha from Kāman, Bharatpur Government 
Museum storeroom. 

Figure 15: Sculpture depicting the marriage of Śiva and 
Pārvatī (kalyāṇasundara) from Kāman, Ajmer Govern-
ment Museum, Rajasthan.
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Figure 16: Sculpture of Śiva and Pārvatī (umāmaheśvara) from Kāman, Bharatpur Government Museum, Rajasthan.
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space. In both, Śiva and Pārvatī are turned toward 
each other in a loving gaze. Gaṇeśa and Skanda 
occupy the bottom register on the left and right and 
Śiva’s bull and the skeletal Bhṛṅgin occupy the centre. 
Attendants flank the pair. Śiva also holds a round 
object in his proper right hand in the Alwar image. 
Although damaged, in the Bharatpur sculpture Śiva 
appears to be holding a similar item. This could have 
been a sitaphal, the seed-filled fruit that becomes a 
popular attribute of fertility and fecundity in Śaiva 
iconography in the 9th century when it becomes a 
common feature of Lakulīśa images.32 In both of the 
sculptures, Śiva’s yogapaṭṭa, a visual gesture to his 
ascetic persona, remains visible to us, but his gaze is 
fixed on his beautiful wife. 

The notable difference between the two images is 
evident in the upper register of the icons. I will discuss 
the Alwar icon first and contrast it with the Bharatpur 
icon below. Of the two, the Alwar icon conforms to 
popular iconographic convention. Brahmā and Viṣṇu 
appear in the upper left and right corner. The centre 
depicts two celestials or vidyādharas elevating a 
liṅga. The base of the liṅga is encircled by a garland 
with an ornament or decorative element in the 
centre. This visual reference to Śiva’s phallic emblem 
occupies the celestial upper register of the image 
where it appears at the centre of the composition 
along with the other major deities Brahmā and 
Viṣṇu. This elevated position could be interpreted as 
an indication that the liṅga here represents a more 
abstract form that, while clearly revered, is not the focus of devotional attention. That attention is directed 
toward the large central panel where the anthropomorphic Śiva and the Goddess are shown in an embrace. 
This focus on the divine couple also suggests the importance of the Goddess in the region. When displayed 
in the exterior niche of a temple or in an elevated space for worship, the devotee’s gaze would fall first on the 
lower register occupied by Śiva’s ‘children’, the affiliated and attendant deities that comprise his entourage. 
Moving upward, the eye of the viewer would then fall on the Lord’s feet – the left clasped affectionately by 
the goddess – then the divine couple, and culminate with the elevated abstract manifestation of the deity in 
the liṅga. In this way, the Lord moves from concrete to abstract through the vertical composition. 

When compared to the Alwar sculpture, the Bharatpur icon seems, at first glance, to depict a similar 
scene. The lower and centre registers are nearly identical, as was mentioned above. It is in the upper most 
panel that the latter tells a more complicated story (Fig. 18). Rather than a single liṅga held aloft, the artists 
here present four consecutive scenes of a liṅga under active worship by a pair of devotees. When viewed 
from left to right, I argue that these icons were intended to represent a progression, a series of devotional 
acts that effect the presence of the deity in the object – i.e. the scene depicts a ritual installation (pratiṣṭhā). 

Figure 17: Sculpture of Śiva and Pārvatī from Kāman (umā-
maheśvara), Alwar Government Museum, Rajasthan.
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The liṅga, on the far left, rough and unfinished, gradually expands, the edges are smoothed, and the 
characteristic markings emerge in the second scene and are distinct in the third scene. The fourth scene 
witnesses the culmination of this process: the object is fully enlivened and the face of the deity emerges 
from the liṅga.  

Viewed as a discrete element, this panel represents the efficacy of the ritual actions undertaken by the 
two devotees – likely temple priests and not ascetics judging by their appearance – whose acts of lustration 
and garlanding appear as the catalyst for the formation of the liṅga as a discernable object and visible 
manifestation of the deity. But how was this vision intended to inform the viewer’s reading of the central 
panel and vice versa? There are certainly multiple layers of scrutability in this image: didactic, rhetorical, 
proscriptive. We could, for example, read the upper panel as instructive – that is, a scene that outlines a 
recommended course of ritual action and its efficacious result. The motivation for undertaking this action 
can be inferred from the centre panel, which depicts a peaceful and well-disposed Lord with his entourage. 
In this interpretation, the ritual is an act of pacification or propitiation that makes the irenic scene possible. 
A second possibility is to understand this icon as articulating a comprehensive and inclusive vision of Śaiva 
religiosity. The devotee may access the Lord through his affiliated deities located in the lower register, or 
through worship of his more abstract form, as seen in the upper panel. Yet, the focus of attention for both the 
artists and the audience is the central panel in which the happy partnership of Śiva and Devī is emphasised. 
This is not an image of power or military might designed to intimidate; rather, it is an image of comfort and 
affection intended to materialise the laukika aspirations of Kāman’s working class. 

Conclusions – Religious Community and Place-Making
Religious community in Kāman was defined by place. Community was inherently localised and belonging 
was something recorded tangibly in space. We have seen how various groups came together to record their 
interactions in stone over an extended historical period. Since Kāman’s temples were large, highly elaborate 
works of art carved in stone, these investments would have required access to a substantial economic 
surplus and the ability to mobilise resources over time to ensure the structural and ritual maintenance 
of the monument. Evidence from inscriptions demonstrates the power and resources that such localised 
groups of traders, artisans, and mercantile guilds enjoyed, resources that they used to endow temples, 
maṭhas, and to fund other pious works. The temples and monuments these stones memorialise are public 

Figure 18: Close view of top register of Fig. 16 showing the progressive establishment of the liṅga, its ritual worship, and 
the manifestation of Śiva.
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expressions of belonging, permanence, and stability, a material counterpoint to a life of movement and 
travel. Of course, while the inscriptions gesture to a kind of inclusivity they are also rhetorical. Those names 
carved within the boundaries of the stone are meant to represent the community for perpetuity. The spatial 
articulation and adornment of Kāman’s monuments also tell us something about how the town’s residents 
wished to represent themselves. For example, in representing Śiva, their patron deity, we are presented with 
very specific irenic and properly socialised visions of the God. In other words, images selected and curated 
to reflect the aspirations of a medieval frontier boomtown. 
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