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Introduction
Stepped-pyramidal architecture in the Indian subcontinent is usually considered synonymous with 
monuments of a Buddhist affiliation, having been a form most commonly employed for the construction 
of large-scale stūpas, vihāras and smaller votives. This architectural genre, however, was not the exclusive 
province of the Buddhists, and from around the fourth century to the seventh century CE, a number of 
terraced temples dedicated to gods from the Hindu pantheon were erected. 

In total, I know of nearly forty stepped-pyramidal structures built from brick or stone, of either Hindu or 
Buddhist affiliation and with various functions (Appendix), but the actual number is probably greater than 
this, and if the multitudinous unexplored mounds in the Gangetic plains are anything to go by, more such 
monuments await discovery (Fig. 1). 

By collating known terraced structures here for the first time, a picture will emerge of how widespread 
this form of architecture was, and of the dynasties under which it was most prevalent.1 In addition, the 
origins and evolution of monumental pyramidal architecture in the subcontinent and along parts of the 
Silk Road will be examined, shedding light on the similarities as well as on the huge diversity within the 
genre. Ultimately, when these monuments are considered as a group they begin to challenge currently 
held views on the religious architecture of early North India, the study of which has in recent years been 
dominated by inquiries into the mainstream Nāgara mode of temple architecture.2 Lastly, this paper seeks 
to understand when and why terraced architecture was espoused by Hindus (both Śaivas and Vaiṣṇavas). 
I will argue, in accordance with Heinrich Gerhard Franz, that Hindu terraced temple architecture had its 
origins in stepped Buddhist architecture. Moreover, that it might have been adopted, in part at least, as an 
attempt to counter or match the formidable presence of large-scale Buddhist monuments.

Although this paper is chiefly concerned with Hindu monuments, it will bring together all of the known 
pyramidal structures, most of which are Buddhist, dating up until the eleventh century CE, when the use 
of this style dwindled, later to re-emerge in Nepal, Sri Lanka, Burma (Myanmar), Tibet and elsewhere. 
This allows for a greater understanding of the development and spread of terraced architecture and draws 
attention to the importance of the major trade routes in the building and sustaining of these imposing 
pyramidal monuments.
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The structures under consideration here span approximately fourteen hundred years, with the earliest 
monument tentatively dated to the third century BCE.3 This terminus post quem is based on a substantial 
two-tiered brick monument situated 200 metres north of the southwest gate of the ancient city of Rajgir 
in District Nālandā, Bihar (ancient Magadha), measuring 29 x 25 m at the base.4 On the western corner of 
the upper terrace are the ruins of an apsidal building (13.2 x 2.4 m). Large baulks run across the terraces 
diagonally. In addition to the apsidal structure, the upper terrace is also thought to have been crowned by a 
stūpa dome. However, a study of the drawings and photographs from the excavations casts some doubt on 
this hypothesis which might have been founded on the common assumption that pyramidal structures are, 
as a rule, crowned by stūpas. As far as I am aware, the excavation revealed nothing that could shed light on 
the religious affiliation of the monument. Based on pottery recovered from the mound, the structure has 
been provisionally assigned to the Mauryan (or even pre-Mauryan) period, but further study is needed to 
understand whether more than one phase of construction occurred.5 The second earliest of the terraced 
structures lies 183 miles to the north of Rajgir, at Naṅdangarh in the West Champaran District of Bihar. It 
comprises a stūpa atop a pyramidal base and was constructed under the Śuṅgas during the 1st century BCE 
(Fig. 2).  

It was not until the Kuṣāṇa period that terraced monuments began to proliferate on a grand scale, 
and indeed, terraced structures are found across the territory once constituting the Kuṣāṇa Empire. The 

Figure 2: A view of the stūpa at Naṅdangarh, West Champaran District, Bihar. Photograph courtesy of Peter D. Sharrock.
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impression gained from the distribution of surviving Kuṣāṇa monuments is that this form of architecture 
flourished especially in Gandhāra (present-day northern Pakistan and northeast Afghanistan), where 
many of the early Buddhist stūpas are constructed on multi-tiered bases, usually consisting of two or three 
platforms. 

The earliest surviving structural stone temples were built during the Gupta period alongside brick temples 
of a similar type. These relatively small-scale monuments with their dark and confined sanctums are, for 
the most part, not far removed in concept from cave temples which also featured in the religious landscape 
of this epoch. Lesser known, despite their considerable size, are the several monumental terraced structures 
built between the fourth and sixth-centuries under the Guptas and the neighbouring Vākāṭakas, mostly 
in central and northeast India and in modern-day Bangladesh. During the seventh-century a number of 
pyramidal structures were erected in Bihar, and in Maināmatī in Bangladesh, possibly under the Later Gupta 
rulers and the Khaḍga kings respectively. Under the Devas and Chandras in the eighth and ninth-centuries, 
and the Pālas between the eighth and eleventh-centuries, several substantial terraced monuments were 
constructed in the east of the subcontinent, many of them serving as vihāras or mahāvihāras. Numerous 
pyramidal structures were also considerably enlarged during this period. 

Most, if not all of the monuments gathered here underwent various phases of restoration, transformation, 
expansion or sometimes even shifts in religious affiliation and use. As previously mentioned, the vast 
majority of extant terraced monuments are Buddhist and because of this  some scholars have chosen to 
ignore the overwhelming Hindu evidence found at certain sites in favour of a Buddhist affiliation.6 

The terraced form was assimilated into Hindu architecture most probably in the late Kuṣāṇa period. It 
appears to have been a relatively short-lived trend, since the last surviving Hindu terraced monuments to be 
constructed are the seventh-century Viṣṇu temple at Aphṣāḍ in Bihar, most probably built by Ādityasena, 
a ruler belonging to the lineage of the Later Guptas of Magadha (Fig. 3), and the multi-tiered monument at 
Pāhāṛpur, situated 220 miles to the northeast (if its origins were in fact Hindu). The demise of Hindu brick 
temples constructed on multi-storied bases coincides with the blossoming of temple architecture in stone. 

Figure 3: Viṣṇu monument from the north at Aphṣāḍ, Nawadah District, Bihar. Photograph courtesy of the American 
Institute of Indian Studies.
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By the eighth century, a number of structural stone and rock-cut temples were being built on a monumental 
scale; the magnificent rock-hewn monolithic Kailāsanātha temple at Ellorā (c. 750-800 CE), for example, 
stands at a height of thirty-two metres. Importantly too, the mainstream Nāgara and Drāviḍa styles of 
architecture in both stone and brick, now dominated the landscape. In light of these developments, it is 
possible that within the Hindu domain, terraced structures, although undoubtedly impressive, had become 
outmoded.

Architectural Form
The common feature shared by these structures is a tall pyramidal base made up of a number of terraces. 
Originally, either a stūpa or a temple would have in most if not all cases surmounted the terraces. The stūpa 
platforms are circular, square, rectangular, polygonal, or hexagonal and invariably solid, many having been 
constructed from a series of brick boxes filled with compacted debris formed from broken bricks and earth. 
Typically, with Gandhāran monuments the base platform is roughly square, sometimes with circular upper 
platforms. Often the upper tiers are narrow and not always intended for circumambulation. As a result, the 
form of the terraced platforms tends to be steep and compact. As this genre of architecture evolved, terraces 
widened allowing for ambulation and by the Gupta period platforms were generously proportioned, 
lending the structures a more pyramidal form. Hindu temple platforms are square or rectangular and 
were constructed following the boxing technique. None of the temples belonging to these monuments are 
extant, with the stūpas faring somewhat better. At least part of the dome is intact on many of the Kuṣāṇa 
period stūpas from Gandhāra. Stone has rendered these structures more durable than many of their brick 
counterparts in the Gangetic plains. Nevertheless, a section of the brick stūpa at Kesariyā in the Champaran 
District of Bihar has survived, magnificently situated atop six terraces (Fig. 4). A sketch by Cunningham,7 
and photographs from the 1930s show the stūpa dome almost intact. 

Figure 4: The stūpa at Kesariyā, Champaran District, Bihar. Photograph courtesy of Peter D. Sharrock.
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Most of the surviving terraced monuments went through more than one phase of construction. The 
stūpa at Naṅdangarh, for instance, was constructed in five stages, the earliest dating to the third century 
BCE, although, it was not until circa the first century BCE that the monumental brick stūpa was given 
a double-tiered base. During stage IV (fourth century CE) the structure gained an additional terrace. In 
the fifth phase, which occurred during the late Gupta or early post-Gupta period (5th-6th centuries), the 
monument was enlarged at the base giving it a further three circular terraces, and above the base terraces, 
an additional two.8 Likewise, the terraced brick Viṣṇu temple at Pawāyā (Gwalior District, Madhya Pradesh), 
had its base considerably enlarged during the early Gupta period, transforming it from two-tiered into a 
more formidable triple-tiered edifice (Fig. 5).9 

Dissemination of Terraced Architecture
Tellingly, the majority of surviving pyramidal structures are found along the uttarāpatha, sometimes 
known as the Grand Trunk Road, the principal trade route traversing North India.10 This route travels across 
Gandhāra, and onwards passing through centres such as Ahichhatrā, Śrāvastī, Vārāṇasī, Naṅdangarh and 
Nālandā.11 The uttarāpatha would have enabled this mode of architecture to be disseminated far and wide. Of 
interest here, is a Kuṣāṇa period pillar from Sanghol in Ludhiana District, Punjab, which bears a fascinating 
relief of a multi-tiered stūpa, demonstrating that there was a familiarity with this style of architecture in this 
region from an early date.12 Stūpa No. 1 at Sanghol is believed to have had more than one terrace supporting 
the drum but, to the best of my knowledge, its poor condition makes this impossible to verify.13 Incidentally, 
Sanghol is described by S.P. Gupta as the meeting place of the Gandhāra and Mathurā schools of art. Other 
Kuṣāṇa period relievos depicting terraced stūpas include a lintel carving from Mathurā portraying a multi-
tiered structure flanked by two worshippers, and a similar carving depicted on the pedestal of a Buddha 
image from Aligarh, Uttar Pradesh.14 In these three images the structure is tall, narrow and pillar-like, indeed 
more of a tower than a pyramid. A fascinating Gupta period red sandstone frieze was discovered at Gaṛhwā 

Figure 5: Brick Viṣṇu temple from the northwest. Pawāyā, Gwalior District, Madhya Pradesh. The photo shows the 
monument after excavation circa 1940. After M. B. Garde, Annual Administration Report of the Archaeological Department 
of Gwalior State for Vikram Samvat 1997, Year 1940–41 (Gwalior: [n. pub], 1943), Plate III.
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(Gadhwā) in Prayagraj District (formerly Allahabad District), Uttar Pradesh, a locale described by Dilip K. 
Chakrabarti as being ‘one of the most significant temple and sculptural sites in north India’.15 Although no 
terraced monuments survive here, an interesting relief image portrayed on the frieze (c. 400-420 CE) depicts 
a triple-tiered structure – likely a sattra (charitable almshouse) – with a series of pillars situated along the 
uppermost platform. Brāhmaṇas (religious specialists), ascetics, or mendicants are shown crouching at the 
base of the structure and on its platforms, being served food and drink (Fig. 6).16 A relief on the early Gupta 
period stone gateway lintel from Pawāyā depicts a terraced or multi-storied palace or temple (Fig. 7). This 
image probably alludes to the actual stepped-pyramidal brick monument to which the gateway belonged. A 
sacrifice is depicted taking place at ground level attended by the asura king Bali, his entourage, and Vāmana, 
who would later be the cause of Bali’s destruction. Women watch the events from pillared galleries located 
on the upper two floors. 

As an aside, numerous narrative stone relief carvings (c. 1st century BCE - 4th century CE) from the stūpa 
at Kanaganahalli (Gulbarga District, Karnataka) represent multi-storeyed prāsādas (palaces), mansions 
and shrines. One narrative relief panel depicts a structure with at least four levels and several flights of 
steps; lined up along the uppermost terrace are a stūpa, an altar, a tree and a domed caitya (Fig. 8).17 

Geographic Spread of Terraced Monuments
There were four major national highways (mahāpatha) in India.18 The first route, already mentioned, is the 
uttarāpatha (now National Highway No. 1). This route begins in Taxila,19 from where it runs northwestwards 
towards Begram in Afghanistan, and northeastwards culminating at Manipur.20 Another branch of the 

Figure 6: Detail of the Gupta period frieze from Gaṛhwā, Prayagraj District, Uttar Pradesh, now in the Lucknow State 
Museum. 
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uttarāpatha commences in Tāmralipti (modern Tamluk) in the east and ends at the Bolan Pass in the west.21  
The majority of extant terraced brick structures are situated near the branches of this highway, almost 
the entirety of which was located in the Gupta Empire at its peak. Later we find other clusters of terraced 
monuments appearing in different kingdoms, namely within the heartland of the Pāla Empire (Bengal) 
and the Chandra territory which encompassed Harikela (in present day East Bengal), Vaṅga, and Samataṭa, 
where Maināmatī is located. 

The terraced monument at Pawāyā is situated on the branch of the dakṣiṇāpatha (National Highway No. 
2), which begins in Kannauj and ends in Rameshwaram in the south. The Vākāṭaka structures at Mansar 
are situated on another branch of the dakṣiṇāpatha, which leaves the uttarāpatha at Pāṭaliputra (present-
day Patna) and culminates at Bejavada (present-day Vijayawada) in the southwest. The monuments 
at Mohenjodaro and at Mīrpur Khās are, to my knowledge, the only extant terraced structures on the 
aprāntapatha (National Highway No. 4), beginning at the Bolan Pass and ending at Trivandrum.22 Besides 
these highways, there were numerous smaller intersecting roads along which trade was conducted.23 It is 
interesting but not particularly surprising to find that all of these large terraced structures are situated 

Figure 7: Detail of a gateway lintel from Pawāyā, Gwalior District, Madhya Pradesh. Gujari Mahal Museum, Gwalior.
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either in the towns and cities that punctuated the major highways or in close proximity to them. The spread 
of this type of architecture evidently owed much to these ancient routes.

The Silk Road

Monuments of the terraced variety are not confined to the Indian subcontinent. This mode of architecture 
spread, most probably from Gandhāra along the Silk Road. Terraced stūpas, petroglyphs24 and votive stūpas 
are found along the route beginning in the Srinigar region of Kashmir passing through the Chilas region of 
the Karakorum mountain range, through the Gilgit Pass and on to Yarkand in China where the road splits, 
leading eastward through Khotan. At Rawak in Khotan is a stūpa with a tiered-base on a star-shaped plan, 
with staircases facing in the four cardinal directions.25 The exterior walls of the monument were adorned 
with stucco relief sculptures depicting the Buddha and his attendants; some of these sculptures were a 
colossal four metres in height.26 The monument, which dates to between the third and fifth centuries CE, 
is the most splendid of the extant stūpas along the southern branch of the Silk Road.27 A stūpa at Endere 
in Khotan, situated on a multi-tiered base dates to between the fourth and fifth centuries CE. The form 
of this monument with its dominating hemispherical dome is reminiscent of many of the stūpas from 
ancient Gandhāra. At Niya, also along this branch of the Silk Road, stand the ruins of a simple mud and 
brick stūpa with a terraced base. This monument dates to circa the third century CE and had already been 

Figure 8: Stone plaque from Kanaganahalli, Gulbarga District, Karnataka. Photograph courtesy of Christian Luczanits.
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plundered before its excavation.28 The passageway around the stūpa was found to contain painted murals of 
the Buddha but no narrative scenes. In Kashgar, on the northern stretch of the Silk Road, is an early stūpa at 
Mori Tim (second or third century CE), which still retains its dome.29 The Hungarian-British archaeologist 
Sir Aurel Stein excavated the latter four monuments in the early twentieth century. 

In the Chilas region of Pakistan there are numerous petroglyphs depicting stūpas with pyramidal 
platforms etched into the rocks, dating from circa the first to the eighth centuries CE.30 These may have 
served as talismans for the Buddhist tradesmen and pilgrims as they traversed this perilous route from China 
to India and vice versa. At Harwan in Kashmir, terracotta tiles depicting stūpas with triple-tiered bases much 
like those in the Chilas petroglyphs were found nearby the ruins of a stūpa with a terraced base constructed 
from rough-hewn rock and dating to circa the late fifth century or early sixth century CE. There are also 
two eighth century stone stūpas with pyramidal bases at Ushkur and Parihasapora (modern Paraspora) 
near Harwan in the Srinigar region. The latter two structures were built at around the same time that this 
mode of architecture was gaining popularity in the eastern regions of the subcontinent. Along the various 
branches of the Silk Road that run westward from the subcontinent, more examples of pyramidal structures 
and votive stūpas are to be found. The ruins of a palace situated on a terraced base, presumably to give it 
greater elevation and importance, is located at Aï Khanoum in Afghanistan, while at Top-i-Rustam near the 
site of the ancient city of Balkh, are the ruins of a brick cruciform stūpa with a pyramidal base, now used 
as an army checkpoint.31 At Fil Khana near Jalalabad, there was (and perhaps still is) a Kuṣāṇa period stūpa 
described by Shoshin Kuwayana as comprising a drum crowning a low plinth, atop two large rectangular 
podiums.32 At Bāmiyān and Tapa Sardār, also in Afghanistan, are some beautiful terracotta votive stūpas 
with triple-tiered bases, the lowermost having the form of a lotus, and with staircases facing in the four 
cardinal directions.33 These have been very loosely dated between the fifth and ninth centuries CE. Recently 
at Bāmiyān, excavation work has been conducted on a large mound slightly to the east of the giant niches 
carved into the rock face which until recently contained monumental Buddha figures (55 m and 38 m in 
height). Zemaryalai Tarzi has unearthed the ruins of an enormous structure interpreted as being a stūpa 
on a terraced base, thought to date back in its first phase to the second century CE.34 A five-storied stone 
structure situated in a spectacular location on a rocky outcrop in Gorno-Badhakshan, Pamir, Tajikistan, is 
known as the Buddhist stūpa of Vrang, although its original affiliation is not known. It is believed to date to 
circa the fourth century CE. Graffiti depicting stūpas with triple-tiered bases from the second century CE 
are found on the walls of Buddhist caves at Kara Tepe near Termez in Uzbekistan. A much restored stūpa 
standing on two terraces, which dates between the first and third century CE is situated in Fayaz-Tepe, also 
near Termez. Lastly, without doubt one of the most extraordinary edifices to survive from the Kuṣāṇa period 
is the vast ruined terraced sanctuary at Surkh Kotal (also known as Chashma-i Shir), built by King Kaniṣka.35 
The sanctuary is modestly named, Kaneśko-oanindo-bagolaggo, ‘The Sanctuary of Victorious Kaniṣka’. The 
monument is located in the Baghlan Province of Afghanistan (southern Bactria), and was excavated by 
Daniel Schlumberger in the 1950s and 60s. The great temple was constructed at the top of three monumental 
terraces hewn into a hillside and was built from mud-brick and timber.36 The temple was situated on a brick 
platform measuring 47 x 40 m, not dissimilar in scale from the base platform belonging to the larger of the 
terraced structures at Ahichhatrā (ACI). Fragments of terracotta reliefs modelled in the Gandhāran style 
were found in niches around the peribolos wall (walled courtyard surrounding the temple).37 In order to 
reach the temple, one had to ascend four staircases made up of over three hundred large brick steps.38 

Some of these structures – in particular Surkh Kotal – are reminiscent of the considerably earlier 
ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamia. It is not known, however, whether these imposing, multi-tiered ziggurats 
were a source of influence for the architects of the terraced Kuṣāṇa monuments.
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From around the eighth century onwards, numerous terraced structures of both Hindu and Buddhist 
affiliations constructed in brick or stone sprung up in Burma, Cambodia, Java, Tibet, Nepal, Sri Lanka and 
other locations in Southeast Asia, the most notable being the extraordinary stūpa at Borobudur in Java 
(early ninth century CE).39 Many of these monuments are in a better condition than their South Asian 
counterparts. For instance, although constructed around half a millennia after the pyramidal Gupta and 
Vākāṭaka monuments, the tenth century brick Śiva Temple known as Baksei Chamkrong in Angkor, is a 
rough, simplified approximation of how the monuments at Ahichhatrā, Pawāyā and elsewhere may have 
looked with a temple placed on top of their substantial terraces.  

Why the Terraced Form?
Monumental pyramidal platforms served to elevate temples and stūpas, thereby bringing these edifices 
closer to the heavenly spheres; indeed, they might be said to represent the mountains inhabited by gods. 
Simultaneously, these vast structures signify both the religious devotion and worldly power of those who 
commissioned them.40 Moreover, stepped structures are not always located in low-lying areas; the Sphola 
stūpa on the Khyber Pass, the Govind Bhita temple at Mahāsthān, and the Pravareśvara temple at Mansar, 
for example, are all situated on hills or rocky outcrops which already dominate the local landscape.41 In the 
context of terraced stūpas, Joyanto Sen comments that elevating the dome was an act of devotion in itself 
because it facilitated long-distance veneration.42  

Now we arrive at the question of why this mode of architecture was adopted by Hindus. The grand, 
awe-inspiring scale of the structures was no doubt the principal draw – but could there have been, in 
certain locations, an element of religious competition involved? At Ahichhatrā, for example, the Buddhist 
community appears to have been extensive and well-established long before the Gupta period; might the 
construction of two monumental pyramidal temples at the heart of the fortress city at around this time 
have, therefore, been in part an effort to demonstrate the dominance of Śaivism, or of local Śaiva rulers at 
Ahichhatrā at the time of their erection?43 Moreover, since Ahichhatrā was the capital of northern Pañcāla, 
the positioning of the temples at the centre of the walled city only serves to heighten their significance. 
Wendy Doniger, Giovanni Verardi, Paul Dundas and Alexis Sanderson all bring to light the somewhat tense 
relationship between orthodox Hindus and non-orthodox/ non-Vedic Buddhists and Jains during the Gupta 
and early medieval periods, despite the continued patronage of Buddhism by the elite.44 Indeed, Doniger 
comments that:

… by the Gupta age heresy was in the eye of the beholder. To the Hindus as a whole, Buddhists and 
Jains (and Cārvākas or materialists, with whom the former two are often confused) are heretics. 
To many Vaiṣṇavas, Śaivas are heretics, and to many Śaivas, Vaiṣṇavas are heretics. To many North 
Indians, South Indians were regarded as heretics. And just to round things out, the Jains regarded 
the Hindus as heretics.45  

Religious hostilities are entrenched in some textual sources dating to the fifth and sixth-centuries CE such 
as in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa.46 It is not entirely clear whether these religious tensions took tangible form in temple 
architecture and iconography but it is probable. The Chinese pilgrim Faxian describes a situation at Śrāvastī 
whereby ‘heretical Brāhmans’, apparently envious of the many Buddhist stūpas in the city, had sought to 
exact revenge by constructing a very tall temple which cast a shadow over an important statue of the Buddha  
situated in a sizeable temple, over eighteen metres in height.47 The anecdotal tale concludes with the 
brāhmaṇas seeing the error of their ways and converting to Buddhism. Verardi argues that this episode 
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at Śrāvastī signifies that the destruction of stūpas by brāhmaṇas in the Gupta period must have occurred 
elsewhere. He continues: 

The construction of a Brahmanical rival temple just opposite a Buddhist temple provided with a 
particular symbolic meaning (Devadatta’s final defeat), is an early testimony of the encircling 
technique brāhmaṇas resorted to, along with the harassing techniques observed in Ayodhyā, when 
getting rid of their adversaries was either impossible or untimely.48 

And moreover that:

The excavations carried out at Maheth [Śrāvastī] in the latter half of the nineteenth century and at 
the beginning of the last century are rather confusing; yet there is some ground to believe that an 
anti-Buddhist revolt, implicit in Faxian’s narrative, was actually kindled. A temple decorated with 
panels depicting scenes from the Rāmāyaṇa was apparently erected in Gupta times on the remains 
of a Kuṣāṇa monument of uncertain nature and, as reported by Jean Philippe Vogel, of two stūpas.49  

The Śrāvastī monument mentioned by Vogel is the Kacchi Kuṭi, also known as Ananthapindika’s stūpa at 
Maheth. It is believed to have been converted during the Gupta period from a stūpa to a Hindu temple 
adorned with a continuous frieze of terracotta relief images on the base platform, some of them (if not 
all) depicting scenes from the Rāmāyaṇa, while elsewhere on the monument panels representing episodes 
from the Kṛṣṇalīlā, and deities such as Brahmā and Durga, were displayed.50 Incidentally, the largest of the 
terraced temples dedicated to Śiva at Ahichhatrā was also constructed on the ruins of an apsidal or circular 
Kuṣāṇa monument of an uncertain nature.51

The Hindu Pyramids
The precise chronology of the extant Hindu terraced structures is not possible to determine at present due 
to the paucity of relevant epigraphic material and excavation reports. Moreover, none of the structures have 
been scientifically dated. Nevertheless, based on a comparison of iconography and decorative architectural 
features it is a definite possibility that the temple at Pawāyā, in its first phase at least, is the earliest surviving 
Brahmanical terraced monument, perhaps followed by ACII at Ahichhatrā. Interestingly, though, during his 
archaeological survey of the Hanumāngarh region of northern Rajasthan (1917-19), Luigi Tessitori reported 
the foundations of Kuṣāṇa period ruined brick structures with cruciform plans at Mundā and Pīr Sultān 
which he believed to have belonged to Buddhist stūpas. Since the sculptural findings from these mounds 
and the nearby sites of Rangamahal and Badopal are mostly of a Śaiva and Vaiṣṇava nature it is likely that 
some of the monuments had a Hindu affiliation. Hermann Goetz speculates that the structures may have 
been pyramidal in form like many cruciform monuments.52 Further investigation at these sites is needed. A 
summary of each of the known Hindu terraced monuments will be outlined below.

Pawāyā

The ancient Nāga centre of Padmāvatī (modern Pawāyā, or Padam Pawāyā), is situated on the confluence of 
the Sindhu and Pārvatī rivers in Madhya Pradesh.53 Excavations were carried out at the site by M.B. Garde in 
1924-25, 1933-34 and 1941. A large triple-tiered brick monument constructed in two phases was unearthed in 
a ruined condition. The original structure, built by the Nāgas, probably in the third or early fourth century 
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CE, had two substantial tiers (28 m sq. at the base) 
adorned with pilasters, roll cornices and candraśālā 
mouldings (Fig. 9). It is not known whether a temple 
surmounted the terraces at this stage.  

The monument was later expanded by the Guptas 
to include a third terrace measuring 42 m on each 
face at the base of the structure, lending it a more 
pyramidal form.54 During the Gupta period at least, 
the brick platforms were most probably crowned by 
a temple dedicated to Viṣṇu. The structure faces east 
as evidenced by the central projection on the second 
and third terraces on this face. In addition, a subsidiary 
shrine is thought to have been situated on either 
end of the later basement terrace on the east side. 
Numerous delicately moulded fragments belonging 
to early Gupta period figurative terracotta plaques 
were discovered, along with many ornamental bricks 
and stone sculptures.55 Among the sculptures are depictions of a nāga (possibly Balarāma/ Saṅkarṣaṇa), 
Viṣṇu and some of his avatars, and terracotta relief images of Durgā, Brahmā, and scenes which might 
illustrate episodes from the Rāmāyaṇa.

Ahichhatrā

Ahichhatrā adjoins the village of Rāmnagar, in District Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh. The fortified city is surrounded 
by eroded earthen ramparts which measure 5.6 km in diameter. Numerous mounds and tanks are also 
situated outside of the fort to the north, west and southwest. The earliest settlement at Ahichhatrā loosely 
dates to the second millennium BCE on the basis of ochre-coloured pottery found at the site.56 The city is 
thought to have been abandoned at some point in the 12th century CE.  

Surveys and excavations have been carried out at Ahichhatrā by Captain Hodgson in 1833, Alexander 
Cunningham in 1862, Alois Anton Führer in the 1880s, and Sadaruddin, Zamindar of Rampur in 1888; the 
Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) excavated under the direction of Rao Bahadur K. N. Dikshit between 
1940 and 1944, under N. R. Banerjee between 1963 and 1965, and under Bhuvan Vikrama between 2007 and 
2011.    

At the centre of the walled city stand two west facing pyramidal brick structures located four-hundred 
metres apart on the same latitude. The larger of the pair is known as ACI or Bhimgaja, and the smaller 
as ACII (Figs. 10 and 11). Führer partially excavated ACII and Dikshit excavated ACII and most of ACI. A 
monolithic sandstone liṅga stands at the apex of ACI and many terracotta sculptures depicting Śaiva themes 
were recovered from its terraces. Little sculpture was reported from ACII in the 1940s, but Führer describes 
it as a Śaiva temple and it is reasonable to suppose that the archaeologist, whose reputation was marred 
by controversy, may have removed sculptures.57 The temples were constructed circa the Gupta period, or 
slightly earlier, and both underwent renovations and enlargements up until the 11th century CE making it 
exceptionally challenging to understand their original forms, even more so since no detailed excavation 
reports have been published.

Figure 9: Detail of north wall on the second terrace at 
Pawāyā, Gwalior District, Madhya Pradesh. After Garde, 
Plate III. 
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ACI and ACII were once crowned by temples, and at the time of Cunningham’s visit, the foundations 
of a shrine consisting of an inner sanctum flanked by two corridors each leading to a porch was still extant 
on the upper terrace of ACI.58 Indeed, what is today considered as the topmost terrace accords well with 
Cunningham’s measurements for the base of the shrine. The structure then, is probably composed of four 
terraces (including the temple platform) and the foundations of a temple. There are stairways on the east 
and west faces. The platforms of both ACI and ACII had tall parapets (still partially visible in some places), 
which would have created corridors. The walls of the upper terrace of ACI were adorned with large terracotta 
reliefs depicting, for the most part, images of Śiva in his various manifestations as well as Śaiva myths. The 
base of ACI measures more than 47 m on each face and the structure rises to a height of almost 19 m.

ACII is 11.6 m in height and measures between 32 
and 33 m on each side at the base. The monument 
has staircases on the west face. In its current 
state ACII appears to have five terraces (Fig. 12). 
The ornamental bricks recovered from ACII are 
more floral and convoluted than those from ACI 
and are stylistically closer to Kuṣāṇa and early 
Gupta architectural elements, suggesting that the 
monument might have been constructed before ACI. 
The terracotta ornamental architectural elements 
from the dismantled Devnimori stūpa in Gujarat (c. 
385-415 CE) share some stylistic affinities with their 
ACII counterparts. Both ACI and ACII are built from 
brick boxes filled with compacted rubble and earth.

Figure 11: West face of ACII at Ahichhatrā (Bareilly District, Uttar Pradesh), 2012.

Figure 10: Northeast corner of ACI at Ahichhatrā (Bareilly 
District, Uttar Pradesh) during excavation, c. 1944. Photo-
graph courtesy of the Archaeological Survey of India.
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F. R. Allchin and V. S. Agrawala have both raised the possibility that ACI at Ahichhatrā represents a 
Śaiva eḍūka or aiḍūka as described in the Viṣṇudharmottarapurāṇa (3. 84. 1-15) towards the close of several 
chapters on image-making.59 The aiḍūka is rather an oddity in this section of the purāṇa, though, only two 
chapters later architectural forms are explored, including a temple type called Himavān which constitutes 
a triple-tiered platform surmounted by a temple which is recognisably Kashmiri in form.60 Indeed, temples 
constructed on one, two or three bases (described in the Viṣṇudharmottara as Śṛṅgavān, Mālyavān, and 
Himavān respectively61)  are believed to have been common in the Kashmiri tradition.

The aiḍūka of the Viṣṇudharmottara, has a triple-tiered base with staircases facing the four cardinal 
directions. A liṅga is situated at the apex, out of which rises a square staff. Over the staff are thirteen storeys 
capped by an āmalasāraka; above this is placed a rounded staff (yaṣṭi). The lokapālas–in Hinduism, the 
guardians of the four directions – are vaguely located above the liṅga. Hans Bakker suggests that they 
might be situated on each side of the square staff.62 Interestingly, the lokapālas described are Buddhist 

Figure 12: Plan of ACII at Ahichhatrā, Bareilly District, Uttar Pradesh, c. 1942. Photograph courtesy of the Archaeological 
Survey of India.
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deities, and later we are told that these are one and the same as the Hindu gods, Gaṇeśa, Yama, Varuṇa 
and Kubera. Meaning has been ascribed to the bhadrapīṭhas (platforms); here they are said to represent 
the three guṇas or aspects. These aspects are sattva (truth), rajas (action), and tamas (darkness, delusion). 
So, based on the supposition that the guṇas were arranged in the following order: tamas, rajas and sattva, 
then metaphorically speaking, by climbing to the pinnacle of the bhadrapīṭhas one would be ascending 
from the darkness and delusion into the light and truth. This symbolism corresponds fairly well with the 
monuments at Ahichhatrā whose platforms, as already mentioned, had corridors behind tall parapets. It 
is probable that only when reaching the temple at the summit would a devotee emerge into the light and 
be afforded a panoramic view of the surrounding city. It seems likely, however, that while the author of 
the Viṣṇudharmottarapurāṇa was aware of the existence of multi-platformed Śaiva shrines such as ACI at 
Ahichhatrā, he has amalgamated or confused their forms with Buddhist pyramidal structures, inventing an 
idealised hybrid that might never have existed.63 

Śrāvastī

The ancient ruins of Śrāvastī, or Maheth, are situated twenty kilometres from Balrampur, Sravastinagar 
District, northeast Uttar Pradesh. The city was once located within ancient Kosala. The crescent-shaped 
ramparts of the city measure 5.23 km in circumference.64 The ruins are extensive, and archaeological 
findings suggest that Śrāvastī was probably once the most important centre in the southern foothills of the 
Himalayas.65 The ancient city is most renowned for having been the home of the Buddha for many years. 
The most notable ruined structure within the walls of Maheth is the Kacchi Kuṭi (Ananthapindika’s stūpa), 
a structure every bit as challenging to understand as ACI at Ahichhatrā, in part because of the ruined state it 
was discovered in, and also due to its multiple construction phases which number at least seven according 
to Vogel.66 Originally, the monument had a square plinth, probably of a Kuṣāṇa date, and this was later 
extended to measure 32 m from east to west and 22 m from north to south. The monument consists of two 
receding platforms surrounded by an enclosure wall. The structure has a long staircase leading from the 
ground level to the upper terrace on the west face. Renovations continued up until the twelfth century. As 
already mentioned, Kacchi Kuṭi is believed to have been converted from a stūpa to a Hindu shrine during 
the Gupta period. However, there is a possibility that the entire monument was instead constructed on top 
of the ruins of two small stūpas.  

A second terraced brick structure is located close to Kacchi Kuṭi but its original affiliation is not 
known. Since, this monument – called Pakki Kuṭi– is built on a cellular plan, the assumption from Vogel, 
Cunningham and Vincent Smith, was that it was a Buddhist stūpa, although nothing to either support or 
contradict this view has been discovered.67 

Mansar

The ruins of two extraordinary terraced brick structures, as well as several other smaller foundations are 
located close to the village of Mansar, in the Nagpur District of Maharashtra. The more famous Rāmagiri 
hill, six kilometres to the west, is visible from Mansar.

One of the terraced structures is located on a rocky hill known as the Hiḍimbā Tekḍī or MNS III (Fig. 13). 
The complex at the base of the hill is known as MNS II and was excavated by Dr. Nath in 1994-5 (Fig. 14). 
MNS II was originally called Pravarapura and is thought to have been a royal residence, but this remains a 
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hypothesis; MNS III or Pravareśvara was a temple or state sanctuary dedicated to Śiva.68 Excavation work at 
Mansar continued from 1998, funded by the Bodhisattva Nagarjun Smarak Sanstha Va Anusadhan Kendra.69 
The excavations were conducted under the direction of A.K. Sharma and Jagat Pati Joshi. MNS II is a large 
structure surrounded by a fortification wall measuring 124 m from east to west and 110 m from north to 
south.70 At the centre of the enclosure stands a 15 m high pyramidal building with three terraces.71 To the 
west of the terraces is a vast maṇḍapa containing forty-two ruined pillars surrounded by an enclosure 
wall.72 The terraces sit on a large base measuring 51 m from east to west and 44 m from north to south. 
Like the two terraced monuments at Ahichhatrā, the adhiṣṭhāna had a ‘bastion like’ square projection on 
each corner.73 The base is embellished with simple pilasters bearing traces of white-coloured lime plaster, 
while the recesses were painted in red.74 Also like the terraced temples at Ahichhatrā, Pravarapura has a 
projection on the west, and faces towards the temple situated on the hill. Two staircases on the west lead 
from ground level to the pinnacle of the structure. According to the excavators, the uppermost platform 
had rooms resting on wooden planks.75 Foundations of other rooms surround the pyramidal structure. 
Sculptural fragments found here include depictions of Narasiṃha, an ekamukhaliṅgaṃ, Kārttikeya riding a 
peacock, Lajjā-Gaurī, Kubera, and Nandi.76  

The Vākāṭaka ruler Pravarasena II (r. 419-450 CE), a fervent devotee of Maheśvara, built both of the 
terraced structures at Mansar at some point between the eleventh and sixteenth year of his reign.77 

Figure 13: Corner of the Hiḍimbā Tekḍī monument (MNS III) at Mansar, Nagpur District, Maharashtra, 2011.
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Pravarasena II was the son of Prabhāvatī, daughter of the Gupta ruler, Candragupta II and his Nāga queen, 
Kuberanāga. Prabhāvatī was married to the Vākāṭaka king Rudrasena II before his untimely death.  

The state sanctuary, or Śiva temple constructed on the roughly triangular-shaped Hiḍimbā Tekḍī hill, 
commands spectacular views over the giant lotus strewn tank to the west, and over Pravarapura to the 
east. Of the early Indian temples, this one is surely among the most unique and fantastical and is evidently 
designed to imitate the mountain abode of Śiva. The large rounded rocks of the hill have been incorporated 
into the architecture. At least one of the boulders is considered a svayaṃbhu (self-manifested), but it 
might be suggested that the entire monument was intended to have a self-manifested appearance.78 The 
uppermost platform is level, and stone foundations of a shrine were found. The lowermost terrace has a wall 
with octagonal projections. A more conventional base juts out on the western side of the monument. There 
are several small shrines on the terraces, some of which once held liṅgas, while red sandstone sculptures of 
Śiva and Pārvatī and Umāmaheśvara were found in other shrines. Two of the shrines are reached by flights 
of steps in an unusual zigzag arrangement.79 As with other steeped structures, the terraces are built from 
brick boxes filled with debris. A natural cave is situated above one of the octagonal bastions, apparently 
large enough to seat 25 to 30 people. 

In 1972, a splendid stone sculpture depicting a seated, four-armed male of dwarf-like proportions was 
found on the Hiḍimbā Tekḍī (now on display at the National Museum, New Delhi). On the southern side of 
the structure, numerous sculptural fragments were found, as well as Vākāṭaka inscriptions.80 Sealings with 
Brāhmī characters of the fifth-century CE were discovered, some reading ‘Pravareshvarasya.’81 Recent field 

Figure 14: MNS II at Mansar, Nagpur District, Maharashtra, 2011.
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archaeology conducted by Harriet Lacey (Durham University) confirms that there was no settlement at 
Mansar prior to the Vākāṭaka period.

Bharat Bhayana

The Bharat Bhayana monument is located in a small village of the same name, in Kesabpur, Jessore District, 
Southwest Bangladesh, on the left bank of the River Buribhadra. A mound was discovered here, measuring 
between 243 and 274 m in diameter, and approximately 13.7 m in height.82  A terraced structure, built from 
brick boxes densely packed with earth, was uncovered during excavations in 1985.83 The monument has 
three platforms and was built on a cruciform plan (at least in one of its stages).84 The foundations of a large 
superstructure, 11.88 m above ground level, was discovered.85 A question mark hangs over the affiliation 
of this monument, but since a Śiva liṅga was found at the site the structure has been included in this 
paper.86 It has been tentatively dated to the fifth century CE in its first phase on the basis of brick-size,87 
style, clay mortar, and sculptural fragments.88 Excavations were resumed by the Department of Archaeology, 
Bangladesh, between 1995 and 2001. Like so many other brick monuments, the Bharat Bhayana has suffered 
from brick theft on a grand scale.89  

Gōkul

Situated in Gōkul, approximately 1.9 km south of Mahāsthān, in the Bogra Upazila of Bangladesh is an 
imposing four-tiered structure known locally as the Laksindarer Medh (Fig. 15). The monument, measuring 
80 x 55 m,90 was constructed from brick boxes filled with earth.91 N. G. Majumdar carried out excavations at 
the site between 1934 and 1936. Two staircases on the northeast were found, leading from the base of the 
monument up to the shrine. A chamber with an octagonal plinth of a later date complete with a human 
skeleton was found at the apex. Beneath the chamber is a polygonal plinth, only 30 cm in height, with 24 
sides.92 Majumdar writes:

In the interior of the circular structure remains of a pavement were laid bare, and in the centre 
we came across a pit. 5’3” in diameter, made of 
two courses of bricks with regular facing. In the 
middle of the pit a stone slab was horizontally 
laid, measuring 1’8” ´ 1’6”… There are twelve 
shallow holes marked on the stone and a bigger 
hole at the centre which contained a gold leaf, 1” 
´ 5” in size, bearing the figure of a recumbent bull 
… It appears that the gold leaf was placed here as 
the foundation deposit of a shrine … dedicated to 
the worship of Siva. There is however no means of 
determining the appearance of its superstructure 
from the excavated remains.93  

On the basis of the crudely executed image on the 
gold leaf, Majumdar assigns the monument to the 

Figure 15: Laksindarer Medh, Gōkul, Bogra Upazila of 
Bangladesh. Photograph courtesy of Coline Lefrancq.
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sixth or seventh century despite finding several Gupta 
period terracotta plaques.94 Deva on the other hand, 
dates it to the late fifth century.95 The monument was 
significantly enlarged during the Pāla period (8th-12th 
centuries CE).96  

Aphṣāḍ

Aphṣāḍ is a small village in Nawadah District, Bihar. A 
large terraced structure was excavated here between 
1973 and 1983 by a team of archaeologists including 
Dr Prakash Charan Prasad, Sarvashri U. C. Dwivedi, 
Narayan Chandra Ghosh, Jamil Akhtar, Lakshman 
Prasad Singh, and Raghunath Prasad Verma, under 
the supervision of Sita Ram Roy (Fig. 16, see Fig. 
3 for photograph of the monument shortly after 
excavation).97  

The monument has five rectangular terraces, the 
lower three of which had niches which contained 
stucco plaques framed by stucco pilasters.98 The 
majority of niches were found empty and alternate 
between rectangular and keyhole-shaped. The 
plaques extant at the time of excavation belong to 
the lowest tier and depict scenes from the Rāmāyaṇa 
placed in chronological order.99 The panels are lively 
and detailed with animated compositions. Some 
of the smaller details are delightful; in a plaque 
depicting Rāma, Sītā and Lakṣmaṇa crossing the 
Gangā, for example, the boat is portrayed as being 
constructed from wooden planks nailed together 
– the nail holes clearly depicted; and in the same 
panel, the turtle and fish swimming in the swirling 
waters beneath the boat bring humour and vitality 
to the composition (Fig. 17).100  

The terraces of the monument are constructed 
from brick boxes filled with silt and clay.101 The brick 
walls and floors are laid in mud mortar.102 On each 
platform there was a circumambulatory path103 
with a staircase on the west side of the structure.104 
Towards the east of the first platform is a row of five 
small shrines.105 The edifice is 15 m high.106  

A temple would have originally been situated 
at the pinnacle of the monument and the ruined 
foundations of a garbhagṛha (sanctum) still survive. 

Figure 16: The five-tiered platform at Aphṣāḍ, Nawadah 
District, Bihar, in 2019.

Figure 17: Fragmented stucco niche image depicting a 
scene from the Rāmāyaṇa on the lowermost platform of 
the Viṣṇu temple at Aphṣāḍ, Nawadah District, Bihar. 
Photograph courtesy of the American Institute of Indian 
Studies.
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Several sophisticated sculptures, including a large zoomorphic image of Varāha, images of Viṣṇu, and 
cakrapuruṣas107 indicate that the shrine was dedicated to Viṣṇu or one of his avatars.108 

An important inscription of King Ādityasena, the eighth ruler of the Later Gupta dynasty of Magadha, 
was found in the vicinity of the temple on Mandar Hill. The inscription describes how the king built a 
temple to Viṣṇu, while his wife, Konadēvī, built a tank, and his mother Mahādēvī Srīmatī built a religious 
college.109 Though the inscription is not dated, we know Ādityasena was ruling in the year 672 CE,110 so the 
temple would have been constructed not long before this date.

Pāhāṛpur 

There is some indication that the three-tiered brick structure at the centre of the Pāla period Somapura 
Mahāvihāra at Pāhāṛpur (Nagaon, Bangladesh), started out life as a Hindu monument, possibly in the seventh 
century CE (Fig. 18). At some point in time, the courtyard around the monument was raised, concealing the 
lower portion of the plinth. During excavations conducted by K.N. Dikshit in 1938, the base of the plinth 
was uncovered, revealing sixty-three stone relief panels depicting Hindu deities set in niches which are 
not evenly spaced.111 Many of the panels depict the adventures of Kṛṣṇa and characters and narratives from 
the Rāmāyaṇa.112 Vincent Lefèvre conjectures that the Hindu monument was probably left unfinished and 
in the eighth century was converted to a Buddhist structure, possibly by Dharmapāla. To establish this, 
however, large-scale excavations would be needed.113   

Figure 18: Bird’s eye view of the Somapura Mahāvihāra at Pāhāṛpur, Nagaon, Bangladesh. Photograph courtesy of Google 
Earth.
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Conclusion
What have we established, then, about the emergence, evolution and nature of pyramidal architecture in 
the Indian subcontinent? To begin with, the earliest surviving monument of this type is assigned to the 
Mauryan period, albeit very tentatively, and is located in the ancient kingdom of Magadha. The Kuṣāṇas 
readily embraced this architectural form in all its monumental, imposing glory, no doubt conscious of 
its ability to loudly pronounce the grandeur, religiosity and prosperity of the dynasty. Terraced platforms 
soon became an established feature of Buddhist architecture, especially in Gandhāra and the heartlands 
of the Gangetic plains. This architectural style spread from these important Buddhist centres via the major 
trade routes across North and Central India and along the Silk Road into China and Central Asia. In the 
eighth century CE, sacred pyramidal architecture also took root in Southeast Asia and highly ambitious and 
sometimes awe-inspiring monuments such as Borobudur in Java were constructed.

From around the time of the late or slightly post-Kuṣāṇa period, a fashion emerged for constructing 
Śaiva and Vaiṣṇava temples on monumental multi-tiered bases, notably in important royal centres such as 
Mansar, Ahichhatrā, Pawāyā and Mahāsthān. This trend never became very popular in the arena of Hindu 
temple architecture, however, and moreover was relatively short-lived, the last known Hindu terraced 
structure being the seventh century CE brick temple at Aphṣāḍ in Bihar, or perhaps the terraced monument 
at Pāhāṛpur, if it was indeed initially constructed as a stepped Hindu temple. Important Buddhist stūpas 
and vihāras, on the other hand, were built on tiered platforms up until around the eleventh century CE in 
the Indian subcontinent, becoming ever more elaborate. 

The stepped monuments in Pakistan and Kashmir are built from stone, while pyramidal monuments in 
India and Bangladesh are constructed on cellular plans with brick-walled boxes densely packed with earth 
or rubble, rendering the platforms solid. No doubt, the solidity of these platforms is partly responsible for 
their longevity, although, their superstructures are long gone or in some cases only very partially extant.  

Finally, early Hindu architecture is generally described as comprising relatively small cave and free-
standing temples, the latter often raised on a single platform. The stepped temple platforms collated in this 
paper affiliated with deities of the Hindu pantheon, however, demonstrate that from around the late third 
century CE, monumentality in religious architecture was not exclusively a Buddhist preoccupation, with 
Hindus adopting the brick pyramidal form, thereby improving their ability to mark religious territory, while 
simultaneously expressing devotional piety in lavish fashion.
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Proceedings of a Symposium on the Development of Early Buddhist and Hindu Iconography, Held at the Museum of 
Indian Art, Berlin in May 1986, ed. by Marianne Yaldiz and Wibke Yobo (Berlin: SMPK, 1987), pp. 89-104 (p. 94).

  13. Shoshin Kuwayana, ‘A Hidden Import from Imperial Rome Manifest in Stupas’, in Gandharan Art in Context: East-
West Exchanges at the Crossroads of Asia, ed. by Raymond Allchin, Bridget Allchin, Neil Kreitman and Elizabeth 
Errington (New Delhi: Regency Publications, 1997), pp. 119-171 (p. 134).

  14. Gupta, pp. 94-96.
  15. Dilip K. Chakrabarti, Archaeological Geography of the Ganga Plain: The Lower and the Middle Ganga (London: 

Sangam Books, 2002), p. 260.
  16. I explored the intriguing relief images on this frieze in a talk on ‘The Best Abode of Virtue’: Sattra represented on 
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   39. For a detailed exploration of how the Kesariyā stūpa might have been a source of influence for the design of 

the Borobudur monument see Swati Chemburkar, ‘Borobudur’s Pāla forebear? A field note from Kesariya, Bihar, 
India’, in Esoteric Buddhism in Mediaeval Maritime Asia-Networks of Masters, Texts, Icons, ed. by Andrea Acri 
(Singapore: ISEAS, 2016), pp. 203-222; and Swati Chemburkar, ‘Visualising the Buddhist Mandala: Kesariya, 
Borobudur and Tabo’, in India and Southeast Asia: Cultural Discourses, ed. by Anna L. Dallapiccola and Anila 
Verghese (Mumbai: K R Cama Oriental Institute, 2017).

  40. The stepped pyramidal form was a popular choice for religious, ritual or funerary monuments in early cultures 
across large swathes of the world, from Egypt, Central Asia and China to Central and South America. In some 
cases, the penchant for this type of architecture might have spread along trade and pilgrimage routes, and in 
other cases it might be considered to have developed without external influence, as a logical, and relatively 
simple way to create buildings of an imposing height.

  41. For an image of the Sphola stūpa see: 
  http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/b/019pho000000487u00041000.html



Laxshmi Rose Greaves 33

   42. Sen, p. 185.
  43. A number of high-quality sandstone Buddhist sculptures dating from the early Kuṣāṇa or Pañcāla period were 
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Appendix

Terraced monuments in the Indian subcontinent.

Type of Structure and Name* 
(* if Applicable) Location Approximate Date

Apsidal Temple (affiliation 
unknown although it has been 
assumed to be Buddhist)

Rajgir, Baḍgāon, Bihar Possibly 3rd century CE

Site.1 Terraced Structure Mohenjodaro, Sind, Pakistan c. 2nd century CE

Sphola Stūpa Zarai Village, near Jamrud, Khyber Pass, 
Pakistan

2nd to 5th centuries CE

Uttarasena’s Stūpa Near Barikot, Swāt, Pakistan c. 2nd/3rd century CE

Top-Dara Stūpa Top-Dara Valley, near Haibat-Grām, Swāt, 
Pakistan

c. 2nd/3rd century CE

Tokar-Dara Stūpa Near Barikot, Swāt, Pakistan c. 2nd/3rd century CE

Gumbatūna Stūpa Gumbatūna Village, Swāt, Pakistan c. 2nd/3rd century CE

Shināsī Stūpa Guligrām Village, Saidu, Pakistan c. 2nd/3rd century CE

Amluk Dara

Stūpa No. 1 Sanghol, Ludhiana, Punjab c. 2nd/3rd century CE

Kacchi Kuṭi also known as 
Ananthapindika’s Stūpa 
(converted to a Hindu shrine in 
around the fifth century CE)

Śrāvastī, Maheth, Uttar Pradesh c. 2nd century CE with later renovations

Pakki Kuṭi Śrāvastī, Maheth, Uttar Pradesh c. 2nd century CE with later renovations

Nandangarh

Viṣṇu Temple Pawāyā, Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh c. 3rd/4th century CE with fifth century 
expansion

ACII Temple Ahichhatrā, Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh c. 4th/5th century CE with renovations 
up to the 11th century CE

ACI (Śiva Temple) Ahichhatrā, Bareilly, Uttar Pradesh c. 4th/5th century CE with renovations 
up to the 11th century CE

Śiva Temple Mansar, Nagpur, Maharashtra Early 5th century CE

Residential or Religious 
structure

Mansar, Nagpur, Maharashtra Early 5th century CE
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Type of Structure and Name*  
(* if Applicable) Location Approximate Date

Probable Buddhist Structure Gobind Bhita, Mahāsthān, Bogra, Bangladesh 5th century CE

Chaukhandi Stūpa Sārnāth, Vārāṇasī, Uttar Pradesh 5th century CE

Buddhist Stūpa Kahu-jo-daro, Mīrpur Khās, Sind, Pakistan 5th century CE

Jetavana Vihāra Śrāvastī, Saheth, Uttar Pradesh c. 5th century CE with later renovations

Bharat Bhayana Temple Jessore, Kesabpur, Bangladesh c. mid-5th century CE

Buddhist Stūpa Kesariyā, Champaran, Bihar 5th century CE with 8th century 
renovations

Laksindarer Medh: Śiva Temple 
or Buddhist Stūpa

Gokul, Mahāsthān, Bogra, Bangladesh Late 5th century CE

Buddhist Stūpa Harwan, Srinigar, Jammu and Kashmir 5th or 6th century CE

Buddhist Vihāra Nālandā, Baḍgāon, Bihar 6th/7th century CE

Viṣṇu Temple Aphṣāḍ (Apsand), Warsaliganj, Nawadah, Bihar 7th century CE

Bhallar Stūpa Usman Khattar village, Taxila, Pakistan c. 7th century CE

Sālban Vihāra Comilla, Maināmatī (Paṭṭikera), Bangladesh Mid-7th Century CE with later additions

Harish Chandra Raja Bari Stūpa Savar, near Dhaka, Bangladesh c. 7th/8th century CE

Koṭilā Murā Kotbari, Maināmatī, Bangladesh c. 7th Century CE with later additions

Somapura Mahāvihāra 
(monument might have Hindu 
origins)

Pāhāṛpur, Nagaon, Bangladesh c. 7th century with 8th century CE 
expansion

Itakhola Murā Stūpa Kotbari, Maināmatī, Bangladesh c. 7th Century CE with later additions

Ushkur Stūpa Ushkur, Baramulla, Kashmir 8th century CE

Chankuna Stūpa Paraspora (Parihasapura), Near Srinigar 8th century CE

Buddhist Vihāra
(Vikramaśīlamahāvihāra?)

Antichak, Bhāgalpur, Bihar 8th/9th century CE

Sobhnāth Jain Temple Śrāvastī, Maheth, Uttar Pradesh Medieval temple crowning earlier 
platforms

Buddhist Temple Vasu-Bihar, Mahāsthān, Bogra, Bangladesh c. 10th/11th century CE




