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Beginning in the late-eighteenth century, the Banaras riverfront became well-known and celebrated for its 
clusters of temples. It was a site of choice for emerging elites from across South Asia to build temples as a 
means of consolidating newly acquired social positions through expressions of religiosity. Many of these 
temples were archaic in appearance, which also led to deceptive ideas regarding their antiquity, especially 
within an Orientalist discourse. By the early twentieth century, temple shikharas adorned the roof lines 
of several buildings on the campus of the new Banaras Hindu University. This essay is concerned with 
exploring the formal and spatial qualities of the temples constructed in Banaras, both along the riverfront 
and within the city over the long nineteenth century. It is also concerned with the adoption of temple 
forms as markers of religious nationalism by the turn of the twentieth century. In so doing, this author 
wishes to unpack the socio-political contexts that shaped views on desirable temple form and by extension, 
definitions of authentic “Hindu” architecture within an elite discourse of South Asian opinion-making. 

In most conventional histories of temple architecture in South Asia, the age of “authentic” temple 
construction usually ends at the close of the twelfth century, a time that coincided with the first Ghurid 
incursions into Northern India, culminating in the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate.1 Although temples 
constructed after the twelfth century are beginning to receive more scholarly attention, they have been 
described (in a recent study) as collective instances of “continuities, revivals, appropriations, continuities 
and innovations.”2 Such descriptors are based on the premise that the construction of “classical” (and by 
implication, authentic) temples ceased shortly after the twelfth century and when the practice was revived, 
older methods and preferences were uncomfortably amalgamated with newer forms and aesthetic practices. 
This author suggests, however, that despite these fractured and occasionally torturous legacies, temple 
forms were consistently employed in the articulation of political and social identities as well as expressions 
of institutional and nationalist identities. This essay will elucidate and attempt to unpack the motivations 
of patrons and designers as they addressed archaic desires and revivalisms in temple architecture. 

A fairly well-established spatial and architectural language for temples emerged across South Asia 
by the late-twelfth century. Elaborate sculpture reinforced a devotional religion increasingly focused on 
the Hindu “trinity” of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva and based on collections of myths collectively known as 
the puranas.3 Temples also anchored the political and religious identities of their royal patrons through 
elaborate titles, endowments and ceremonies involving puja (a lustration ritual), processions and dance 
performances (as enactments and reiterations of myths). In several cases, regionally dominant monarchs 
styled themselves as the principal devotees and patrons of significant temples that were usually constructed 
on an unprecedented scale by the turn of the second millennium.4 Major temples therefore functioned 
as canvases on which patrons could make moral and cultural statements through multi-tiered sculptural 
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and spatial programs. In addition, the nexus between politics and artistic practice ensured that temples 
functioned as vehicles to showcase courtly culture in a competitive environment of rival yet interconnected 
kingdoms. Despite regional variations, some common threads in temple design are apparent in examples 
across South Asia. The garbha-griha (sanctum) was always separated in spatial, ritual and formal terms 
from the mandapa (ritual hall/space for congregation). Each part of the temple was articulated in three 
dimensions through a hierarchical scheme of massing, clustering and the placement of recognisable roof 
forms, with the tallest tower usually reserved for the sanctum. The majority of temple structures were built 
using a trabeated system of construction.5 

Following the Ghurid incursions into Northern India in the late-twelfth century, the region was drawn into 
a larger global network of Perso-turkic, Islamic court cultures.6 Connections to this cultural realm influenced 
both Hindu and Islamic kingdoms, affecting South Asia’s religious, cultural, technological and linguistic 
landscape. Older religious ideas did not perish, rather they were renewed and through new technologies. For 
instance, stories once commemorated through narrative sculpture and dance were additionally preserved 
through a new technology, the illustrated manuscript. During the Indo-Islamic centuries (ca. 1200-1850), 
monarchs (both Hindu and Muslim) and temple-institutions were some of the most avid commissioners 
and collectors of illustrated manuscripts. In addition, several Hindu elites including regional rulers and 
wealthy aristocratic and mercantile groups patronised temple-building projects. Regional architectural 
styles and artistic practices became available to new groups of patrons who were keen to assimilate 
innovative elements such as arches and domes. Innovations were necessarily accompanied by a selective 
approach towards the incorporation of older, more traditional forms or even their reinterpretations. At 
the same time, patrons and designers frequently drew formal and aesthetic lessons from the mosques, 
palaces and madrasas that were being built across South Asia. In parts of Northern, Central and Western 
India, the ritual and spatial separation of the sanctum and the overall profile and general proportions of its 
tower or shikhara were retained, while other parts of the temple were more easily transformed. Often, the 
more public or community-oriented portions of the temple, especially the mandapa became an object of 
innovation. In this climate, figural embellishment on temples was often restricted as mere gestures towards 
tradition, whereas contemporary political identities were expressed through current and novel signifiers of 
power and prestige. Temples built in Banaras in the eighteenth and nineteenth century were no exception 
to this general pattern.

To eighteenth and nineteenth-century observers, the temple shikharas on the Banaras riverfront 
collectively presented an image that was considered desirable for an ancient religious site. At the very least, 
this was an image that, its patrons felt, could invoke a hoary past for this pilgrimage centre. In its silhouette 
and proportions, the Banaras shikhara had much in common with examples dating back to the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, but it also made a unique statement. The general lack of figural sculpture and its 
placement alongside columns and domes of Mughal stylistic provenance suggests that this shikhara was 
created as a symbol of authenticity, rather than as a replica of an archaic model. This was an instance of 
formal revivalism and as all such instances it revealed more about its immediate context than any concrete 
referent of past glory. 

New groups of elites in the eighteenth century, particularly the Marathas, urgently sought valid symbols 
of authority based on religious identity as well as influential courtly norms. Selective revivalism provided 
an ideal solution for such a purpose. Maratha patrons simultaneously embraced a Mughal legacy as well 
as held it at arms’ length. To this end, several Maratha rulers began to pay attention to pilgrimage and 
temple sites within their territories, restoring and refurbishing buildings and enhancing them through 
new pilgrimage infrastructure and priestly endowments.7 For the first generation of Maratha generals and 
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chiefs, an opposition to Mughal (and more generally 
Islamic) rule lay at the heart of their identity as 
a new political and military entity. Malharrao 
Holkar, the Maratha chief of Malwa, for instance, 
expressed an interest in rebuilding the Vishweshwur 
temple at Banaras (originally built ca. 1590, also 
during Mughal rule) that had been dismantled by 
order of the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb in 1669. 
Holkar’s desire was consistent with the larger 
Maratha policy of promoting temple activities and 
supporting pilgrimage. His agenda was pursued 
by his daughter-in-law and successor, Ahilyabai 
Holkar. She endowed and refurbished a number of 
pilgrimage sites that had religious provenance based 
on purana mythology. As she turned her attention to 
rebuilding the Vishweshwur temple at Banaras, she 
sought a design that would express a commitment 
to archaic tradition as well as speak to her family’s 
new-found place among the elite of eighteenth-
century Northern India. The temple was completed 
by 1781 and built with two identical garbha-grihas 
(sanctums) surmounted by identical shikhara forms 
flanking a shared mandapa covered with a dome 
(Fig. 1). In sum, a strategic mixture of trabeated and arcuated forms.

A similar balancing act is visible in the architectural choices that Ahilyabai made for the Tarakeshwur 
(Fig. 2) and Ratneshwur (Fig. 3) temples at Manikarnika ghat on the riverfront. The two temples were 
built simultaneously (ca. 1785-91) and the stark contrast in their formal and ornamental details speak to a 
larger Maratha desire to have a firm foot each, in the “Indic” and “Mughal” worlds. The Tarakeshwur temple 
shares many of the formal characteristics of contemporary temples in the city, particularly the profile, 
proportions and ornamentation of its shikhara and the inclusion of arcuated forms. In contrast, the design 
for the Ratneshwur temple built next to it, was deliberately archaic in contrast with an ornate exterior and 
avoidance of all arcuate or Mughal forms and details. 

As the East India Company gained control of the Banaras region after 1781, the two new temples on 
the riverfront elicited varied reactions from residents, pilgrims as well as colonial officials in search of 
“knowledge.”8 Most observers noted that archaic forms such as shikharas, horizontal mouldings and figural 
sculpture were amply employed in their designs leading to speculations about their basis in traditional 
knowledge or the “shastras.” For colonial observers and amateur scholars, the term indicated a reliance on 
formal architectural treatises that, in their view at least, were repositories of pre-Islamic cultural systems 
and knowledge.9 Not surprisingly, when Thomas Garstin, an engineer appointed by Warren Hastings to 
document the city’s built environment, reported on Ahilyabai’s Vishweshwur temple, he affirmed its 
connection to the “shaster.”10 Garstin’s conclusion can be viewed beyond the insufficient, though not 
entirely inaccurate, framework of Orientalism. His report suggests that he relied on local informants who 
also believed in a tangible connection between Ahilyabai’s temple and the “shastras,” since the term could 
be employed to describe the resurrection of traditional, even archaic knowledge. 

Figure 1: Vishweshwur temple, 1905. Photo by Madho 
Prasad. British Library Board.
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Colonial scholars had already classified the 
subcontinent’s architectural corpus on the basis 
of religious affiliation and structural systems with 
Hindu architecture being trabeated and Islamic 
architecture being primarily arcuated. Early colonial 
illustrators such as William Hodges had made a 
point of noting and classifying such differences.11 Any 
merger of apparently disparate structural systems 
meant that the building concerned was promptly 
labelled as “Indo-Saracenic,” and by implication, 
was also designated as inauthentic. James Prinsep, 
a colonial official who spent a number of years in 
Banaras, was the author of Benares Illustrated, an 
account of the city in the nineteenth century that 
was published alongside Prinsep’s extensive sketches 
of the city.12 Commenting on the large number of 
temples being built in the city during his tenure 
there, Prinsep lamented the widespread preference 
for “Indo-saracenic” ornament and details that were 
then combined with archaic plans (and even some 
forms). He proceeded to “correct” such deviances in 
his publication through a combination of colonial 
knowledge with his first-hand experience of the 
city. Along with a drawing (architectural elevation) 
of Ahilyabai’s Vishweshwur temple, Prinsep also 
published a drawing for a temple with an “authentic” design consisting of distinct and sequentially arranged 
sanctum and mandapa. The two parts of this imagined temple were surmounted by trabeated masonry forms 
and details (Fig. 04), and in his sketch Prinsep depicted the mandapa topped by a second, more diminutive 
shikhara, thus inadvertently (or even knowingly), altering the symbolic role of this visual marker.13 Prinsep’s 
scheme was never implemented as a built temple, but it did create a new set of expectations of authenticity 
for a “Hindoo temple” that could be located within historic periodisation and stylistic genealogies conceived 
as either distinctly Hindu or Islamic. It is an idea that would shape the academic discourse on temple 
architecture in Banaras into the early decades of the twentieth century.

By ca. 1820, political control of much of South Asia had shifted to the East India Company. Following the 
rebellion of 1857-58, the British crown took direct control of the Company’s erstwhile territories and pursued 
a policy of non-interference in religious matters, as well as a commitment to preserving visible symbols of 
South Asia’s religious and cultural life.14 For their part, the British wished to project a semblance of cultural 
continuity despite the obvious political ruptures that inevitably followed the rebellion. Banaras retained its 
role as a favoured site for temple patronage for aspiring and upwardly mobile nineteenth-century elites from 
across the subcontinent. This new group of patrons included various regional rulers, styled as rajas, and 
mercantile elites who had grown prosperous through colonial commerce. As a group, these patrons were 
distinct from their eighteenth-century predecessors. Largely bereft of political teeth, many of them were 
beholden to the colonial regime, but viewed their new position as an opportunity to consolidate social roles 
and identities. Both interest-groups were equally committed to promoting an image of an India of numerous 

Figure 2: Tarakeshwur temple on Manikarnika ghat.
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princely states, each ruled by a native prince or raja, 
under the benevolent eye of the colonial regime. To 
create and sustain this theatre, they drew extensively 
on Mughal models of dress and public spectacle that 
became pervasive across South Asia as markers of 
venerable lineage and elite status. Several rajas who 
made the city their home, including the Maharaja 
of Banaras and the Maharaja of Vizianagaram, 
cultivated a significant elite “native” presence as 
patrons of architecture and spectacle.15 Patronage 
for temple construction was an integral part of such 
personae and numerous shrines were built along the 
river-front, along significant pilgrimage routes and 
also at several new sites. Patrons also constructed 
mansions with large precincts that usually included 
a temple. To the Anglican and Baptist missionaries 
then resident in the city, such proliferation in temple 
construction was in keeping with the city’s eternal 
(though for them, questionable) religious identity.16 
What missionaries like Kennedy and Sherring failed 
to note, was that they were witnessing a transition in 
architectural trends and concerns. 

As Bernard Cohn has explained, the project of 
colonial knowledge-making resulted in new fields 
of study for South Asia’s social, historical, natural 
and built environments.17 Categorisation remained a significant aspect of this enterprise and social and 
religious information was often grafted onto analyses of the formal attributes of historic buildings and 
sculpture. Such trends are evident, as mentioned, in the work of early illustrators such as William Hodges 
and continued to define the more comprehensive and systematic surveys and classifications undertaken 
by James Fergusson, who remains, in many ways, a pioneering scholar of Indian architectural history. In 
the minds of colonial scholars (amateur or professional) and bureaucrats, the primary social division in 
South Asia was the one between “Hindu” and “Mahometan,” rubrics that were employed by Fergusson in 
his architectural classifications.18 Once again, a “Hindu” building was defined by trabeated post and lintel 
construction (that excluded any use of arches or domes) and the liberal application of figural sculpture. 
As Fergusson declared in his tome The History of Indian and Eastern Architecture, any amalgamation of 
trabeated and arcuated systems, as was visible in the Vishweshwur temple at Banaras, was an undesirable 
aberration (Fig. 5).19 Fergusson’s scholarly work and especially the grid of classification that he placed on the 
subcontinent’s historic architecture informed successive generations of both British and Indian scholars. 
For the latter, the separation of “Saracenic” or Islamic elements became entangled with a desire for an 
unadulterated past without any whiff of either conquest or the cultural corruption that would inevitably 
follow. In this discourse, the term “Indo-saracenic” could include a combination of “Hindu” or “Indic” 
elements with the “Islamic” or “Saracenic.” 

The prominent Indian antiquarian and archaeologist Rajendralal Mitra may have disputed Fergusson’s 
thesis on the age of the Ajanta caves in his 1880 essay, yet his arguments did not dismantle his rival’s overall 

Figure 3: Rutneshwur temple on Manikarnika ghat.
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Figure 4: Prinsep’s sketch of the “Hindoo temple.” British Library Board.
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scholarly framework. For Mitra, the link between 
antiquity, religion, culture and form was a valid one, 
as were Fergusson’s architectural categories.20 Yet, 
Mitra wished to make a case for the authenticity 
and antiquity of Indian temple architecture and in 
keeping with Fergusson’s formulation he sought a 
site that had escaped (in his view) “foreign invasion.”21 
His choice fell on Orissa, a province that he described 
as one that had avoided “the iconoclastic zeal of 
Muslim fanatics.”22 These considerations led him 
to accompany a colonial expedition to the temple 
city of Bhuvaneshwur in 1868-69 as the team’s 
archaeologist. 

Modellers and moulders in the group were 
to produce casts of “some of the more important 
sculptures of India.”23 Mitra, meanwhile, was 
engaged in compiling both textual and practical 
knowledge on “authentic” (read pre-Islamic) temple 
architecture. His investigation into the shastras 
(treatises) led him to conclude that the knowledge 
contained within such texts had a marginal relationship to the forms and techniques used by contemporary 
builders and masons.24 Since Banaras was a site of active temple construction at this time, Mitra sidelined 
treatises and sought a direct correlation between temples of medieval Orissa and those being built in the 
contemporary city. A significant informant in this process was the master mason employed by the Maharaja 
of Vizianagaram. With the mason’s practical knowledge at hand, Mitra worked towards creating and defining 
a “Benares temple,” a claim that he substantiated by illustrating selected examples drawn from around the 
city. Prinsep’s original idea and illustration of a “Hindoo temple” was partially based on examples that 
he had found in the city but was, in part, also a figment of his imagination. Where Prinsep’s illustration 
originated in fanciful invention, Mitra engaged in a process of careful editing. He illustrated and classified 
temples under the headings “Indo-Saracenic,” “Bengali,” “Orissan,” as well as “Benares.” Each illustration 
was limited to a depiction of the sanctum and shikhara and except in the case of the “Indo-Saracenic,” an 
example that closely resembled an Indo-Islamic tomb, all other categories were distinguished merely by the 
profile of their shikhara. 

In his analysis, Mitra did not abandon Fergusson’s category of the “Indo-saracenic” temple, but he 
did replace Fergusson’s example, the Vishweshwur temple, with another building in Banaras, the Adi-
Vishweshwur temple (Fig. 6) that was built ca. 1700 by the Maharaja of Amber. In this manner Ahilyabai’s 
Vishweshwur temple could be a useful model for Mitra, since its sanctum and tower could be treated 
as a manifestation of the “Benares temple.” Closely modelled as it was on a late-Mughal tomb, the Adi-
Vishweshwur temple was more easily sidelined as “Indo-Saracenic” (Fig. 7). Indeed, Mitra’s “Benares temple” 
bears a close resemblance to the Prayageshwur temple (ca. 1822) on Dashashvamedha ghat, which can be 
described as an anomaly. The majority of temples being built in Banaras included “Saracenic” elements 
such as arches, domes and columns.25  

Mitra was an influential opinion-maker among elite Banarasi circles and he was the intellectual 
link between patrons and a burgeoning academic discourse on authentic temple architecture. Several 

Figure 5: Vishweshwur temple, published by James 
Fergusson (after Prinsep).
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nineteenth-century temples in the city were shaped 
through conceptual categories devised in colonial 
and eventually, global academic circles and Mitra’s “Benares temple” and the conversations around its 
conceptualisation may have played an indirect role. Notwithstanding such robust discussions that were 
accompanied by publications on antiquarianism and authenticity, ideas of “authenticity” had a limited role 
in determining the form of temples in nineteenth-century Banaras. Patrons continued to maintain affinity 
for some forms of Mughal provenance and origin, resulting in buildings that were disparagingly referred to 
as “Indo-Saracenic” by Indian as well as British scholars.

The Gautameshwur Mahadev (Fig. 8) temple built between 1883 and 1905 during the reign of Prabhunarain 
Singh, Maharaja of Banaras, is one example of such compromises at play. A group of artisans from Jaipur 
were invited to build a temple as well as a grand gateway as an entrance into its precinct from a newly cut 
street that connected its neighbourhood to the Chowk, the older commercial centre located to the north. 
The design for the temple structure adheres to some of the principles derived from colonial knowledge 
as it has a shikhara, a flat-roofed mandapa and significantly, a limited use of pointed arches along with 
the complete absence of domes or Mughal columns. The gateway however, was closely modelled after the 
gateway of an elite Rajput residence given the liberal use of chattris (pavilions) and jharokhas (overhanging 
windows) with curved bangla (Bengali) roof forms and Mughal columns, all indicating allegiance to the idea 
of a Rajput lineage and by extension an elite, albeit Hindu, identity. This latter connection was strengthened 
through its popular name “Jaipuria Darwaza,” and it was recognised as an urban feature in its own right. An 

Figure 7: Classification of temple types including “Typical 
Benares Temple,” by Rajendralal Mitra. 

Figure 6: Adi-Vishweshwur temple.
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appropriate “Hindu” architecture was conveniently 
wedded to the remnant prestige of Mughal forms.

Since widespread faith in the antiquity of 
Banaras was enhanced through the archaeological 
discoveries at Sarnath, visitors and pilgrims alike 
transferred similar expectations to the river front. 
Over the course of the nineteenth century, several 
temples were added to the riverfront and were often 
assigned names and identities based on purana 
texts. In most cases, these shrines were built by new 
landowners and zamindars from the city’s hinterland 
in the North West provinces. For instance, in the mid-
nineteenth century, the Raja of Amethi wished to 
construct a new temple on Manikarnika ghat.26  The 
Amethi temple was first constructed in 1840, but this 
structure was destroyed in a fire. It was subsequently 
rebuilt in 1854.27 Siddhivinayak, a significant deity on 
the Antargriha pilgrimage route was located on the 
chosen site and stood in the way of its reconstruction. 
The Siddhivinayak shrine was reconsecrated and was 
placed in a niche within the lower level of the new 
multi-level Amethi temple. 

The new structure for the Amethi temple 
was designed on two levels and was based on an 
archaic panchayatana (five-shrine) plan. It was also 
embellished with innovative motifs and ornamental details. The panchayatana typology required a primary 
element at the centre of a square with four matching and often subsidiary shrines that are placed at its four 
corners. The five shrines of the Amethi temple were each surmounted with a “Benares temple” shikhara (Fig. 
9). As discussed earlier, this shikhara form had been carefully honed by masons and their apprentices since 
the mid-eighteenth century. With the construction of the Amethi temple the form was incorporated within 
a new plan type. The application of the panchayatana plan, the incorporation of figural imagery in the form 
of “flying gandharva” as bracket figures (Fig. 10) and the absence of dominant Mughal elements, all suggest 
that new attitudes of religious exclusiveness and its connection to formal and ornamental choices in temple 
architecture were taking root. In particular, these “flying gandharva” figures reference Hindu mythology, but 
their clothed forms are reminiscent of robed angels from gothic churches, also suggesting new expectations 
and definitions of (colonial) public morality. 

An invented architectural style, now formally termed the “Indo-Saracenic” became a significant 
propaganda tool for the colonial government, especially after the events of 1857-58. In their attempts at 
presenting themselves as the subcontinent’s legitimate rulers, the British used what they viewed as a 
mixture of Hindu and Islamic forms to devise an imperial architectural style, the “Indo-Saracenic.”28 
Ornamental and stylistic details derived from historic Indian architecture were attached to the surface 
of modern institutional and government buildings, a practice that was followed in various architectural 
historicisms in nineteenth-century Europe and North America. Several new buildings were designed in 
this style, to house branches of the colonial administration as well as novel institutions such as colleges 

Figure 8: Gautameshwur Mahadev temple.
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and museums. The most significant institutions and buildings were built in major colonial cities such as 
Bombay (Mumbai), yet some of these trends were reflected in the more provincial artistic and institutional 
environments of cities like Jaipur and Banaras, this latter often with Indian patronage. One British architect, 
Swinton Jacob, produced a compendium of such details for use in modern buildings called the Jeypore 
Portfolio of Architectural Details for his sponsor, the Maharaja of Jaipur. Jacob laid out the basic principles of 
this style as being inherent in its details with their “vigour” and grace and therefore eminently re-applicable 
for modern buildings.29  

With their shikharas, deep eaves and brackets, the buildings of the Banaras Hindu University were 
designed along similar principles of historicism, derived through colonial knowledge. A significant difference 
though, was that they were also designed within a new definition of “undiluted,” and emphatically “Hindu” 
institutional architecture. Connections between colonial institutions of knowledge-making and elite 
Indian opinion were maintained through a robust vernacular-language press. Articles articulating belief 
in the declining state of the arts in contemporary India, and selectively quoting the opinions of Fergusson 
and the archaeologist Alexander Cunningham, to prove the “greatness” of ancient Buddhist and Hindu art, 
were frequently printed in the Hindi-language journal Indu, a publication of the Nagari Pracharini Sabha, 

Figure 9: Amethi temple on Manikarnika ghat.
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a literary organisation dedicated to the promotion of Indic (derived from Sanskrit) linguistic cultures.30  
Rameshwarprasad Varma published articles in Indu, in which he emphasised the assimilative virtues of 
Hinduism. In one such essay titled “Buddhism is India’s Ancient Civilisation” he focused on “civilisation” as 
a foundational idea for a “nation,” also implying that this all-encompassing notion could incorporate and 
even erase any actual philosophical or religious differences among its citizens.31 This idea had broad appeal 
among Indian elites and was the basis of many nationalist histories, since in their view, such a civilisation 
had to be “Indic” or “Hindu.”

A prominent member of the Banarasi elite, Raja Shivprasad Sitarehind, published a history titled Itihas 
Timirnashak (History that Dispels Ignorance) in 1873 as a counterpoint to “unscientific” and superstitious 
ideas about the Hindu past while emphasising its civilisational antiquity and “greatness” through its 
connection and shared roots with Buddhism as well as Jainism.32 The term “Hindu” could define a cultural as 
well as a religious identity and was applicable to all those people who lived beyond the Indus River and within 
the geographical extents of the Indian subcontinent. Sitarehind proposed that this combined Buddhist - 
Hindu genealogy was foundational to an Indian national identity. It is this definition of a national identity 
that also formed the basis of the foundation of the Banaras Hindu University. It was a strategy intended to 

Figure 10: Bracket with “flying gandharva” on Amethi temple.
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purge Islamic knowledge and teachings from institutions. As Vasudha Dalmia and Heinrich von Stietencron 
have stated, by the late nineteenth century, orientalist Indian histories emphasised a “glorious” Indian past 
even as they established the superiority of a contemporary imperial Britain. In nationalist versions of this 
history, the British became superior merely through manipulation and the exercise of power, rather than 
because of any inherent superiority.33 At the same time, both nationalists and orientalists agreed on the 
unfortunate state of things in the present and blamed this condition on centuries of alien “Muslim mis-
rule.” Both groups also looked to “ancient” India as a source of inspiration to create an enlightened present 
and future.34   

The prospectus for establishing the Banaras Hindu University was issued in 1904, and its authors declared 
that “Hindu civilisation is the product of Hindu religion.”35 The document was subsequently presented to 
the Sanatan Dharma Mahasabha (congress of the orthodox Hindu religion) in 1906.36 The university was to 
be established for a Hindu community that was defined as including all subcontinentally rooted faiths such 
as Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. In his inaugural address in 1912, the Maharaja of Banaras emphasised the 
University’s connection with orthodox Hindu religion: 

Benares has been the seat of learning from time immemorial, and even in these degenerate days she has 
stood as the champion of Sanskrit learning in India. Those high ideals of religion and ethics which have 
always been the pride of the Hindu religion still ennoble the hearts of most of the citizens… The lines 

Figure 11: Building located on the campus of the Banaras Hindu University.



Madhuri Desai 127

on which religious education have been carried 
on here have been admirable. It has steered clear 
of all sectarian shoals and eddies, having the pure 
Sanatan Dharma as its goal.37  

Construction began in 1916 and sponsors included 
the colonial government as well as several rajas from 
all over the Indian subcontinent.38 In a history of 
the university (published in 1936) the author V.A. 
Sundaram laid out its objectives as an institution. 
Among others, it was resolved that the university 
was to concentrate on promoting the Hindu shastras 
with the aim of preserving the knowledge contained 
within, for India as well as for “the world at large.”39 
The University was, at the same time, supposed to 
carry on the city’s religious and cultural traditions, but 
in a newly invigorated guise that would constitute a 
service to the nation.40 It followed that any buildings 
that were to be built would be designed to reflect a 
“Hindu” architectural heritage.

The core buildings were completed over the 
next eighteen years and Sundaram rejoiced in the 
fact that, “over two hundred buildings and colleges 
with towers and turrets reminiscent of temples 
adorn the university grounds.”41 While the university 
buildings were planned to accomodate modern 
institutional functions, with classrooms, offices and 
lecture halls, their stylistic language derived from the “classical Hindu and Buddhist architecture” of the 
Indian subcontinent (Fig. 11). Architectural elements that had been tagged as “Islamic,” such as arches and 
domes were conspicuous by their absence. This “Hindu” architecture, a carefully selected mix of styles and 
elements was aligned thematically, if not in content, to the British fabrication of the “Indo-saracenic” style.42 
As mentioned above, the philosophy behind architectural historicism in general, involved the merger of 
antique ornamental details and modern plans. The details were to signify continuity between familiar 
historical references and unfamiliar contemporary institutions and conditions. In fabricating a “Hindu” 
architecture for the Banaras Hindu University, the architect Jwala Prasad devised a scheme in which he 
followed a similar structure of signification. In this case, the details chosen were explicitly “Hindu,” as they 
had been defined and filtered through colonial scholarship.43 A conscious “Hindu” architectural identity also 
meant that any categories or symbols that suggested a connection with Islam were to be purged, though 
elements taken from the architecture of subcontinentally rooted belief systems such as Buddhism and 
Jainism were actively incorporated. Temple shikharas, decorative brackets, decorative columns, and deep 
chajjas (eaves) were combined with plans for buildings that were to house a modern institution. By 1935, a 
number of the university buildings had been completed and Sundaram captioned a photograph as “Temple 
Towers of the University,” invoking this reference.44 In a departure from established practice in the city, this 
was no longer a replica of a “Benares” shikhara. Instead, Jwala Prasad created a new shikhara that could 

Figure 12: Naya Vishwanath (Vishweshwur) Mandir, 
Banaras Hindu University.
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meet the universal expectations generated through colonial architectural histories and illustrations. This 
feature was repeated in the Ayurvedic College, the Women’s College, the College of Science, the hostel and 
the teachers’ training college as well as the Arts Faculty Building (dedicated in 1946).45 The building for the 
Bharat Kala Bhawan (1950), a museum located within the university grounds, was designed with Buddhist 
chaitya arches on its façade and Ashokan pillars holding up its entrance portico. This building was originally 
supposed to have been topped with a temple shikhara, but this idea was later abandoned.46  

Patrons and designers redefined temple forms as they searched for authentic expressions of religious 
and social identities. Eclectic architectural combinations gave way to more exclusionary expressions as 
Hinduism was reinterpreted in the nineteenth century. Ultimately, the fabrication of a “Hindu” architecture 
as exemplified in the buildings of the Banaras Hindu University was an elite exercise in defining the nation 
as “Hindu.” It was only toward the first decade of the twentieth century that colonial and nationalist 
knowledge coalesced to produce the “authentic Hindu” architecture of the Banaras Hindu University. In 
keeping with such sensibilities, the design of the Naya Vishwanath Mandir or New Vishwanath temple (Fig. 
12) located on the campus of the Banaras Hindu University (1936), was designed with a trabeated structural 
system, viewed as the architectural language of an unimpaired Hinduism. Needless to say, it was also free 
of any arcuated, “Saracenic” or Islamic elements. The design of the temple conformed to new expectations 
from the Hindu religion and its legitimate practitioners (the so-called subcontinental “Arya – Dharmis”) as 
well as new definitions of its religious architecture.
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