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Easily the grandest example of temple architecture in the hills of Malnad,1 the Vidyashankara temple of 
Sringeri stands out even in the wider Karnataka region, thanks to its unusually heterogeneous form (Figs. 
1, 2 and 3). Its historiography, along with that of the Shankara matha in which it is located, has been re-
examined and its chronology revised in recent years, opening the doors for a better understanding of 
the origins of its architecture. This architecture, long recognised as a mingling of the Tamil and Karnata 
temple traditions,2 is today linked to Vijayanagara and the Hoysalas.3 The revised chronology, however, also 
connects it to the Ikkeri Nayakas who dominated this region for over two centuries, during and after the rule 
of Vijayanagara. Avid patrons of the matha, the Ikkeri Nayakas are also known for a multi-referenced style of 
building.4 This paper brings together recent scholarship on the historiography of the temple and its setting, 
before re-examining its architecture against the backdrop of Nayaka building works, the development of 
the matha, and the political context of the time.

Searching for Origins
The origins of the Vidyashankara have always been something of a mystery, quite like the Shankara matha 
in which it is located, a site of brahmanical prestige and royal endowments for the past six-hundred years. 
Popular and historical tradition has it that the matha was established by the celebrated Advaita philosopher 
Shankaracharya in 800 CE as one of the four great Advaita centres,5 and that one of its pontiffs – Vidyaranya 
– played a crucial role in the founding of the Vijayanagara empire in the fourteenth century.6 The 
Vidyashankara temple is traditionally also dated to the fourteenth century, at the time of another pontiff, 
Bharatitirtha, though the linga in its sanctuary is traditionally identified with Shankaracharya himself.7 

Scholars have, however, challenged all these traditions. Hermann Kulke has pointed out that the earliest 
historic evidence describes Sringeri as an important Jain centre in the twelfth century.8 The fame of Sringeri 
as a centre of Advaita Shaivaism is recorded only from the rise of Vijayanagara in the mid-fourteenth century, 
and it is mentioned as a matha only in the latter part of the same century, with the Vijayanagara kings as 
major benefactors. The Sringapura inscription of 1346 CE narrates how the Vijayanagara rulers celebrated 
a festival of victory (vijayotsava) in Sringeri, describing it as a tirtha (sacred ford or also perhaps a place of 
pilgrimage). The Vijayanagara kings are said to have made a land grant at this festival to Bharatitirtha of 
Sringeri, in the presence of the Hoysala queen-mother. Shankaracharya, though, is not mentioned in any of 
these early inscriptions.
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More grants followed. In fact, the latter half of the fourteenth century is the period of the greatest 
number of grants from Vijayanagara. Now described as a matha, the establishment was clearly growing in 
both importance as well as wealth. It was also around this time that Vidyaranya took over its leadership. 
Noted for his efforts to reconstruct Brahmanical orthodoxy - with the active support of Vijayanagara’s 
king Harihara II, who described himself as the ‘Establisher of the Vedic Path’9 - it is Vidyaranya who first 
mentions Shankaracharya in association with the matha. Thus, it is only in the late fourteenth century that 
the philosopher is mentioned, some five centuries after his supposed founding of the matha. The purpose 
of this mention was almost certainly to heighten the importance of the matha in the eyes of the orthodox; 
in fact, the matha continues to be celebrated among contemporary Hindus precisely for this association. 

Similarly, the story of Vidyaranya’s own role in the founding of Vijayanagara appears long after the 
supposed act. Interestingly, it is first found in the records, not of the empire, but of Sringeri, and at a 
time when Vijayanagara’s Tuluva kings (1503-1542) had turned somewhat away from Advaita Shaivism to 
Srivaishnavism, and thus from Sringeri to Tirupati. This rewriting of Vijayanagara’s early history, with a 
crucial role for Vidyaranya, may thus have been an attempt by the matha to revive its importance for the 
empire. The attempt may even have succeeded to an extent, as evidenced by Krishnadevaraya’s grant to 

Figure 1: Vidyashankara temple at Sringeri, from the south-east. Photograph courtesy of Ashish Sethi.
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the matha in 1515.10 Thus, as Hermann Kulke concludes, it was probably not Vidyaranya of Sringeri who 
established Vijayanagara, but the opposite: the kings of Vijayanagara appear to have been the patrons 
of a new and grand Shankara matha at Sringeri, for mutual benefit.11 The new matha gained wealth and 
enormous prestige, while the new empire gained religious backing. 

As for the Vidyashankara temple, it had for a long time been dated to the fourteenth century, thanks to 
the Hoysala and Vijayanagara references in its architecture, for that is when both were around, the Hoysalas 
in decline and Vijayanagara just founded. But there are actually no sources for the founding of this temple, 
although a Vidyashankara deity is spoken about in grants and inscriptions from 1390.12 And, given the 
revision of the foundation date of the matha to the fourteenth century, it is difficult to believe that such a 
grand structure would have been erected in its early days. 

But the real proof for the impossibility of this date, as George Michell points out, is the Vidyashankara’s 
architecture, which is a particular kind of monumental Tamil architecture characteristic of sixteenth-
century Vijayanagara.13 Michell also proposes that the patron of the temple might not have been a king, but 
the matha itself, since there would be no reason for a king not to prominently announce such a founding, 
while the matha would have an interest in propagating a much older (or ‘timeless’) origin for the shrine. 

Figure 2: Vidyashankar temple, from the south-west. Photograph courtesy of Doria Tichit.
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Finally, the sixteenth century was also the time when the Tuluva emperors of Vijayanagara were patronising 
grand temple architecture at Tirupati; the building of the Vidyashankara may have been a deliberate step on 
the part of the matha to remind them of the importance of Sringeri.14 

By the mid-sixteenth century, however, Sringeri was also closely associated with the Ikkeri Nayakas, local 
chiefs who were appointed as governors by Vijayanagara and later became independent rulers, though also 
paying tribute at various times to Bijapur, the Mughals, and the Marathas. Sringeri was part of the territories 
within the governorship of Sadashiva Nayaka (1513-1563 CE) and remained with his successors until the late 
eighteenth century when they were conquered by Sultan Hyder Ali of Mysore. A close relationship seems 
to have developed between the Sringeri and the Nayakas after the collapse of Vijayanagara, with the latter 
making several grants to the matha.15   

An insight into the relationship comes from an inscription at Sringeri dated 1621, which states that 
Venkatappa Nayaka (1592-1629 CE) ‘re-established’ Sringeri. Venkatappa is said to have invited the then 
pontiff, Sri Abhinava Narsimha Bharati (1599-1622 CE), to Ikkeri and to have honoured him with gifts, put 
up extensions to the buildings in Sringeri including a ‘matha’ for Bharati himself,16 founded an agrahara 
there, and granted land of ‘more than fifty pagodas’ in Mukkarnadi to the matha.17 The matha expanded as 
a result and became a ‘small state’ with many priests, officers to collect and spend the revenue, and a huge 
body of servants.18  

The term ‘re-establish’, along with Swaminathan’s description, implies either that the matha went through 
a bad patch before this time, or even that its position as a tax-collecting, self-governing, and powerful centre 

Figure 3: Vidyashankara temple, plan.
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of authority dates only from then. There are further inscriptions claiming that other Nayakas ensured the 
primacy of the Sringeri Matha over all others in the region. There is even one which records the removal of 
two Virashaiva mathas from Sringeri by the Nayakas on the request of the Shankara matha,19 even though 
the Nayakas were Virashaivas themselves. It would seem that the Nayakas played an important role in 
sustaining, if not creating, the dominance of the Shankara matha in the region. 

In 1763, the Ikkeri Nayakas were ousted from power by Hyder Ali. Sringeri was absorbed with the rest of 
the kingdom into the Mysore Sultanate. But the favoured position of the matha is said to have continued, with 
Hyder and Tipu Sultan bestowing grants on it as well. When some angry Maratha troops, following a defeat 
by Tipu Sultan, plundered the matha and looted its temples, it was Tipu who sponsored the restoration.20 
The British (and their allies, the Wodeyars) who succeeded Tipu did not disturb the matha’s position and 
privileges either. It remained the de facto ruler of the region until well into the twentieth century.

Topography and Cultural Context
Sringeri is a tiny settlement high in the forested hills of Malnad in western Karnataka, close to the ridge of 
the Western Ghats, and on the banks of the winding upper reaches of the Tunga river. The region lies north 
of the old Hoysala heartland, south-west of the Vijayanagara capital, and just south of the Ikkeri Nayaka 
centres. Surrounded by green slopes mostly covered in rich orchards of areca nut, coconut, coffee, pepper, 
and cardamom, the village is a big pilgrimage centre today but comprises largely of just two streets meeting 
at a right angle at the matha entrance, with a loop at the end of one that encircles a hill on which stands a 
Mallikarjuna temple and the mazar (tomb) of a Muslim saint. 

The traditional building materials in the region were mud, laterite, and timber for the ordinary buildings, 
and schist and granite for the important ones. There used to be some granite quarries in the vicinity of 
Sringeri,21 the source probably of the yellowish-grey granite of the Vidyashankara and most other temples 
in the matha.

At some point, probably after the fourteenth century, the region became very brahmin-dominated. 
The Sringapura grant of 1346 CE records the founding of the first agrahara in Sringeri, after which many 
more followed; oral histories claim that three-hundred brahmin families were invited to reside in Sringeri’s 
agraharas from various parts of South India.22 The village was said to contain more than a hundred temples 
in the nineteenth century, many in the backyards of brahmin houses,23 while local tradition has it that 
there used to be sixty-four agraharas in a row along the Tunga river, each containing its own temple.24 The 
locality still has an abundance of smaller mathas and agraharas which claim to be hundreds of years old. In 
addition, there are Jain basadis and some Muslim shrines.

Most of the land in the region was held by these brahmanical institutions, led by the Shankara matha and 
tilled by tenants. The property of the Shankara matha in 1958 included forty-seven villages and 47,442 acres 
of land.25 Among the many agraharas still in existence is one at Jamatigge, a hamlet about twenty kilometres 
northeast of Sringeri, which houses a small temple, the Neelakanteshvara (Figs. 4 and 5). Founded in 1733 
according to an inscription on its exterior, this temple has a superstructure very like that of the Vidyashankara 
(Figs. 6 and 7), along with elements found in the architectural palette of the Ikkeri Nayakas.

Caste discrimination remains strong in these parts even today. Studies of the past decade have found 
that Dalits are still treated as untouchables in Malnad, being forced to live outside villages, prevented from 
owning property, and denied jobs.26 A careful grading was traditionally prevalent among those considered 
high caste too; the brahmins who dominate the region and all its mathas and temples, were differentiated 
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Figure 4: Neelakanteshvara temple and agrahara, Jamatigge, plan.  

Figure 5: Neelakanteshvara temple and agrahara, section. 
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Figure 6: Neelakanteshvara tower. Photograph courtesy of Ashish Sethi.
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according to jāti into a hierarchy of service, access 
and privileges in the Sringeri matha.27 Even today, 
although all worshippers appear to be freely 
allowed to enter the matha and the main halls of 
the temples within, most are not allowed further. 
Certain brahmins are given differential treatment, 
for example, being fed the prasada meal away 
from the others in the matha’s dining hall.28 Access 
to the sanctum sanctorum of the Vidyashankara 
temple, and even the lobby spaces before it, is not 
permitted even to scholars who have obtained 
permission to study the monument from the 
Archaeological Survey of India, the government 
body authorised to protect it. Access is similarly 
restricted at the Neelakanteshvara temple, again a 
government-protected monument, where scholars 
and others are not even allowed in the temple 
porch. Some visitors recall being asked if they 
were ‘untouchable’, before being allowed inside 
other agraharas.29 

Certain foundation legends are popular all over 
the Malnad. The Sringeri matha is said to have 
been set up at the spot where Shankaracharya saw 
a cobra using its hood to shield a frog from the sun; 
a similar explanation is offered for the site of the 
Neelakanteshvara temple. Another popular trope 
is of the discovery of hidden treasures which lead 
to prosperity and also to the building of temples. 

This story is found in oral histories of agrahara temples of the region, as well in the origin story of the Ikkeri 
Nayakas and their first temple, the Rameshvara at Keladi.30 

Architectural Style and Inspiration
The Vidyashankara temple is located to the south of the main matha complex, on the high north bank of 
the river Tunga and aligned east-west, roughly parallel to the flow of the river. The matha’s property extends 
to the south of the river, connected nowadays by a footbridge located near the temple. Steps descend from 
nearby the temple down to the river’s edge where pilgrims feed the fish. On the west and north of the 
temple are a number of much smaller stone temples, of a simple and archaic Karnata design common 
in the region.31 There are also some newer-looking buildings, including, to the north, the large and much-
renovated Sharada temple, which bears many elements of the Tamil Dravida vocabulary.32 

As mentioned earlier, the architecture of the Vidyashankara has long been recognised as a hybrid. 
As long ago as 1936, the Annual Report of the Mysore Archaeological Department (ARMAD) identified 
Chalukyan, Dravidian, and Indo-Aryan features within the one building.33 The Chalukyan features were 
said to be the apsidal ends, the ‘indented corners’, the absence of a mukhamantapa (porch), the plinth or 

Figure 7: Neelakanteshvara temple, front elevation.
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platform for circumambulation, the friezes of horses etc., carved on the basement, the pilasters, niches, 
and large images of the upper wall, the double roof, the stone tower of the ‘stepped pyramid type’ with 
its front projection. The Dravidian (which probably meant Tamil Dravida) features included the inner 
ambulatory, the yali balustrades, the rope-shaped cornice, the three storeys of the tower and its metallic 
finial, the drapery of the dvarapalas and others, the breast bands of the female images, the great pillars of 
the hall and their yalis crushing elephants, the use of granite instead of soapstone, and the lack of rounded 
pillars or pilasters. The Indo-Aryan (by which is probably meant Nagara34) features were the curvilinear 
form of the tower, the high flights of steps before the entrances, and the low pyramidal top of the hall roof.

Some of this identification appears forced today, especially the ‘Indo-Aryan’. The tiered tower (Fig. 2) is 
not of a Nagara type, while the roof of the hall is actually a local design of stone slabs with log-like stone 
strips over the joints, found in the Ikkeri Nayaka works as well as the Jain temples nearby. And there are some 
features, like the yali balustrades of the entrance stairs, common to many traditions including late Karnata 
(both Hoysala and Chalukya), Vijayanagara, and Ikkeri Nayaka. As Michell has pointed out, the region 
around Sringeri abounds in archaic Karnata-style features in buildings that date much after the Hoysalas and 
Chalukyas, including those of the Ikkeri Nayakas and the Jain temples of Canara;35 these include moulded 
basements, balustrades, pillar designs, walls composed of sequences of carved panels, roofs of stone slabs 
and log-like strips, and towers with multiple projections, tiers, and kuta crowning elements.  

But the distinctive elliptical plan (Fig. 3) with apsidal ends on the east and west, the curves formed by 
multiple right-angled setbacks which are faithfully replicated in elevation, is indeed strongly reminiscent 
of Hoysala temples. This is also true of the tiers of the tower, the strong horizontal lines of the plinth and 
basement, and the figures sculpted on every vertical setback along the walls, in an impressive continuity 
around the temple. However, the complex aedicular geometry that underlay the curved Hoysala temple 
plans and their towers is not to be found here, nor the intricacy and sharpness of Hoysala soapstone 
sculpture. The sculptural quality is in fact more like that in Ikkeri Nayaka temples, built similarly in granite. 
Yet the reference to the Hoysalas is too strong to be ignored.

And there can be little doubt of the Vijayanagara influences on the interior of the pillared hall which 
occupies the east half of the temple. A slightly-raised square central plinth is marked off by twelve great free-
standing pillars along its edges, one in each corner and two in between on each side (Fig. 8). Composite in 
form, each pillar has a rear vertical which is roughly square in cross-section, covered with relief, and fronted 
by an attached colonette in the form of a rearing yali crushing an elephant underfoot and carrying a rider; 
the corner pillars have two such colonettes. They support a heavily-sculpted entablature under a corbelled 
ceiling that steps up to a central domical floral base from which hangs a bud-like boss surrounded by four 
parrots (Fig. 9). All of these forms – the pillars, their entablature, the ceiling and its sculpture – belong to 
Vijayanagara, specifically the sixteenth-century works built in the Karnata and Telegu regions of the empire.

The rest of the temple, or its west half, contains an outermost ambulatory corridor surrounding a 
complex of nine cells, with an east-facing rectangular sanctuary at its heart. All the cells are windowless 
rectangular chambers, with no sculpture except for their icons. 

Although the Vidyashankara’s pillar design shows, as mentioned, similarities to many Tuluva 
Vijayanagara works, Michell has suggested that the entire hall may have been inspired by the outer hall of 
the so-called Ramanuja temple at Hampi.36 This is a large but lesser-known temple located near the Vitthala 
temple complex, and also known as the Shiva temple.37 The pillared arrangement in the hall here is indeed 
remarkably similar to that of the Vidyashankara, even though the hall itself, like the whole temple, is very 
different. It is a building fairly typical of the grander temples of the later empire with a gopura entrance 
pavilion that faces a broad chariot street and leads into a walled court in which stands the temple proper. 
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Figure 8: Vidyashankara, interior of hall.
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The outer pillared hall is square in plan and bigger than that of the Vidyashankara, and its composite 
pillars taller, though, the number and arrangement of the latter are identical. Their colonettes are pillar 
forms, rather than yalis crushing elephants, which extend to just over half the height of the pillar. Their 
capitals support yalis carrying riders that rear up to support the brackets above, while seated lions are 
positioned below. Above the elaborate brackets are beams covered with relief work, including miniature 
shrines containing the images of sage-like figures. The ceiling is corbelled as in the Vidyashankara, with a 
circular floral form with a hanging central boss, though not as intricately sculpted and without the parrots.

But there is another possible source of inspiration, perhaps a better one, in the Vitthala temple complex 
close by. It is a pavilion standing in the south-east corner of the complex, a free-standing and open pavilion – 
not a closed hall before a sanctum – which comprises a staggered square in plan, with a raised square plinth 
in the centre carrying twelve composite pillars (Fig. 10). The twelve are not only arranged similarly to the 
Vidyashankara, their colonettes are also in the form of rearing yalis standing on elephants and carrying riders. 
They also resemble the Vidyashankara in their secondary smaller rearing yalis in the upper level, though here 
they appear in pairs in each case, and not only in the corner ones, as in the Ramanuja. Although the relief work 
on the pillars that carry the colonettes varies widely, there are some examples that bear a close resemblance 
to the Sringeri pillars, with the ‘purna kalasha’ (overflowing pot) motif at the bottom (compare figs. 8 and 

Figure 9: Vidyashankara, ceiling of hall.
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10). The high corbelled ceiling has a central floral 
motif like the Vidyashankara, though again without 
parrots. The layout of this pavilion, with a square 
plinth set on a staggered square basement, could 
have inspired the Vidyashankara as well, though 
here the square plinth is much higher. 

We do not know when exactly this free-standing 
pavilion in the Vithala temple complex was built, 
nor the Ramanuja temple nearby, though the main 
mandapa of the Vitthala temple is known to have 
been completed in 1554. But the Vitthala complex, 
and indeed the entire Srivaishnava temple-building 
enterprise in Hampi, is believed to be mostly of the 
sixteenth century. 

Influence of the Ikkeri  
Nayakas
It was in the sixteenth century that Sringeri 
came under the control of Sadashiva Nayaka, 
the second of the Ikkeri Nayakas and a highly-
ranked and successful general in the army of 
Rama Raya, regent of Vijayanagara (1543-65 CE). 
Thus, if the Vidyashankara was built after the 
Vitthala complex, it was almost certainly built 
under the rule of the Nayakas. The sixteenth 
century is also the time of the Nayakas’ first temple 
foundations, the Rameshvara of Keladi (Fig. 11) 
and the Aghoreshvara of Ikkeri (Fig. 12), at their 
first two successive capitals. Although neither of 
these temples can be precisely dated, the three 
shrines of the Rameshvara are roughly ascribed to 
the first half of the sixteenth century during the 

time of the first three Nayakas; while the Aghoreshvara complex was probably begun by the second half 
of the sixteenth century, and was definitely completed before 1629, when the kingdom was thrown into a 
succession struggle, followed by civil war, an attack on the capital Ikkeri by Bijapur, and finally a relocation 
of the capital to Nagara in 1639.38  

A new and distinctively heterogeneous vocabulary is visible in these foundations. The three temples 
of the Rameshvara complex display many typical Karnata Dravida features – inspired perhaps by the local 
works of the thirteenth-century Kodanad-Kundanad chiefdom, feudatories of the Hoysalas – like open 
pillared halls edged by high-backed seats, sharply-moulded basements, parapet walls, angled eaves, and 
pyramidal masonry towers capped with kutas. These are joined by increasing references to Vijayanagara, 
culminating in the latest Virbhadra shrine with typical sixteenth-century ceiling patterns and composite 
pillars with yali-colonettes carrying riders and crushing elephants underfoot. The later and much larger 

Figure 10: Pillar in free-standing pavilion, Vithala temple 
complex, Hampi. Photograph courtesy of Doria Tichit.
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Aghoreshvara complex adopts many of these elements but also prominently showcases ideas from the 
long-dead Chalukyas of Kalayana, especially from their temples of the Gadag region, in pillar forms and 
mouldings; from the Hoysalas, like the grilled windows of the mandapa; and also, rather radically, from the 
contemporary Bijapur Sultanate, including the prominent use of rows of merlons on the temple roofs, with 
tiny minarets in the corners (Fig. 13), also arched openings, and decorative floral and geometric patterns.39  

It is noteworthy that these three temples – the Vidyashankara, the Aghoreshvara, and the Rameshvara – 
all of which display a novel and creative heterogeneity, are not very alike, although built under the suzerainty 
of the Ikkeri Nayakas, and not very far apart in either time or place. There are some similarities of course, 
like the Vijayanagara pillars, Karnata basements, yali balustrades, roof design with stone slabs and log-like 
strips, and Hoysala influences in the plinth mouldings of the Aghoreshvara and Vidyashankara. The latter 
two both use archaic forms, but not from the same sources, the notable difference being the Aghoreshvara’s 
Bijapuri and Chalukya influences, along with the Hoysala windows, and the Vidyashankara’s Hoysala 
references in layout, basement, and vertical offsets. The Vidyashankara and the Aghoreshvara thus show 
interesting parallels, both being strongly influenced by Vijayanagara and both feeling the need for archaic 
associations. But let us not forget that the earliest historical mention of Sringeri is of an offering made at the 
‘tirtha’ by the first Vijayanagara rulers in the presence of the Hoysala queen mother.40 The Vidyashankara’s 
Hoysala touches at least bear witness to this old association with the Hoysalas. The Ikkeri Nayakas appear 
to have had no historical connection at all to the Chalukyas or Hoysalas; it is the Aghoreshvara’s architecture 
that invents a connection. 

Figure 11: Rameshvara temple, Keladi.
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Many of the Aghoreshvara’s elements became ubiquitous in later works of the Nayaka kingdom. The 
average Ikkeri Nayaka shrine is small and quite simple, with a porch leading to a hall and thence to the 
sanctum (Figs. 4 and 14), basic Karnata basement mouldings, Bijapuri merlons along the roof (Figs. 15, 16 
and 17), rearing yali pillars at the entrance, and a superstructure that is usually a Tamil kuta-topped pyramid 
(Fig. 17) or a tiered one. They are usually enclosed in a walled court (Fig. 16) or agrahara (Fig. 4) and built 
in stone or laterite (though the latter tend to be heavily renovated), and may use timber too, especially for 
pillars.

The Vidyashankara also influenced some Nayaka temples as seen in the smaller versions of its tiered 
tower in the vicinity of Sringeri, for example, the Neelakanteshvara at Jamatigge (Figs. 6 and 7) and the 
Virabhadra, Koppa. The mandapa ceiling design of the Vidyashankara, of four upside-down parrots around 
a central rounded boss, is also found in the porch ceiling of the Bhavanishankara at Tirthahalli, another 
agrahara shrine (Figs. 16 and 17).

A further difference between the Vidyashankara and the Aghoreshvara is the extent of the intermingling 
of languages. The Vidyashankara clearly harks to the Hoysala palette on the outside and Vijayanagara 
within the hall, while the Aghoreshvara mingles its references both in the exterior and interior. Although 

Figure 12: Aghoreshvara temple, Ikkeri.
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the Vidyashankara is clearly a deliberate attempt to recall the Hoysalas, either a lack of artisanal ability to 
make the typical Hoysala pillars, or the prestige of the Tuluva forms, resulted in the Vijayanagara-inspired 
interior. That the solution chosen in the great hall of the Ikkeri Aghoreshvara – composite Vijayanagara 
pillars along the walls and late Karnata pillars of Chalukya inspiration in the centre – was not followed here, 
might imply that the Vidyashankara predated the Aghoreshvara. 

Another indication of this probable chronology is the lack of Bijapur influence on the Vidyashankara. 
This is notable because Bijapuri influence can be found in the nearby Neelakanteshvara and other Ikkeri 
Nayaka works, many located in agraharas that still follow orthodox brahmanical practices today. The Ikkeri 
Nayakas themselves appear to have been very brahmanical in their social leanings, as can be seen from their 
support to the matha, and other practices they fostered, like untouchability, sati, and the lavish patronage 
of Brahmins and their institutions.41 But they were also part of an Islamicate world, like Vijayanagara itself, 
which emulated the Deccan Sultanates in their military technology, sport, dress, titles, and so on. The 
Nayaka emulation of Bijapuri architecture would have been a part of this cosmopolitanism, an attempt to 
forge public connections to powerful contemporaries. 

Figure 13: Jami Masjid of Bijapur, begun 1576.
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The lack of Bijapuri influence on the Vidyashankara 
is thus not likely to have been caused by any brahmanical 
aversion for ideas from the Islamicate. In this context, 
one also notes the lack of Bijapuri influence on the 
earlier Keladi Rameshvara. So, it could just be that the 
Vidyashankara, like the Keladi Rameshvara, was already 
built by the time Bijapur rose to prominence in the region. 
Bijapur’s political dominance follows its leadership 
of the victorious Sultanates in the battle of Talikota 
(Rakkasa Dandi) in 1565, after which the Adilshahi 
Sultans also seem to have launched an extensive building 
programme. Thus, this stylistic absence would place the 
Vidyashankara before 1565, and between the two early 
Nayaka foundations. Its deliberate heterogeneity and use 
of archaic architectural ideas might indeed have inspired 
the even more ambitious references in the architecture 
of the Aghoreshwara. 

As mentioned previously, it was during the early to 
mid-sixteenth century that the matha was fighting to 
retain its relevance in the empire. The Tuluva emperors 
were increasingly focused on the east, as can be seen 
in their lavish adoption of the Tamil vocabulary of 
building. They had also, worryingly for Sringeri, become 
staunch patrons of Srivaishnavism and Tirupati. As 
Michell points out, the grand building project of the 
Venkateshvara temple of Tirupati, under the patronage 
of the Tuluvas, may have inspired Sringeri to launch 
its own grand project. The Hoysala references in the 
Vidyashankara would appear to be an attempt to claim 
a longer ancestry for the matha than Vijayanagara, 
especially given that the other temples in the complex 
are of the extreme simplicity of the minor shrines of 
Vijayanagara. The building of such a grand temple which 
harked to the celebrated philosopher Shankaracharya 
and to the pontiff Vidyaranya – the one hailed by the 
matha as its founder, and the other as the founder-
preceptor of Vijayanagara – and also to the ancient 
Hoysalas, patrons of the first Vijayanagara kings, could 
easily have been part of an effort to impress the empire. 
What is certain is that such a grand foundation would 
have consumed a great deal of resources. This, coupled 
with the crushing defeat of Vijayanagara in 1565, and 

the subsequent collapse of the empire, could well have caused a decline of the matha, until it was ‘re-
established’ by Venkatappa Nayaka in the early seventeenth century.

Figure 14: Bhavanishankara temple at Tirthahalli, 
plan.
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Figure 15: Bhavanishankara temple and agrahara, Tirthahalli.



98 Heterogeneity Amidst Orthodoxy

Conclusions
The mystery surrounding the Vidyashankara temple’s origins has been slowly unravelling thanks to its revised 
chronology, along with that of the Sringeri matha. We now can say with some certainty that the temple was 
not built prior to the sixteenth century, thanks to its architectural references to Tuluva Vijayanagara, the 
lack of any mention of such a temple in the fourteenth century (when it was earlier believed to have been 
built), and the fact that the matha itself appears to have its origins around that time. Along with this is the 
notable revelation of the matha’s history of rewriting its own history and that of Vijayanagara to increase its 
glory. And it was successful in this, becoming an institution of enormous brahmanical prestige and material 
power over the last six centuries. 

The architecture of the Vidyashankara can be understood well only by keeping this historical and cultural 
context in mind. If it could not have been built before the sixteenth century, the Hoysala references on the 
exterior become a deliberate attempt at archaic revival, since they go beyond the basic Karnata-derived 
architecture prevalent in the region. When one notes that this Hoysala exterior is not really Hoysala in its 
details, as can be seen in the lack of aedicular complexity, and in the quality of the sculpture, it becomes 
even more clear how great an effort must have been invested to convey the connection. The early- to mid-

Figure 16: Kashivishveshvara temple, Kavaledurga. Photograph courtesy of Doria Tichit.
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sixteenth-century was also the time when the 
Sringeri matha was trying to win back the favour 
of the Vijayanagara empire. It seems to have been 
necessary to recall all of its glorious connections 
(connections to Vijayanagara as well as connections 
that were important to Vijayanagara). A grand 
new temple which harked to Shankaracharya, 
Vidyaranya, and also the ancient Hoysalas could 
easily have been part of this enterprise.

Finally, it cannot be a coincidence that this is 
also the time of the Ikkeri Nayakas, avid patrons 
of the matha, and founders themselves of a 
notably heterogenous temple form. While their 
first temple, the Rameshvara of Keladi, refers 
only to Vijayanagara and the basic Karnata-
derived architecture that still prevailed in the 
region, their second and most monumental 
temple, the Aghoreshvara of Ikkeri, adds distinct 
references to ancient Chalukya, ancient Hoysala, 
as well as contemporary Bijapur into the mix. And 
interestingly, it is the latter reference which prevails 
in Ikkeri Nayaka works over the next two centuries, 
even in orthodox agraharas near Sringeri. The 
absence of Bijapur in the architecture of the 

Vidyashankara cannot hence be ascribed to a Brahmanical dislike for the Islamicate; it must be that the 
Vidyashankara was built prior to the post-1565 rise of Bijapur as the dominant political power in the region. 
This would place the Vidyashankara chronologically in between the Rameshvara and the Aghoreshvara and 
it may well have inspired the expanded heterogeneity of the latter.

Glossary
Agrahara: Brahmin settlement or colony
Kuta: Square dome
Mandapa: Hall
Matha: Traditional school of Brahmanical scriptures, usually restricted to Brahmins
Mazar: Mausoleum, usually of a saint or religious leader
Tirtha: Originally a ford; presently a sacred site
Yali: Sculptured form found mostly in south India, of a lion with an elephant trunk
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Figure 17: Kashivishveshvara temple at Kavaledurga, front 
elevation.
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