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Abstract

The main objective of this research paper is to identify the uniqueness of the thematic analysis of Buddhist
monuments in Telangana, India, exploring their historical, cultural, and religious significance. Telangana, with
its rich Buddhist heritage, is home to numerous ancient Buddhist sites, including stupas, viharas, chaityas, and
inscriptions, which reflect the region's importance in the spread of Buddhism in ancient India. The thematic
analysis focuses on architectural styles, iconography, spatial arrangements, and inscriptions found at key
monuments such as the Kanaganapalli, Phanigiri, and Gajulabanda sites. The study examines the integration of
Buddhist concepts in the design of these monuments, highlighting themes of enlightenment, cosmology, and the
Buddhist path to nirvana. By analyzing these structures through historical, religious, and sociocultural lenses,
the research seeks to understand the evolution of Buddhist architecture in the region, the role of these
monuments in the dissemination of Buddhist thought, and their enduring influence on the local communities.
The analysis reveals how these monuments not only served as places of worship but also as mediums for
cultural exchange, showcasing a blend of indigenous artistic traditions with broader Buddhist cultural
elements. The study contributes to the broader understanding of ancient Indian architecture and its role in
shaping spiritual and cultural identities in South India.
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I. Introduction

Telangana, a state in southern India, is rich in historical and cultural heritage, with a significant
Buddhist influence that dates back to the early centuries of the Common Era. The region is home to a
remarkable collection of Buddhist monuments, including stupas, viharas, chaityas, and inscriptions, which offer
valuable insights into the history and spread of Buddhism in South India. These structures reflect the profound
spiritual and cultural transformations that took place during the time of the Maurya and Satavahana dynasties
and the subsequent periods.

The Buddhist monuments in Telangana are not merely architectural feats; they also serve as
repositories of religious and philosophical ideas that have shaped the spiritual landscape of the region. These
monuments are integral to understanding the role of Buddhism in ancient India, particularly its interaction with
local traditions, art, and architecture. While the region was an important center for the dissemination of
Buddhist teachings, many of these monuments have been overlooked in mainstream scholarly discourse.
However, recent archaeological discoveries and renewed academic interest have brought these sites into sharper
focus.
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Study Objectives

This study aims to explore the Buddhist monuments of Telangana through a thematic analysis,
emphasizing their architectural styles, religious symbolism, and cultural significance. The research focuses on
major sites such as the ancient Buddhist complex at Phanigiri, the stupa at Gajulabanda, and the remains at
Kanaganapalli. By examining the themes embedded in the design and iconography, this study seeks to uncover
how they reflect the core principles of Buddhism, such as enlightenment, the nature of existence, and the path to
nirvana.

II.  Age And Historical Context
The Buddhist monuments of Telangana span several centuries, primarily from the 3rd century BCE
to the 3rd century CE, corresponding to the period of the Maurya and Satavahana empires.

e Mauryan Period (3rd Century BCE): Some of the earliest Buddhist sites in Telangana, like Kotilingala,
date back to the Mauryan period. These structures are relatively simple and are thought to reflect the
influence of Emperor Ashoka’s patronage of Buddhism, particularly in the construction of stupas.

e Satavahana and Ikshvaku Periods (1st Century BCE — 3rd Century CE): The most significant Buddhist
monuments in Telangana, including Phanigiri, Gajulabanda, and Kondapur, belong to these periods.
During these times, Buddhism was actively promoted by local rulers, and large-scale monastic complexes and
stupas were built.

Mauryan Period (3rd Century BCE)

The foundations of Buddhism in Telangana are deeply linked to the Mauryan expansion under

Emperor Ashoka.

e The Godavari Corridor: Recent archaeological evidence suggests that Buddhism followed the trade routes
along the Godavari river. Kotilingala, identified as a major hub of the Asmaka Mahajanapada, served as a
gateway.

o Ashokan Influence: While the structures were simple brick stupas, they represented the "Hinayana"
(Theravada) phase, where the Buddha was represented symbolically (e.g., footprints or an empty throne)
rather than in human form.

e Early Urbanization: Mauryan influence brought systematic town planning and coin-based trade to the region,
which provided the financial surplus necessary to sustain early monastic communities.

Satavahana Period (1st Century BCE — 2nd Century CE)

This era is often called the "Golden Age" of Buddhism in the Deccan.

e Patronage and Tolerance: Although the Satavahana kings often performed Vedic sacrifices, they were
famously tolerant. Most of the grand Buddhist architecture was funded not just by royalty, but by Gahapatis
(landowners), Settis (merchants), and powerful craft guilds.

o Architectural Zenith: Sites like Phanigiri and Dhulikatta reached their peak during this time. The transition
from timber to stone and the introduction of highly decorative limestone panels became a hallmark of the
"Amaravati School of Art" which influenced these Telangana sites.

e Kondapur as a Hub: Located in Medak, Kondapur emerged as a major lead-coin minting center and a
religious complex, proving that Buddhist viharas were often situated at the heart of economic centers.

Ikshvaku Period (3rd Century CE — 4th Century CE)

The Ikshvakus succeeded the Satavahanas and concentrated their power in the Krishna River valley.

e Role of Royal Women: A unique feature of this period was the matriarchal patronage. While the Ikshvaku
kings were often Shaivites, the queens and princesses (like Chamtasiri) were devout Buddhists who
commissioned magnificent Mahachaityas and Viharas at Nagarjunakonda and Phanigiri.

e Mahayana Transition: This period saw the rise of Mahayana Buddhism, characterized by the worship of the
Buddha in human form (idolatry) and the concept of Bodhisattvas.

o Global Connectivity: The discovery of Roman gold coins and Mediterranean artifacts at these sites indicates
that Telangana's Buddhist centers were part of a global network, attracting scholars and traders from as far as
Rome and Sri Lanka.
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III.  Thematic Analysis: Cultural Heritage

Architecture and Spatial Arrangement

The architecture of Telangana’s Buddhist monuments evolved through different phases. Early stupas,
such as those at Phanigiri and Gajulabanda, demonstrate a blend of Mauryan and Satavahana influences. These
stupas were constructed as burial mounds designed to house relics of the Buddha and revered monks. Over
time, these structures became more elaborate, reflecting both regional and Buddhist architectural conventions.
The spatial arrangements—comprising stupas, prayer halls (viharas), and meditation spaces—suggest a deeply
ingrained cultural understanding of the importance of community and contemplation in Buddhist practice.

Symbolism and Iconography
Telangana's monuments are rich in symbolism, representing core Buddhist themes such as
impermanence, the nature of suffering, and the path to nirvana. Iconography plays a crucial role, featuring:
o Sculptural reliefs and stone carvings: Depicting the Buddha, Bodhisattvas, and Jataka tales.
¢ Symbolic motifs: Including the lotus, wheel of Dharma (Dharmachakra), and the elephant. These symbols
served as didactic tools to teach Buddhist principles to both laypeople and monks.

Interactions with Local Traditions

The cultural heritage of these monuments reflects interactions between Buddhism and the local
traditions of South India. During the Satavahana period, rulers actively patronized Buddhism, leading to the
incorporation of regional artistic styles, such as intricate carvings and specific decorative elements in the
construction of stupas and viharas. Inscriptions found at sites like Phanigiri and Kondagattu mention local
communities and their contributions, illustrating a blend of indigenous and Buddhist traditions.

IV.  Buddhist Tangible Heritage (Forms)

Form Description Key Sites
Dome-shaped reliquaries symbolic of the Buddha's body and the Phanigiri, Gajulabanda,
Stupas . o
path to enlightenment. Kotilingala
Viharas Monastic residences for monks and scholars, featuring cells, Kondapur

courtyards, and halls.

Prayer halls used for communal worship, often featuring large

Chaityas arched windows.

Gajulabanda, Phanigiri

Records written in Brahmi script detailing donations and historical

Inscriptions context.

Phanigiri, Kondapur

V.  Major Buddhist Sites Discovered In Telangana
1.Phanigiri (Nalgonda District): One of the most important sites, famous for its massive stupa and
inscriptions in Brahmi script. It was a thriving center during the Satavahana and Ikshvaku periods.
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2. Gajulabanda (Mahabubnagar District): Features a large stupa and monastic complex with well-preserved
carvings, indicating a thriving Buddhist center associated with the Satavahana period.

3.Kotilingala (Karimnagar District): Notable for its ancient stupa dating back to the Mauryan period,
providing early evidence of Buddhism's spread in the region.

4.Kondapur (Medak District): Significant for its monastic complex, including remains of viharas (cells) and
chaityas (prayer halls), as well as sculptures.

Thematic Intersection: Trade, Economy, and Monastic Growth

A recurring theme across the Buddhist monuments of Telangana is the symbiotic relationship between
monasticism and trade. The geographical positioning and archaeological findings at these four key sites reveal
that Buddhism did not exist in isolation but thrived as a central pillar of the region's socio-economic network.

o Strategic Riverine and Land Routes: The location of Kotilingala on the Godavari River and Phanigiri along
the Dakshinapatha (the great southern trade route) suggests that monasteries served as "rest-stops" and
administrative centers for traveling merchant guilds. The wharf discovered at Kotilingala is a physical
manifestation of this theme, linking spiritual centers directly to riverine commerce.

e Monastic Centers as Economic Hubs: At Kondapur, the discovery of coin moulds and terracotta beads
indicates that the Buddhist Viharas were part of a larger industrial landscape. The theme of "Enlightenment"

DOI: 10.9790/7439-0301020106 www.iosrjournals.org 4 | Page



A Thematic Analysis On Buddhist Monuments Of Telangana

was supported by a "Monastic Economy," where the surplus generated from minting and bead-making was
reinvested into the grand Apsidal Chaityas and monastic cells.

e The Global Connection: The "Buddhist Image" in Telangana was physically transformed by international
wealth. The Roman coins at Phanigiri and the toga-style drapery in its sculptures highlight a theme of
"Cosmopolitanism." This suggests that the Buddhist path to Nirvana in Telangana was inclusive of global
artistic influences, funded by a thriving export of textiles and luxury goods to the Mediterranean.

¢ Symbolic Engineering: The spoked-wheel stupa at Gajulabanda represents a thematic merger of theology and
technology. While the spoked design symbolized the Dharmachakra (Wheel of Law), it also served a practical
architectural purpose of providing structural stability to massive brick domes—reflecting a culture that valued
both spiritual symbolism and advanced engineering.

VI.  Preservation And The Role Of The Heritage Department
The Heritage Department of Telangana, alongside the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), plays a
key role in the discovery and preservation of these sites. Efforts include:
¢ Excavations and Surveys: Unearthing sites like Gajulabanda and Phanigiri.
e Conservation: Prioritizing the protection of monuments from environmental wear and human encroachment.
e Public Awareness: Using exhibitions and digital documentation of inscriptions to educate the public about
Telangana's Buddhist legacy.

Systematic Excavations and Research
While early explorations at sites like Phanigiri began in the 1940s, the Heritage Department has
revitalized these efforts in the last two decades (specifically 2001-2007 and recent 20242025 seasons).

o Scientific Approach: Excavations at Nelakondapalli and Phanigiri have transitioned from mere "treasure
hunting" to stratigraphic digging, allowing researchers to date the transition from Theravada to Mahayana
traditions through changing iconographic styles.

e Discovery of Artifacts: Recent finds include Buddhapaduka (Buddha’s footprints) slabs, octagonal stupa
foundations, and Roman coins, which highlight the region’s role in global trade during the Satavahana era.

Advanced Conservation Techniques
Conservation is no longer restricted to physical repair. The department, often in collaboration with the

Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), employs specialized methods:

e Chemical Preservation: Limestone panels—frequently used in Telangana's Buddhist art—are highly
susceptible to environmental erosion. The department uses chemical cleaning and protective coatings to
prevent "sugaring" (crumbling) of the stone.

o Structural Restoration: At sites like Gajulabanda, reinforcement of the brick foundations is carried out using
compatible lime-mortar mixes, strictly avoiding modern cement to maintain the chemical and aesthetic
integrity of the 2,000-year-old structures.

o In-Situ Preservation: Efforts are made to keep artifacts like the Dhulikatta stupa panels at the site itself by
constructing protective sheds, rather than moving everything to museums, to preserve the monument's
original context.
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Digital Documentation and Public Engagement

Recognizing the threat of urban encroachment and climate change, the state has turned to technology:

e Epigraphy Digitization: Many inscriptions in Brahmi script found at Kondapur and Phanigiri are being
digitally documented using 3D laser scanning. This ensures that even if the physical rock face erodes, the
historical data remains accessible to global scholars.

e The "Buddhist Circuit": The Telangana government is actively developing a Buddhist Heritage Circuit. This
includes the Buddhavanam project at Nagarjuna Sagar, which serves as a massive interpretive center and
theme park to educate the public through replicas of major Buddhist monuments from around the world.

e Community Involvement: The department works with local "Heritage Clubs" and citizen-led groups (like
Kotha Telangana Charithra Brundam) to monitor remote sites and prevent vandalism or illegal land
cultivation near ancient mounds.

VII.  Conclusion

The Buddhist monuments of Telangana represent a fascinating blend of religious devotion,
architectural innovation, and cultural exchange. From the grandeur of stupas at Phanigiri to the serene
simplicity of viharas at Kondapur, these sites showcase the diversity and complexity of Buddhist architectural
forms. By studying these sites, we gain deeper insight into the historical, spiritual, and cultural significance of
Buddhism in ancient Telangana. These monuments serve as both physical evidence of the spread of Buddhism
in South India and as cultural artifacts that reflect the synthesis of religious and local traditions. Furthermore,
the enduring influence of these monuments is visible in the continuity of the region's artistic traditions. The
transition from Buddhist rock-cut architecture to later temple traditions in South India owes much to the
structural and aesthetic innovations developed at sites like Phanigiri.

In the modern context, the preservation of this "Tangible Heritage" is crucial for maintaining
Telangana’s distinct cultural identity. As current archaeological excavations continue to unearth new evidence,
it becomes clear that Telangana was a pivotal landscape in the global Buddhist map. The ongoing efforts of the
Heritage Department to transform these sites into an organized Buddhist Circuit not only promote tourism but
also ensure that the values of peace, contemplation, and cultural synthesis embodied in these structures continue
to inspire future generations.
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