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Past II: Vijayanagara

Learning Objectives

This syllabus offers students a nuanced understanding of the Vijayanagara Empire by drawing on key
readings that explore its political, socio- economic, cultural, and religious dimensions. Through the
study of themes such as kingship, imperial legitimacy, courtly culture, temple architecture, and visual
representation, learners gain insight into how power was constructed and communicated in a stratified
society. Religion, art, and architecture emerge as central to this process, not merely as expressions of
devotion but as instruments of statecraft and imperial authority. Temples like the Virupaksha complex
and the royal centres at Hampi served both spiritual and political functions. The use of divine
imagery, courtly aesthetics, and monumental design reveals how sacred spaces reinforced dynastic
legitimacy and power. The readings highlight the symbolic and strategic use of rituals, titles, and
urban design in shaping imperial identity. It also encourages students to engage with scholarly
debates on gender, patronage, and the blending of cultural traditions, helping them develop a critical
and contextual approach to South Indian history.

It sheds light on the nature of Vijayanagara society, emphasizing its hierarchical character, where
status was mediated through ritual, service, and proximity to power. Students also come to understand

how social roles were shaped by the intersections of caste, gender, and occupation within the broader




Learning Outcomes
« Analyze rituals, titles, and court culture as tools of political legitimacy

« Understand the role of craft production in supporting urban and temple-based economies.
« Analyze the circulation of currency hoards as evidence of a monetized and expanding market network.
» Engage with gendered and religious experiences in a stratified society.

« Explore cultural blending in courtly and visual traditions.

+ Interpret art and architecture as expressions of power and piety

Syllabus

UNIT I: FORMULATION OF IMPERIAL IDENTITY (12 Hours)

a) Kingship and Political Practices; Nature of state

b) Strategies of Imperial Legitimization and Control

c) Courtly culture

UNIT II: STRUCTURES OF ECONOMY: AGRARIAN AND URBAN (11 Hours)
a) Agrarian Base and Temple Economy

b) Urban Centres and Trade Networks

¢) Crafts, Monetization, and Guilds

UNIT III: (RELIGION, SOCIETY AND GENDER (11 Hours)
a) Temple and Sectarian landscape.
b) Social Stratification and Religious Patronage.

¢) Women, Agency, and Representation

UNIT IV: (3 Weeks) VISUAL ART (11 Hours)
a) Temple and Courtly Architecture: Hampi, Virupaksha Temple, and royal complexes

b) Iconography and Visual Culture

UNIT I This unit enables students to understand how imperial identity was constructed in the Vijayanagara Empire

through kingship rituals, symbolic titles, and monumental architecture. It also deals with the historiography and the

more recent approaches to Vijayanagara state. It helps them analyze strategies of legitimization such as royal

ceremonies, courtly display, and the spatial organization of the capital that reinforced authority and control. Through

the study of urban design and material culture, students will grasp how political power was communicated visually

and ritually. The unit also highlights how Vijayanagara rulers adapted symbols which originated outside Vijayanagara

to enable them to participate in pan- Indian political culture to project sovereignty.
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Unit II This unit contextualizes new socio- economic processes leading to a mixed rural and urban
economy which signifies crucial changes in the patterns of landownership, disintegration of the older
institutions, more intensive urbanization, increase in craft production,cultivation of cash crops, a fair
degree of monetization and expansion of trade and trading networks and regions.The new emerging
groups in all these spheres of activity had to be accommodate and thus temple society expanded. This
unit also highlights how Vijayanagara rulers effectively utilized existing institutional structures such
as temples and caste and merchant groups as primary investors and decision makers over productive
processes. It is also intended to study how royal investments in production activities varied with the

nature and importance of the commodity.
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1350-1650 , Cambridge University Press, 2003

« Ludden ,David Caste society and units of Production in early -modem South India.
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Unit III This unit enables students to critically examine the religious and social structures of the
Vijayanagara Empire through the lens of temple networks, sectarian affiliations, and patterns of
patronage. It explores how temples functioned as centers of power, shaping both spiritual and social
identities. The identities were constructed on the basis of religious community (devotion to either
Shiva or Vishnu) which got consolidated in this period and attempts were made from above to create
a synthesis of regional traditions through homogenization under the rubric of Vedic tradition. It also
notes that religious patronage displayed a patterned character very different from earlier times as
temples became pilgrimage places under the combined patronage of merchants, soldiers and sectarian
leaders. Students will understand the interplay between kingship and religious authority, the role of
caste in organizing social life, and the significance of women as patrons, performers, and agents
within sacred spaces. The unit also highlights the contributions of artisans and the material culture of
devotion, allowing for a deeper understanding of gender, identity, and imperial ideology in pre-

modem South India.
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No.3, September 2004, pp 416-431.
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UNIT IV This unit explores the architectural splendour of Vijayanagara preserved in the
monuments at Hampi consisting of religious, courtly and military buildings. The city was conceived
to both enhance existing cosmic ties through careful planning and to create new associations with
the construction of large temple complexes. It also explores how visual representation of Rama’s
mythology in the architecture, sculpture of Vijayanagara served to reinforce the legitimacy of the
king and define the empire. The richly carved and representation of various divinities contribute to

the legacy of art and architecture of Vijayanagara.
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