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Abstract : Art, architecture, and religious practices 
acted as intertwined shaping factors of the cultural 
development of medieval India. This paper explores 
how religious buildings, art works, and devotional 
activities interacted with each other from about 750 
to 1700 CE. Using a qualitative comparative 
approach, the analysis compares six architectural 
complexes: Khajuraho, Great Living Chola 
Temples, Qutb Complex, Hampi, Humayun's Tomb, 
and Taj Mahal. It draws on scholarly sources and 
institutional records focusing on the aspects of 
patronage, space, art, and worship. The analysis uses 
descriptive statistics to outline the characteristics of 
the chosen corpus rather than estimating conditions 
in medieval India. It shows that religious monuments 
served simultaneously as places of worship, coercive 
or ceremonial statements of authority, spaces for 
artistic production, and repositories of collective 
memory. Architectural interaction took place 
alongside political competition and religious 
differentiation. The conclusion is that the cultural 
production in medieval India can be understood as 
interrelations between patrons, artisans, religious 
institutions, and participants of the worship. 
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Introduction 

During the medieval period in India, there were many 
advances in temple building, mosque architecture, 
funerary design, sculpture, and devotional practice. 
They occurred against a background of changes in 
political organizations and societies. Religious 
structures offered a context in which people 
encountered sacred images, participated in collective 
worship, remembered revered individuals, and formed 
relations with political power. 

This paper employs the following chronological 
framework from approximately 750 to 1700 CE. The 
latter period intersects with early modern India as 
perceived by the historians. Including it allows for 
comparisons between earlier temple traditions, 
Sultanate architecture, and important Mughal 
monuments without implying that they experienced 
identical historical conditions. 

Art and architecture acted as the components of the 
religious practice. A temple image acquired its 
significance through consecration, offerings, and 
devotional interaction. A mosque organized collective 
prayer through a definite orientation and space. A  

mausoleum made remembrance permanent through the 
architecture, while a saint's shrine could acquire its 
significance through visitation and religious authority. 

The primary research question deals with the mediation 
of relations between religious practice and patronage by 
the means of art and architecture. The additional 
research question is whether different religious 
institutions could draw upon the same materials, 
construction techniques, and artistic practices. 

The main argument in this paper is that the medieval 
sacred architecture combined religious specificity with 
participation in broader political and artistic networks. 
Therefore, the comparative analysis has to consider not 
only common processes but also different intentions of 
ritual practice. 

Literature Review 

Asher's Architecture of Mughal India offers a 
comprehensive framework for studying Mughal 
architecture. Its organization along different reigns 
shows the importance of changing imperial 
circumstances. As far as this paper is concerned, it 
provides a ground for understanding the Mughal 
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architecture as historically variable rather than 
immutable style  

Michell's Architecture and Art of Southern India places 
the buildings, sculptures, and paintings in the context of 
regional history. His discussion of Vijayanagara and its 
successor states allows for comparison across media 
and warns not to assume that artistic change follows the 
dynastic divisions  

Davis approaches sacred images in terms of their 
changing relations with human communities. Lives of 
Indian Images explains how ritual interactions give 
social and religious significance to the images. This 
approach is especially helpful to distinguish an image's 
appearance from its participation in worship (Davis, 
1997).  

Flood's Objects of Translation provides the framework 
for exploring material culture across boundaries usually 
termed as Hindu and Muslim. Emphasizing the 
encounter and translation, it encourages the analysis of 
objects by their movement, adaptation, and changing 
contexts, rather than by fixed cultural classification 
alone (Flood, 2009).  

Hawley's A Storm of Songs challenges the retrospective 
creation of a unified "bhakti movement". His research 
necessitates the distinction between different devotional 
traditions and later narratives, which conflated them 
into one national development  

Institutional documents serve as the architectural basis 
for comparison. UNESCO's Khajuraho description 
recognizes the existence of Hindu and Jain temples in a 
single monumental landscape. Its Chola documentation 
relates architecture, sculpture, painting, and bronze 
casting to worship. The Qutb description tells the 
history of the mosque construction, inscriptions, and 
reused architecture. The documentation of Hampi tells 
the relation between sacred complexes, markets, 
residences, and water infrastructure. Lastly, the 
descriptions of Humayun's Tomb and Taj Mahal explain 
the importance of gardens, funerary function, and 
dynastic commemoration 

Overall, these eleven sources enable an integrated 
comparison. The current paper contributes to it by 
applying identical questions about patronage, space, and 
religion to the deliberately heterogeneous architectural 
corpus. 

 

Research Objectives 

The paper investigates the way in which architectural 
configuration supported the religious practices, the way 
in which artistic media contributed to sacred 
significance, and the way in which patronage connected 
monuments and political power. In addition, it evaluates 
the value and limitations of comparing disparate 
religious building types in the same historical 
framework. 

Research Methodology 

The research uses a qualitative comparative-historical 
approach. It relies on the scholarly sources and 
institutional descriptions of monuments, rather than on 
the field observations, interviews, or the independently 
compiled database of inscriptions. 

Six ensembles were intentionally chosen to provide the 
documented contrast in geography, chronology, and 
function. The units of analysis are the ensembles rather 
than each individual monument. Hence, three Chola 
temples make a single case of comparison, while 
numerous monuments at Hampi make another. 

Each case was analyzed through the following 
questions: What was the principal architectural 
function? Which artistic forms were prevalent? How did 
its spaces relate to religious practice? What was the 
relationship between patronage and the monumental 
expression? 

The analysis distinguishes the documented features 
from interpretations. Dates and architectural 
descriptions are followed from the cited sources. 
Interpreted movement, authority, and memory are the 
comparative argument of this paper. 
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Descriptive percentages summarize only the six chosen 
cases. Given the purposive and heterogeneous character 
of the corpus, significance tests, correlations, and claims 
about national prevalence would be inappropriate. 
There are no survey responses, estimates of attendance, 
or invented measurements in the analysis. 

Table 1. Comparative corpus and chronological 
scope 

Ensembl
e 

Locatio
n 

Period 
considere
d 

Principal 
comparative 
focus 

Khajurah
o 

Madhya 
Pradesh 

Mainly 
tenth–
eleventh 
centuries 

Hindu and 
Jain temple 
architecture 

Great 
Living 
Chola 
Temples 

Tamil 
Nadu 

Eleventh–
twelfth 
centuries 

Temple 
construction, 
artistic 
production 
and worship 

Qutb 
complex 

Delhi Late 
twelfth–
early 
fourteenth 
centuries 

Mosque 
architecture, 
inscriptions 
and reuse 

Hampi Karnatak
a 

Fourteenth
–sixteenth 
centuries 

Sacred 
architecture 
within an 
urban 
landscape 

Humayun
’s Tomb 

Delhi Sixteenth 
century 

Dynastic 
commemorati
on and garden 
planning 

Taj Mahal Uttar 
Pradesh 

Seventeent
h century 

Funerary 
architecture 
and imperial 
craftsmanship 

Sources: UNESCO World Heritage Centre 
documentation of the six ensembles 

Results 

Composition of the Comparative Corpus 

For the sake of analysis, three ensembles were classified 
as temple-centered, one as mosque-centered complex 
with other structures, and two as predominantly 
funerary. These classifications specify the focus of the 
comparison; they do not mean that each ensemble 
performed exclusively one function. 

Table 2. Descriptive distribution of selected 
ensembles 

Analytical category Number Percentage of 
corpus 

Temple-centred 
ensembles 

3 50.0% 

Mosque-centred 
complex 

1 16.7% 

Primarily funerary 
ensembles 

2 33.3% 

Total 6 100.0% 

Percentages are calculated as category count divided by 
six, multiplied by 100. They describe the selection and 
are unable to determine the relative frequency of 
religious building types in medieval India. 

The corpus consists of three cases in northern India, two 
in southern India, and one in central India. This 
distribution allows for the cross-regional comparison, 
leaving the major regions outside the scope of detailed 
analysis. 

Temple Architecture and Sacred Movement 

Khajuraho illustrates the close integration of sculptural 
surfaces with architectural design. The temples 
represent Hindu and Jain traditions, meaning that a 
monumental landscape could contain different religious 
affiliations. The arrangement of porches, halls, 
vestibules, and sanctuaries created a sequence of 
different spaces. Towers and minor spires emphasized 
the sanctuary in the overall design. [UNESCO World 
Heritage  

The comparative interpretation is that this design guided 
religious experience through movement and progressive 
restriction of access. Sculptural decoration contributed 
to the encounter with the building before the worshipper 
reached its inner space. However, architectural design 
cannot determine the way in which every historical 
visitor understood a particular image. 
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The Chola ensemble represents another example of the 
interaction between architectural design and ritual 
continuation. The Brihadisvara temples at Thanjavur 
and Gangaikondacholapuram, as well as the 
Airavatesvara temple at Darasuram, combine 
architectural accomplishment and religious use. The 
documentation of them mentions sculpture, painting, 
and bronze casting beside architectural design.  

These examples show that the temple art has to be 
studied in terms of location and use. A fixed sculptural 
program and an image participating in repeated ritual 
interactions occupy different positions regarding the 
surrounding building. Davis's approach helps to 
understand the necessity to consider the actions by 
which communities recognized the sacred presence. 

Mosque Architecture, Inscriptions and Material 
Reuse 

The Qutb complex represents another architectural and 
artistic organization. The mosque, minaret, gateways, 
and funerary structures combined several building 
functions in an evolving complex. UNESCO mentions 
the extensive inscriptions and decorative carvings, as 
well as reuse of materials from earlier religious 
buildings.  

 

This complex supports two related conclusions. Firstly, 
architectural surfaces communicated via writing and 
decoration, besides the architectural scale. Secondly, 
reused architectural elements transferred the histories of 
the earlier buildings to a new institutional context. 

Reuse cannot be interpreted simply by appearance. A 
carved fragment can provide evidence of an earlier 
building, but the reuse in the later building requires the 
further analysis of chronology, patronage, and 
construction circumstances. Flood's framework 
encourages precisely this kind of analysis. Exchange, 
appropriation, and political assertion remain 
possibilities to examine rather than interchangeable 
explanations. 

Sacred Architecture and Urban Organization 

Hampi expands the analysis from individual 
monuments to the relations in an urban complex. The 
remnants include the temples, pillared halls, royal 
buildings, gateways, bazaars, and water management 
system. UNESCO also mentions the secondary shrines, 
residential quarters, and tanks in relation to large temple 
complexes.  

The interpretation, which follows from this, is that 
sacred architecture participates in the urban 
organization. Religious buildings make up components 
of routes, gathering places, and provisioning systems. 
Their significance goes beyond the inner space of a 
sanctuary and includes the spaces in which visitors 
come to them and through which communities conduct 
their everyday activities. 

This does not mean that all urban activity was controlled 
by the religious organizations. Instead, Hampi shows 
that separation of religious monuments from their urban 
surroundings could misrepresent their historical 
significance. Michell's regional approach supports the 
importance of studying temple and palace architecture 
in the same built environment. 

Funerary Architecture and Collective Memory 

Humayun's Tomb and Taj Mahal represent the way in 
which architectural planning creates a durable setting of 
the memory. Humayun's Tomb is set in the garden 
landscape and is a part of the broader landscape 
associated with the shrine of Nizamuddin Auliya. Taj 
Mahal combines the mausoleum with a garden, mosque, 
gateway, and other components 

Though these cases differ from the temple-centered 
worship, they nonetheless link the sacred meaning with 
the organization of access, architectural emphasis, and 
commemorative function. Gardens, approaches, and 
elevation influence the way in which the central tomb is 
encountered. 

The comparison also highlights the importance of 
specialized artistic labor. The UNESCO description of 
the Taj Mahal mentions the numerous artists, such as 
stone cutters, carvers, inlayers, calligraphers, and dome 
builders. The architectural effect was achieved through 
the coordinated production by many specialized artists.  

Case Documented 
feature 

Comparative 
interpretation 
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Khajuraho Axially 
connected halls 
and sanctuaries 

Spatial sequence 
differentiated 
stages of approach 

Chola 
temples 

Architecture, 
sculpture, 
painting and 
bronze casting 

Several artistic 
media supported a 
continuing sacred 
institution 

Qutb 
complex 

Inscriptions and 
reused 
architectural 
elements 

Surfaces 
communicated 
authority and 
retained material 
histories 

Hampi Temples 
connected with 
bazaars, tanks 
and residential 
areas 

Sacred buildings 
participated in 
urban life 

Humayun’s 
Tomb 

Monumental 
garden-tomb 
setting 

Landscape 
planning 
strengthened 
commemorative 
presence 

Taj Mahal Mausoleum, 
garden, mosque 
and specialised 
decoration 

Craft and spatial 
planning combined 
in imperial 
remembrance 

The interpretations made are qualitative findings, not 
measurements of the effects of historical worshippers. 

Discussion 

Patronage and Religious Authority 

Throughout the corpus, monumental construction 
makes patronage visible. The buildings maintain the 
association with the rulers and institutions beyond their 
initial patronage circumstances. The scale and 
decoration of the buildings required the resources, 
organization, and skilled labor. 

 

However, the patronal intention does not exhaust the 
significance of a monument. Religious specialists 
sustained the practices, artisans designed the material 
realization, and visitors engaged with the buildings 
through their activities, which could evolve over time. 
The comprehensive account has to link the commission 
of the monument to its subsequent social life. 

The cases do not fit the dichotomous understanding of 
political and religious functions. A temple could foster 
devotion while proclaiming royal authority; a dynastic 
mausoleum could commemorate the ruler while taking 
part in a sacred landscape. These functions can coexist 
without collapsing into identity. 

Art as Religious Practice 

Davis's analysis of images shifts the attention from 
appearance to relations. Within this framework, the 
significance of an image in history depends, to some 
extent, on what communities do around and with it. 
Consecration and ritual interaction provide the context 
that a purely stylistic analysis cannot reconstruct. 

The broader conclusion is that the approach extends to 
the comparative material. Calligraphy, carving, 
architectural techniques, and gardens each add a 
different contribution to the religious environment. 
Their significance depends on placement, institutional 
objectives, and patterns of interaction. 

This approach also warns against the view of decoration 
as an auxiliary addition to the finished building. In 
several cases, decorative surfaces served to define the 
identity and significance of the building. 

Devotion Beyond Monumental Buildings 

Monuments provide substantial information, but 
religious life cannot be reduced to the monumental 
construction alone. Hawley's research demonstrates the 
importance of the critical analysis of the category of 
bhakti and the historical diversity concealed in one 
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narrative of a movement. In this paper, the formulated 
argument serves as a methodological limitation. The 
comparison of extant structures cannot adequately 
represent the traditions of practices that circulated 
through songs, oral transmission, or smaller places. 
Thus, the architectural visibility is not a reliable 
measure of the significance of the tradition. 

 

The same conclusion applies to participation. 
Monumental scale cannot provide the number, status, 
and experience of historical worshippers without 
additional information. 

Cultural Interaction and Historical Difference 

The corpus supports the interpretation of cultural 
interaction as a set of specific historical processes. 
Artists, materials, and techniques could cross the 
political or religious borders, while institutions 
maintained their distinct purposes. 

Flood's approach proves useful because it directs the 
attention to transformation rather than presupposes that 
every shared feature indicates religious harmony. In 
addition, reused material cannot, by itself, prove the 
peaceful coexistence or complete explanation of the 
conflict. 

The regional comparison reveals the limitations of 
broad stylistic categories. Khajuraho and the Chola 
temples represented temple traditions while having 
significant differences in architectural design. 
Humayun's Tomb and Taj Mahal shared the dynastic 
funerary context, but had different commissions and 
historical circumstances. Broad categories become 
meaningful only when supported by the site-specific 
evidence. 

Limitations 

The study is based on scholarly sources and institutional 
descriptions. It does not present new field 
documentation or the independent reading of 

inscriptions. Six case studies focus primarily on famous 
surviving sites, offering little information on Buddhist 
establishments, domestic worship, smaller Jain places 
of worship, and local devotional areas. 

 

The comparison of ensembles is carried out in different 
proportions; the urban area in Hampi is extensive, while 
the Taj Mahal represents a more compact complex. 
Thus, the description in percentages depends on 
selection and not on actual frequency of use. 

Future Research 

Further research should include inscriptions, records on 
patrons, translations of devotional literature, and 
architectural plans. Comparative research of smaller 
temples may contribute to the correction of accent on 
royal construction works. Further study of the roles of 
artisans, religious professionals, and women should 
broaden the perspective of the investigation. 

Mapping the relationship between religious buildings, 
marketplaces, water sources, and routes should be 
conducted, but it will require chronological control to 
separate medieval relations from the later changes. 

Conclusion 

Artistic traditions, architecture, and religious practices 
existed as interdependent phenomena in medieval India. 
Six ensembles described in this paper give an example 
of how the sacred space incorporated artistic traditions, 
purposes of the establishment, and patronage. 

Temples provided spaces for encounter with art, 
mosques defined religious space, complexes combined 
sacred establishments with residential areas, and 
mausoleums created environment for memory. 

The comparison provides for the historical analysis 
based on the interaction of different aspects of culture 
and practice. The same skills and materials allowed for 
the interaction; at the same time, different purposes 
resulted in different forms. Thus, studying this cultural 
landscape should involve not only the existing buildings 
but also the processes associated with them. 
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