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ABSTRACT

The temple of Brihadeeswara in Tanjaur, Tamilnadu, built around 1010 CE by the Chola
emperor Raja Raja I, represents one of the greatest architectural and engineering achievements
of premodern South Asia. The temple was not only intended to be an object of aesthetic
appreciation; it is also a manifestation of a religious belief system, a political ideology and a
technological innovation integrated into a single entity. To clarify how Brihadeeswara's
structural decisions were intended to depict an image of cosmic permanence and sovereign
legitimacy, this paper will introduce a notion of engineering eternity. This paper will submit
that Brihadeeswara's architectural and material approaches, such as the tall single stone vimana
(sanctum tower), precision masonry, and spatial sequencing, are inextricably linked to the
Chola Empire's conception of a sacred kingship and the structure of the cosmos. By employing
an interdisciplinary method that combines art historical critiques, architectural theory, and
political history, this study places Brihadeeswara in the context of the discussions surrounding
sacred space, the ability of monuments to communicate messages, and the ability of material
objects to act. The writer will use works by Kramrisch, Michell, Hardy, and Shulman to
demonstrate how the construction of the Brihadeeswara temple serve as symbolic
representations of divine sovereignty and eternal cosmic order. The study utilizes an extensive
investigation of the physical elements, texts (inscriptions), images (iconography), and methods
used to create the structure of Brihadeeswara to better understand how these elements work
together to create a greater understanding of Chola's cultural efforts to justify their authority.
Through this analysis, the study provides scholarly insight into how the constructions made in
the temples of South India place them as major works of architectural design and how they
support the ideologies of those who built them. Through this discussion, the study helps to

enhance present discussions of the use of sacred architecture as materials.
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INTRODUCTION

The Brihadeeswara Temple (Peruvudaiyar Kovil) at Tanjaur represents one of the high points
of Indian temple architecture. Commissioned by Raja Raja Chola | (r. 985-1014 CE), the
temple was completed in 1010 CE and has since anchored both religious life and historical
memory in the region (Hardy, 1995; Michell, 1988). Standing at nearly 66 meters, its towering
single-stone vimana dominates the landscape, proclaiming an architectural ambition matched
by few contemporaneous edifices in Asia. While scholars have long acknowledged the
technical mastery of the temple’s construction and its rich sculptural program, there remains a
need for integrative analysis that situates engineering choices within the temple’s symbolic and

political meanings.

This paper argues that engineering eternity—the deliberate use of architectural and
construction strategies to produce an impression of cosmic permanence and sovereign

legitimacy—TIies at the heart of Brihadeeswara’s design. By examining the temple’s structural
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logic, materiality, iconography, and inscriptional programs, the study repositions engineering
not as incidental to symbolism but as intrinsic to the temple’s sacred vision. The thesis of the
paper is that Brihadeeswara Temple strategically mobilizes engineering innovation as a
medium of ideological expression, thereby embedding Chola conceptions of cosmos, kingship,

and religious authority into stone.
OBJECTIVES
This study pursues the following objectives:

1. Analyze the architectural and engineering elements of this temple by evaluating their

role in creating an idea of permanence and a view of the cosmos.

2. Locate this temple in the larger socio-political context of the Chola Empire, that is, explore
the way that the notion of sacred kingship and the political ideologies were expressed

architecturally.

3. Bridge the technological and symbolic aspects of the temple and, as a result, highlight the
importance of engineering to the ideological strength of South Indian temple architecture

within the current scholarship of this field.

METHODOLOGY

This investigation utilizes an interdisciplinary and qualitative approach through the

combination of four methods:

(1) Architectural Analysis: By a close examination of the architectural details and
components such as plans, elevations, spatial arrangements, and methods of construction based
on historically available architectural measuring drawings, photographs and secondary sources

of architectural information.

(2) Iconography and Epigraphy Analysis: By the visual representation of the temple's carved
elements as well as the epigraphy inscriptional evidence, to identify the religious and political
symbolism contained within the temple and its relationship to the surrounding political

environment.
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(3) Theoretical Analysis: by using the theoretical framework of theories of Sacred Space,
Material Agency and Political Symbolism to unify both the Technical and Cultural
Interpretations of the Brihadeeswara Temple.

The visual analysis is primarily based on photographic documentation of the Brihadeeswara
Temple; where there is no photographic documentation, | have critically evaluated the available
secondary sources in light of current scholarly debates.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study combines three interrelated theoretical perspectives to provide a comprehensive
view of Brihadeeswara Temple: sacred geography/cosmology,  monumental
communication/political representation, and material agency manifested through built form
(architecture). Each of these theoretical perspectives offers an interpretation of architectural

and structural decisions as a means of conveying cultural meanings.
Sacred Geography and Cosmology

Eliade's work on 'sacred geography' provides a basis for interpreting architectural style as a
physical manifestation of the axis mundi: the meeting point between the sky/the heavens and
the earth (Eliade, 1959). The verticality of Brihadeeswara (the large tower) and its alignment
with the axis mundi may be viewed through the lens of 'sacred geography' as representing the
cosmos and the relationship between heaven and earth. Kramrisch has developed Eliade's work
and further clarified how structure and geometry, as well as spatio-temporal sequencing, can
be used to reflect metaphysical concepts (Kramrisch, 1976). Temples, according to Kramrisch,
do not serve simply as houses for deity images; they are cosmological representations that

guide the way that individuals move through space and understand the world.
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Monumental Communication and Political Symbolism

Niklas Luhmann (1995) proposes that monumental structures used for this purpose can be
understood through the lens of systems theory and as examples of non-discursive
communication systems which encode and construct social norms and relationships of power.
Within this formulation, temples among the Chola have dual purposes — not only do they
serve to express and reinforce devotion to a deity, they are also instruments of statecraft. David
Shulman (1980) shows that, by exploring the textual and visual aspects of South Indian temple
culture, we can see how elite identities and the concept of sacred kingship are reinforced in the

temple through the integration of ruling figures and representative divine narratives into the
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temple's visual art. The combination of these political dimensions of the temple's artwork

increases the overall significance of the temple to the rulers of the period.
Material Agency in Architecture

Recent trends in architectural theory (Ingold, 2013) have placed increased emphasis on how
materials and methods of construction engage with and are influential in the cultural context
of their creation. The belief is that as such technical proficiency is not merely a technical
backdrop, but rather a form of cultural expression. In particular, Bernard S. Cohn's (1996) study
of colonial and indigenous technologies, shows that measurement, inscription, and construction
are characteristic of forms of power. By applying this framework to examine the engineering
decisions made in the construction of Brihadeeswara Temple (specifically large-scale
monolithic construction), we are presented with evidence demonstrating how engineering is a

central aspect of constructing the temple as a reflection of its ideological project.

Through this combined theoretical framework, it may be concluded that the designs of
Brihadeeswara Temple reflect the relationships of engineering, symbolism, and political intent

working together to form the temple's overall design.
ANALYSIS
Architectural Form and Cosmic Projection

The architecture of the Brihadeeswara Temple is highly symbolic. The temple's architectural
design conforms to the principles of Dravidian architecture, which include tall pyramids, long
ceremonial halls (also known as "mandapas”), and detailed carvings (Hardy, 1995). The
verticality of the temple's design creates a strong connection between the concept of ascent and
the cosmological hierarchy. The temple is organized along a central north-south axis that
corresponds with the cardinal directions and guides worshippers as they move through the outer
precincts of the temple toward the inner sanctum, which Kramrisch (1976) interprets as an

allegorical journey from the ordinary (earthly) to the extraordinary (divine).

Because of the size of the temple, its design reflects a worldview that connects the cosmos and
the state. The temple is located inside an enclosed area (or prakara), and the shrine's inner
sanctum is designed to serve as a microcosm of the universe and as a mandala within which

God’s presence is established and perpetuated.
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The mighty engineering of Brihadeeswara in early Medieval India, has no equal in terms of
engineering goals. The vimana construction was said to employ the lifting of a massive
shikhara (a piece weighing several tonnes) without the use ofmodern cranes (Michell, 1988).
The stone cutting was executed with precision, and the close tolerance of the masonry joints
indicated a sophisticated understanding of distributing loads and how materials behave. This
level of mastery reflects the Chola's desire to design an ideally permanent structure and

embodies that ideal.

The phrase engineering eternity describes how these accomplishments are not just
accomplishments of a technical nature, but also represent higher concepts of cosmic and
political ideas. Thus, a temple constructed in such a manner, has "encoded" the idea of "eternal”
in the very structure of the temple, as well as, an enduring foundation of divine power and the
legitimacy of sovereignty associated with the Chola ideology of the state. This encoding

conveys a message of timelessness to the message of the rulers of the Chola state.

. y

Iconography, Inscription, and Political Messaging

The sculptures at Brihadeeswara support the temple's ideology through its program of

sculpture. The large granite statue of Nandi (the bull of Shiva) is located directly across from
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the sanctum and represents both religious devotion and support from the royal family. The
inscriptions on the temple walls document the gifts made to the temple by Raja Raja | as well
as the king's place within the sacred landscape (Shulman, 1980). The sculptures that tell the
story of the gods and those which depict the accomplishments of the king weave together the

religious and the political.

These visual and written programmes are part of Luhmann's non-linguistic codes of social
meaning; the Temple and its associated imagery represent the King as Divine and the Temple
as a source of cosmic order both by the form of the Temple and the images it contains, as well

as by the Temple's location.

The architectural and engineering features of Brihadeeswara influence how the people

experience the rituals performed in the Temple, creating a location where community members
can perform their rituals together, and a location where they can interact with each other outside
of ritual time. The three-dimensional form of the Temple communicates sacredness through
the way it has been built. The way the Temple is built and how it is designed informs the ritual

and sacredness associated with it; therefore, the engineering precision and symbolic meaning

© 2026, IRJEAT Volume: 09 Issue: 01 | Jan-2026 Page 418


https://www.irjweb.com/viewarchives.php?year=2025

NG

IRJET

International Research Journal of Education and Technology

Peer Reviewed Journal, ISSN 2581-7795

of space work together to affirm both the sacredness of the Temple as well as its authority over

the spiritual dimension of human life.
CONCLUSION

The present study contends that the Brihadeeswara Temple is a complex technological
integration and sacred vision that embodies the notion of "engineering eternity." Therefore, the
architectural and engineering decisions are contingent upon a number of factors other than just
the "structural” or "functional” elements; they are part of implementing the Chola ideology in
the production of the temple. Recognizing that engineering mastery is manifest within historic
and religious frameworks of sacred space, monumental communication, and material agency
enables us to understand how the temple projects to its surrounding community the ideas of

permanence, legitimacy, and cosmic order.

This study contributes to scholarship in a variety of ways. By presenting the analysis of
Brihadeeswara through the integration of the symbolic with the technical, it reinforces the
importance of the engineering aspect of the sacred architecture to our understanding of it.
Second, by locating the temple within the political and religious culture of the Chola dynasty,
the study emphasizes that Brihadeeswara served a dual purpose: it functioned as an object of
devotion and as a vehicle for imperial sovereignty. Future studies might further examine how
engineering and ideology work together to generate sacred architecture through comparative
studies of Brihadeeswara and other contemporaneous temple complexes throughout South and
Southeast Asia.
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