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Abstract  

Vijayanagara and other historical studies, till the middle of the last century, were carried on mostly with the help of literary 
works, under the belief that their narrations and descriptions were truthful, to a large extent. The study was taken up by educated Indians, 
more as an aspect of a literary renaissance than historical investigation into the country’s past on scientific lines, and thus it suited their 
purpose, of upholding the cultural glories of the country in the context of her Struggle for Independence. Thus, they were motivated by a 
quest for periods of great empires as golden ages, as they presented glorious pictures of political unification of the country by some heroic and 
enterprising kings and emperors as personifications of valour and chivalry, by putting down disparate elements-within. Besides, some such 
personalities appeared to the scholars as to have fought against external aggressions and liberating the country from foreign domination, 
and contained the expansion of Muslim power, if the study was taken up in medieval period. This research paper to be discussed about the 
“Glorious Culture of Vijayanagara in the Medieval per iod.” 
 
Keywords: Historical Study, Cultural Unity, Regional Kingdom, Medieval History, National Inspiration, Cultural Activities, Human 
                   Civilization.  
 
Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 

“Founded in 1336 AD, Vijayanagara would soon grow to be one of the world’s mightiest empires. At its peak, 
the Vijayanagara Empire covered a size that was larger than the Austrian empire. It was one of the richest 
empires of its time, which made foreign visitors wonder in awe, be it the architecture, the urban layouts or its 
immense wealth in diamonds and riches.” 

Ratnakar Sadasyula 
(City of Victory: The Rise and Fall of Vijayanagara) 

A familiar Historian  
 

Historical studies, till the middle of the last century, were carried on mostly with the help of literary works, under the belief 
that their narrations and descriptions were truthful, to a large extent. The study was taken up by educated Indians, more as an aspect of 
a literary renaissance than historical investigation into the country’s past on scientific lines, and thus it suited their purpose, of 
upholding the cultural glories of the country in the context of her Struggle for Independence. Thus, they were motivated by a quest for 
periods of great empires as golden ages, as they presented glorious pictures of political unification of the country by some heroic and 
enterprising kings and emperors as personifications of valour and chivalry, by putting down disparate elements-within. Besides, some 
such personalities appeared to the scholars as to have fought against external aggressions and liberating the country from foreign 
domination, and contained the expansion of Muslim power, if the study was taken up in medieval period. The Muslim expansionism 
was characterized by demolition of temples and forcibly converting masses into Islam, by which the religion and culture of the 
country were threatened with destruction. On the other hand, the periods of empires were found as ages of cultural efflorescence, as 
the kings and emperors usually appear as patrons of arts and letters as well as religion, by building temples and making liberal grants 
of lands and villages for their maintenance. Such a trend of historical studies was justified at the time, as it was in fact, required to 
inculcate a patriotic inspiration to people of the country and uniting them into a strong nation, when Struggle for Independence from 
alien rule was going on.’ 
 
Importance of Historical Studies 

However, a large number among the educated Indians, who took to historical studies, came to realize sooner than later that 
the entire Indian subcontinent was never politically integrated; and that only to a largest part of it was occasionally brought under a 
single political authority, that too never lasting for more than half-a-century. It may not be unreasonable to state in this context that the 
whole of Indian subcontinent was brought under a single political authority for only three times, the first being under the rule of the 
bIauryan emperor, Asoka, and the second was during the period of rule of Ala-ud-Din Khilji. The latter was able to bring the whole of 
north India, the Indo-Gangetic plain and Central India, under his effective rule and could subjugate the four powerful kingdoms in 
Deccan and south India, though he did not annex their territories directly into his kingdom. Even such a semblance of political 
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unification vanished within a quarter of a century, following his death as the process of disintegration had set in during the rule of 
Muhammad-bin Tughlaq. The political and cultural developments that had taken place as the sequel to the disruption of the Tughlaq 
sultanate, in the first quarter of the fourteenth century, are the present subjects of study, with reference to the southern Andhradesa. 
The third occasion for the political integration of the entire subcontinent came in the rule of Aurangazeb, the last of the great Mughal 
emperors and was subjected to the same fate as that of the Tughlaq sultanate, following his death. 
 
Glorious History of Vijayanagara 

The Vijayanagara Empire in the medieval history of south India, around which a glorious aura had formed, provides an 
example to this sort of esteem, as it conferred political integration to a greater part of south India as the result of relentless wars of 
expansionism of the kings; cultural efflorescence by their patronage to arts and letters; and more than all, by standing as bulwark 
against the Islamic expansionism, politically as well as culturally. The course of incessant warfare of the kings of Vijayanagara with 
their neighbouring Muslim kingdom of Bahmani Sultanate has formed such an inspiring saga of the kingdom in medieval times, as 
stronghold to Hindu religion and culture, threatened with destruction by Muslim rulers. 
 

The Telugu-speaking, as well as those of Kannada, respectively constituting into the present-day states of Andhra Pradesh 
and Karnataka, claim the glories of Vijayanagara Empire, equally as their own, and scholars and historians of the two regions vie with 
each other in arguing that the empire belonged to themselves. In fact, the empire embraced all the major linguistic territories of south 
India and contributed to the zenith of progress in all the vernacular literatures and temples, with characteristic style of art and 
architecture of the time, were constructed in large numbers in all the regions, while a larger number of ancient temples of celebrity 
were enlarged. The kings and their subordinate chieftains richly endowed perhaps every temple in the realm, with gifts of lands and 
villages for their maintenance, in all the regions, presenting the picture of glory of Hindu religion and culture. But, instead of crediting 
these cultural activities into the accounts of the kings, or the emperors, that ruled over the kingdom, which was the customary trend of 
historical study in the past, reducing history to the level of hagiography, it is necessary to take note of the material culture of the time, 
in which the kings could have been motivated. It is quite unnatural to suppose that whoever rules the kingdom, would be 
characteristically a conqueror and patron of arts and letters and religion, by his own personal inclinations. Undoubtedly, the material 
culture and civilization of the time, depending upon economic changes causes corresponding political and social changes, inasmuch as 
the religious. Material prosperity of the country, at the time, enables kings to undertake such activities and their political and 
administrative systems would have been suitably moulded so as to ensure necessary financial resources to the State. The 
corresponding political and administrative changes necessitate such religious activities, of building and enlarging temples and making 
endowments for their maintenance, all these developments were thus aspects linked together. 
Victorious Rulers of Deccan Plateau 
 

The Vijayanagara kings fought relentless wars with the Bahmani Sultans, who contemporaneously ruled over the Deccan 
plateau and they exhibited, no doubt, religious animosities in most cases of the warfare and thus, the formers wars with them were 
correspondingly characterized, as to have been in defense of Hindu religion and culture. As such, the empire had been held as the last 
of the great Hindu empires in the history of the whole of India and that it stood firmly against the expansion of Islam and Islamic 
culture into south India, when the whole of north India passed under the political and cultural domination of Muslims5. But the kings 
fought more number of wars with several Hindu chieftains, within and without the imperial domain, than with the neighbouring 
Muslim Sultanate, but they were likewise characterized as heroic achievements, as their Hindu opponents are looked at as enemies of 
the great empire, out of their narrow and selfish ambitions. As such, the wars with fellow Hindu kingdoms acquired the nature of 
‘wars of integrating the whole of south India politically and culturally, against the impending danger of the Islamic expansionism. All 
these traditional concepts are still going on with little attempts at critical revision and reassessment, eventhough the epoch of “history 
for nationalistic glory” had passed away. The need of the hour, of the country, is to discover the factual truths in her historical past, 
with a balanced mental disposition, instead of exaggerating hypothetical greatness. History cannot be reduced to the level of a bardic 
chronicle, or hagiography by court-poets, as it has to explain the course of the “becoming of the being”, of the country, to play a vital 
role in moulding the mindset of people, poised for alround progress, to integrate them into a cohesive nation, which could not have 
been possible at the time of the “Struggle for Independence”. As such, history has to be reconstructed with the view of presenting facts 
to the nearest possible point of truth, by removing emotional elements and eccentricities that promote animosities between regions, 
religious groups as well as social sections of the country, resulting out of the biased reading of the past. 
 
Glorious History and Culture of Vijayanagara 

Every kingdom or empire would have heroic personalities, of enterprising nature, who extended their political supremacy far 
and wide, as well as keeping forces of disruption under control, but at same time, it has to be noted that the results of their exertions, 
in the assured strength and stability of the kingdom, would surely make their successors complacent. They would surely feel over-
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confidence as to their indomitable position and abundance of wealth that the kingdom could have accrued in the past, develop haughty 
manners and despotic tendencies as rulers, by which they would have surely provoked ill-will in the chieftains and drive them to 
revolts. As persons, they often appear as pleasure-seekers and licentious in their conduct, incapable of sustained effort to defend the 
kingdom against the disrupting forces and aggressions from outside. 

 
It is significant to note that epigraphical and literary evidence points to the local chieftains, in the same way as great -kings 

and emperors, to have patronized arts by building temples, granted lands and villages to encourage scholars and poets. Thus, 
efflorescence of arts and letters did not depend always on flourishing kingdoms and empires, but even during the periods in-between, 
often marked by political confusion, with number chieftains attaining independent political power and prestige. Undoubtedly, the 
economic affluence, guaranteed by the natural resources of the territories, enabled the progress of arts and letters and there was 
nothing inherent in powerful kingdoms and empires to promote arts and letters and to encourage religions. In fact, such liberal 
activities were factors for winning popular support and thus they were political requirements both for great and small powers equally, 
depending on their economic resources. 
 
Heroic Events in the History  

Apart from adding prestige to their political power, such activities for promoting culture, especially construction of temples 
and making gifts for their maintenance appear to have been the method adopted to raise urban centres, as cradles of crafts and 
commerce. Temples that were richly endowed with lands and villages could celebrate several auspicious and festive occasions to the 
deities that were housed in them, with great pomp and splendour, which used to attract pilgrims from places far and wide. The 
pilgrims at such times used to purchase goods, produced by artisans and craftsman of the region, as mementos of their visit to the 
sacred shrines on those sacred occasions, which practice eventually turned into an established tradition in the country l'. Thus, temple 
towns grew as centres of civilization and culture, where to scholars and intellectuals used to resort and artisans and craftsmen, who 
produced goods of popular need and interest settled. This development must have contributed for increased sources of revenue to the 
state, in the form of excise and sales taxes, for which several temple inscriptions bear testimony. As such, temple building and 
renovation of temples that had fallen under disuse him —oddharana), etc., appear to have been the methods, adopted by local chiefs, 
especially when they had to entrench their power deep in the mini of people, especially when they proclaimed their independence. At 
the same time, they could augment their sources of revenue as well as raising their seats of power to prestige and preeminence, which 
were obviously, ordinary villages, before they made them as their chief towns. 
 

Notwithstanding glorious descriptions of heroism, of the kings and emperors, in literary works of the times, their military 
exploits were not always followed by territorial annexations and expansion of their domain suzerainty. Greater number of their 
invasions and expeditions appears to have been raids, with the view of plundering wealth and carrying booty, rather than securing 
permanent political results. Besides, most other expeditions must have been aimed at curbing down recalcitrant chieftains, or to 
retaliate for the aggressions from neighbouring powers and even in such cases as well, there could hardly have been territorial 
annexations following their victory. In such cases, plundering the enemy’s territories and exacting heavy ransom from them as 
indemnity were the chief gains that they could make out from their military enterprises and curbing down the revolts against their 
suzerainty, the suzerainty was not more than token submission by the defeated powers, on condition to pay the periodical tributes and 
customary presentations. However, it has to be noted that the expansionist kings and emperors used to make grants of lands and 
villages to temples, in the countries of their conquest, on such occasions of victorious expeditions and raids, by which they could make 
themselves known to people there and make them to feel their power and authority. At a time when were people living in small rural 
settlements, far removed from the capital towns of kingdoms; and in the absence of any media of information, such as the newspapers, 
radio, television, etc., as in the modem time; the temple inscriptions were, perhaps, the sole means for them to come into the 
knowledge of people, far and wide, and to declare their victories and their suzerainty over the country. The services offered to the 
deities in the temples, out of munificent grants by the chiefs as well as the kings and emperors, kept the people with knowledge of 
State and made them to feel their obligations to it. 
 
Political and Cultural Development in the Medieval Period 

The observations on the medieval political and cultural developments, made above, are especially significant in order to 
examine some of the conclusions of the Marxist historiography as to the role of the State and the developments that had taken place in 
its form and function, which are denominated as “Feudalism.” Their characterization of Imperial State, as presided over by a king or 
an emperor, and the local chieftains, was not more than a necessary evil, functioned only to oppress the primary producer so as to rob 
his surplus production and that the revenues siphoned from peasantry at lowest level to the centre at the highest level, has to be 
reexamined. They consider that the local chieftains used to exact more and more in the form of taxes and dues from the peasantry, the 
artisan and craftsmen in order to meet their obligation to pay annual tributes to the emperor; and that the burden of paying taxes and 
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dues on peasant went on increasing, as the number of such local chieftains, at various levels of operation, increased. Each of them 
used to receive the revenues, collected by those that were immediately below them, retained their share in the amounts and transmitted 
the remaining to their immediate superior. The king or emperor at the centre was ensured of revenue collection, due to him, with the 
local chieftains discharging their duties sincerely and devotedly; and they used to waste away the amounts on activities that were 
unproductive—such warfare for military aggrandizement, building temples, etc. In addition, their granting lands and villages for the 
maintenance of temples and as agraharas for brahmans, tended to increase the number of landed magnates as intermediaries between 
the actual tiller of the soil and the king, or emperor at the centre. The system of granting villages to temples and Brahmans led in 
course of time to the system of granting fiefs, to the civil and military officials in the service of the State, in lieu of salaries, which 
contributed to the manifestation of the feudal system in the social and political orders in its definite form. In either way, the primary 
producer was deprived of a substantial portion of fruits of his labour; he had to live in poverty and reduced to the level of a serf, or a 
bonded labour, with no choice of leaving the village and the land of his cultivation, to escape from the rapacious collection by the 
brahman donees on one hand and the local chieftains on the other14. There might have been some truth in the hypothesis, but 
undoubtedly it cannot be said to have been the general condition of the country, all through the centuries of medieval period. It was 
more an exaggerated presentation of an imaginary picture rather than a general reality in terms of historical probability. 
 
Administrative Feudal Culture 

The medieval times undoubtedly witnessed perfection of administrative system, in the form of a pyramidal structure, with the 
king or the emperor at its apex and various categories of local chieftains, of varying military powers and political positions at different 
levels. Again, it is true that each of them, at every step in the hierarchy, used to receive the taxes and dues, in the form of tributes and 
other customary payments, from those at their immediately lower position. It is again true that at the lowest position of the political 
and the socio-economic order was peasant, the primary producer, whose payment of land tax and other dues had to support the entire 
political and administrative structure, from the village headman at the lowest level. Every officer, at every stage, used to retain his 
share in the collected revenues, probably in accordance with his position and prestige, and had to maintain a contingency of armed 
forces to keep law and order within the dominion of his fief as well as to march along with his suzerain lord, in the latter’s wars of 
expeditions and in defense of his territorial suzerainty. 
 

This understanding of the phenomenon and its designation as “Feudalism” are undoubtedly alien to Indian political thought; 
characteristics of the political setting of states in medieval Europe, and it was imported wherefrom, in order to apply to medieval 
India. The political order in medieval Europe presents the phenomenon of innumerable chieftains, usually referred to as Lords, or 
Nobles, of various statuses predominating over; rendering the kingdoms weak to the possible extent and prevented territorial 
integration of States, based on nationalistic identities. They used to oppress peasantry and the artisan as well as craftsman groups in 
villages and appropriate the surplus of their produce. On the same analogy, the scholars consider the territorial denominations in 
medieval south India in general and Andhradesa in particular, such as rajyas, simas, nadus and others under the rule of chieftains, who 
usually styled themselves as nayakas, as an unmistakable feature of Feudalism, which were in the past supposed to have been the 
aspects of local government that the kings and emperors had designed and efficiently implemented. The past historians were led to 
describe the system as such, with the view of upholding the administrative systems of the empires in the past were on federal lines, 
admirably similar to the system that the British had introduced in the country. In spite of apparent probability, it was certainly not 
scientific and difficult to accept in historical investigations, aimed to unveil factual truths and the present study dismisses it altogether 
from consideration. 
 
Culture of Peasantry  

The dominating influence of geographical factors on the history and culture of Andhradesa, as of India in the broader aspect, 
with diversities of climate, rainfall and soil fertility produced diversities in economic conditions, but agriculture and cattle-keeping as 
the mainstay of the economic order. The emergence and progress of peasant societies under the impact of favourable conditions of soil 
fertility, water resources and other geographical factors has been sufficiently emphasized in the foregoing section. Scarcity of such 
favourable conditions in some of the interior areas and their inability in meeting the increasing demand for land for cultivation, -which 
necessitated large scale reclamation of land in the early centuries of Christian era, has also been referred to. The interior uplands, 
where rainfall was insufficient, artificial manouevres of water resources to irrigate the lands that were newly brought under the plough 
were necessitated. Eventhough, the early copper plate grants of the ruling powers in ancient Andhradesa do not often refer to the fact, 
it can be logically inferred that a large number of tanks must have been constructed to cater the needs for irrigating agriculture in the 
newly reclaimed lands.  
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Ruling and Cultivation 
As such, number of peasant societies increased, their territorial extent also must have increased, and they must have become 

economically strong and self-sufficient. Inscriptions of Iksvakus, Salankayanas, Visnukundins and early Pallavas refer to some of the 
kings among them as to have made gifts of many hundreds of thousands of halas and cows, suggesting their encouragement to the 
process of extension of agriculture, but undoubtedly the. process was primarily popular in planning and execution. The initiative and 
the plan of action in the extension of agriculture and the resultant proliferation of popular settlements, the villages, and consequently 
the janapadas, in number and territorial extent, undoubtedly created a strong sense of independence in the inhabitants. The eco-
systems being territorially insulated by dense forests and mountains must have further strengthened the love of independence and also 
developed a strong sense of individuality as to their civilization and culture. However, the settlements over an eco-system could not 
remain long, with no contact with their neighbouring settlements and eventually coming under a political organization that conformed 
to its natural setting and thus the nadus and simas acquired political significance as ‘Secondary States’, the ‘Peasant Societies’ being 
the Primary States. The economic self-sufficiency of the eco-systems must have ensured the Secondary States a degree of stability and 
developed a strong sense of independence—the autonomy that village settlements could enjoy in matters of their internal 
administration had manifested into the autonomy that the Secondary States could exercise. 
 

The demand for more land for cultivation was undoubtedly a continuous phenomenon and accordingly, the extension of 
agriculture, which continued into the medieval times as well, as inscriptions refer to several kinds of lands under cultivation, mainly 
from the point of view of irrigation facilities. The frequently occurring references to types of lands are nininela and velipolamu in 
Telugu vernacular, the former means a watered land and the latter, the land that is outside, obviously to irrigation facility. Because of 
the irrigation facilities the former type must have been rice-growing land, as some inscriptions refer to it as vrihi-ksetra as well, in 
Sanskrit, meaning, rice-growing land, which must have been the same as watered land and in Telugu as madi-polamu, obviously on 
the basis of technique of cultivating rice. Undoubtedly, the lands were irrigated by means of tanks and canals, dug by the people of the 
locality to a great extent and in some cases, as charitable acts by the kings, the local chieftains and nayamkara holders, but certainly 
not as a policy of the State. The other type of land was obviously devoid of irrigation facilities, artificially maneuvered and 
exclusively dependent on rain, but seems to get sufficient rainfall, as they did not make attempts to create artificial systems of 
irrigation. Another type of land comes across in some inscriptions, as tontapolamu, the term being still in usage in the interior plateau 
region, where coarse variety of cereals, pulses and oil-seeds are cultivated. The term tonta, or tota, in Telugu literally means garden 
and in present times it is put use for horticulture commercially and orchards are grown extensively, but in medieval times it was used 
only to grow cereals only, but by drawing water from wells by means of artificial contrivances. Burton Stein made a sharp distinction 
between the irrigated lands and those that were not irrigated, as well as those can retain moisture for longer time and those that cannot, 
in terms of density of population and flourishing condition of village settlements. Obviously, the eco-systems, where the former type 
of lands was widely extent, were sought to be occupied by enterprising kings and empire builders in their policy of expansionism and 
mainly directed their expeditions. 
 
Summing Up 

The above analysis of inscriptional evidence on the corporate function of the peasant, mercantile and craftsman guilds clearly 
illustrates the fact that the peasant societies might have had their roots in kinship relations at their earliest stage of emergence, but 
certainly they did not remain in that state of primitive condition. The corporate bodies enjoyed considerable autonomy in their 
functions, developed their own moral codes governing their personal and social life, and developed their own godheads and the 
systems of worship. No doubt, these developments were the results of gradual progress of civilization and their material culture, but at 
the same time there was a rationalizing force that had interwoven them into a fabric of socio-religious culture. The force was on one 
hand, the economic interdependence of different social segments, though they were corporate bodies in the early stages but 
crystallized into castes in course of time. The other was undoubtedly, an intellectual impact that tended to put the different social 
segments on a plane of equality, in the form of dharmasastras, by defining their relative positions from the point of view of their 
economic importance, however, in theoretical but not in practical terms. But the earlier studies accorded the latter undue importance to 
the theoretical precepts of the dharmasastras under the wrong belief that they were practical guide-books in socio-religious conduct of 
the people and presented mistaken view of the historical phenomenon. 
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