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INTRODUCTION 

The ancient artistic traditions of central India had been passed on orally since Vedic times, and only began to 
be written down with the arrival of Hinduism (an important note has to be made here: this is a paper on some 
construction traditions in central India. Many of the considerations below are of a general nature and cannot 
therefore be applied to certain historical, social contexts, etc. Please excuse this generalization, which is 
aimed at making it easier to understand the arguments put forward. Where necessary, reference will be made 
to the specificity of particular information or approaches). The surviving written records are grouped together 
under the name of Shilpa Shastras, a well-known corpus of texts on Hindu art and architecture. The Shastras 
are anything but a coherent set of manuals; in fact they are a widely varying collection of sacred texts in 
which the various rules are established (most of them concerning iconographic matters and attitude towards 
the object) which are necessary in order to create in accordance with divine ideals. The Shastras were sacred 
manuals, divinely dictated, which could only be accessed by the sthapatis or priests. The consensus among 
current scholars is that they were collectively established in the 10th and 11th centuries by priests, copyists and 
transcribers on the basis of the oral tradition passed on for centuries by the sthapatis. Reading them allows us 
to understand the unique mix of technique and magic (which even today are difficult to separate in some re-
gions) that characterizes Indian architecture. 
These Shilpa Shastras have been studied in detail as part of the history of art and have been used to support 
certain models for the theoretical justification of Hindu art. Today it is possible to find a significant number of 
essays that examine iconography, painting styles and sculptural details with Hindu roots based on the clues 
provided by the Shastras. 
The magical dimension of the Shastras has also been studied in depth from an anthropological perspective. In 
a similar way to what happens in some European traditions, the Shastras link magic and art through relational 
rules. In the case of architecture, for example, they establish a system of proportions between the various parts 
of a building; observing this technical/magical relational system will guarantee users and builders the good-
ness of process and outcome. 
 

ABSTRACT: This paper seeks to extend the scope of Construction History to the study of the end of traditions. 
We believe that truly knowing a particular form of architecture or a procedure means not only identifying 
where, when, how and why it emerges and evolves in one way or another, but also where, when, how and 
why it vanishes.  
In this case we wish to focus on Hindu architecture and construction. The Shilpa Shastras, sacred manuals on 
art and architecture, sum up the unique mix of technique and magic that characterizes Indian architecture. 
The study of these texts helps us to understand construction techniques and systems, as well as production or-
ganization processes. Below we look at these production organization systems in the Indian construction indus-
try and their links with the traditional roots represented by the Shastras. 
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The technical details described in the Shastras have also been the subject of some studies. As far as architec-
tural construction is concerned, the Shastras establish criteria for designing and building temples and other 
buildings. The well-known chapter of the Manasara devoted to columns is a good example of this: the afore-
mentioned relational rules are applied in this case to the study of the height of a column and its base. How-
ever, some rules contained in the Shilpa Shastras do not seem to be particularly reasonable from a technical 
point of view. On this point there is, in general, a certain consensus on the interpretation made by George Mi-
chell in 1977: 

 From the language in which these works are written and the fragmentary nature of much of the information 
they contain, it appears that the known Shastras are much more likely to be theoretical writings of the theo-
logians […] than the manuals of architectural and artistic practice compiled by builders and craftsmen. […] 
The lack of technical information in the Shastras reveals their true function as a collection of rules which at-
tempt to facilitate the translation of theological concepts into architectural forms. (Michell 1977, p. 78) 

Recent studies have re-examined this interpretation, essentially confirming it. V.S. Pramar recently stated: “G. 
Michell has made a small mistake here. It was not the Brahman who wrote the treatise on architecture but a 
learned craftsman who raised himself to Brahmanhood by incorporating theological material into his text” 
(Pramar 2005, p. 05). The fact is that it is difficult to find a link between what is described in the Shastras and the 
surviving temples: “One would expect that it would be easy to discover at least one medieval temple built 
according to these Shilpa prescriptions. But it is not the case. Stella Kramrisch, reputed scholar of ancient In-
dian texts and temples, has, despite a serious quest, been unable to furnish a single example where text and 
temple match each other in their actual dimensions and proportions” (Pramar 2005, p. 03) 
Studies on the history of Indian construction have thus generally focused on the historical and archaeological 
analysis of the many remains of all kinds of temples. Only the magnificent constructions of Mughal origin have 
been the subject of rigorous studies with regard to construction, organization, functioning and structural design 
procedures. This is not the case of Hindu constructions, the codes of which are essentially far removed from 
traditions with Arabic roots. 

SHASTRAS, SCIENCE AND TECHNIQUE 

The reality, as has been mentioned, is that few Shastras contain exact instructions on technical or scientific de-
tails or procedures. These instructions are often merely descriptions of religious rites from which it is necessary to 
extract a technical undertone that is not always clear. As far as the construction of buildings is concerned, the 
Shilpa Shastras do not provide a great deal of information on calculation procedures, if any were used, or on 
execution systems. The limited notes in existence on the design of structural elements, for example, are not 
particularly elaborate. The chapter of the Manasara devoted to columns states that the ratio between the 
height of a column and its base may be double, one and three quarters, one and a half or one and a quarter, 
whilst also considering the possibility of columns with square or octagonal sections, with sixteen sides or circular 
(and provides meticulous detail of the names and attributes of each of them). However, at no point does it list 
these formal possibilities with the material with which the columns are built, the anticipated loads, the span 
covered by the beams that rest on it, etc. 
Neither do the descriptions of the construction processes provided by Shastras provide full details. The Shilpa 
Prakasha devotes a few slokas – lines– to a description of the process of execution of the corbel vaults. Most of 
the instructions are reasonable, but it is nigh on impossible to build a structure with them and nothing else. 

The first corbel layer should be made with great care. The next upper layer above that wall should be in the 
same form, increased by one half part of its depth. […] Inside the hall the entire part is in the shape of a 
rounded moulding. On the opposite side (on the frontpart) the stone remains as it is (uncut, flat). (Boner 
2005, p. 175) 
Having taken the (interior) width of the hall, it should be divided into five. Leaving aside the two middle 
parts, the remaining parts are determined for the corbel. (Boner 2005, p. 179) 
The roof part is constructed with bonded stones oversailing one another. Above one stone half of the next is 
joined. These stones of equal shape are oversailing one another by one half part. On the side of every stone 
holes are made according to rules. (Boner 2005, p. 337) 
In those holes copper cramps with two points are fixed. Thus the whole temple becomes extremely solid. […]  
Only by joining this roof the temple becomes strong. The top part consists of strong bondings. […] On the 
outer part it should be carved deep. (Boner 2005, p. 339) 

Many of these texts are still being studied and contrasted. Other, generally smaller, texts have been added to 
the main corpus of the best known Shastras, the authenticity of which is still being studied and debated. This is 
the case of the Shilpa Prakasha; the illustrations that accompany the recent reissue of the translation by Alice 
Boner have been questioned by some studies (Pramar 2005, p.06) 
The Shastras also offer limited information on the organization of the construction work. The second chapter of 
the Manasara, for example, is devoted to the skills of the architect and the different trades involved in the 
process: those responsible for measurement and on-site layout, carpenters, bricklayers, etc. It offers details of 
the work to be carried out by each person, as well as their importance. However, information on the links be-
tween them is not provided: the details of the organization of the handcrafted work bear no relation to the re-
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ligious vocation of the Shastras; sacred objects which could under no circumstances specifically describe a 
production system: 

It is impossible to build houses without the aid of these four descriptions of artisans: therefore, let the enlight-
ened twice-born (the Brahmins) gratify them in every respect. Woe to those who dwell in a house not built 
according to the proportions of symmetry. (Boner 2005, p. 15) 

THE SACRED TEXTS AND THE ORGANIZATION OF WORK 

The organization of work in rural India has its roots in the well-known and very rigid caste system. Abolished 
decades ago, this system lives on in many rural areas; its analysis, which is extremely complex, is beyond the 
scope of this paper. A large number of essays have studied and documented the peculiarities of the caste 
system (Pavlov 1975), which always forms a fundamental chapter in any history of India (Whitman 1970 or 
Metcalf 2003). In the Anantapur region, the caste system (which is disappearing from many aspects of social 
organization, particularly with regard to access to public services) continues to be deeply rooted in the or-
ganization of work. 
As regards the links between industry and tradition, it is worth bearing in mind that the caste of an individual is 
determined by their birth. It is not possible to change caste in life, whatever the merits achieved. The caste to 
which an individual belongs determines their position in society at all levels, including the range of jobs they 
are able to do. As a consequence, the individual who carries out a particular task (or, in the construction sec-
tor, who is responsible for a specific unit) will not be the person best qualified to do it, but someone who be-
longs to the caste authorised to perform such a task. It is not a worker's skill that qualifies him to carry out a par-
ticular function; only their social position allows them access to it. 
The passages contained in the Shastras describe a very particular work organization system which is closely 
linked to the caste system. In his History of Architecture and Ancient Building Materials in India, Satish Chandra 
analyses the technical knowledge that these trades involved and the way in which it was passed on from one 
generation to another. 

[…] There was a gap between the theory and practice amongst the artisans. This deficiency was very dis-
tinct and has attracted the attention of many people. Thomas Williamson […] wrote in 1810: ‘Some of the 
Rauz, or bricklayers, in India, are very clever, so far as relates to mere practical operations; but they have 
not the smallest idea of planning from paper, or in paper’ […] This being the living bread there was no 
documentation of the material and technique. The science passed through the hereditary. This is the reason 
why the knowledge about the materials and their application technique […] is successively disappearing. 
(Chandra 2003, p.176) 

In A Social History of Indian Architecture, Pramar looks at the way in which the traditional trades people 
achieved and managed their work: 

Carpenters, blacksmiths, potters, are throughout India itinerant workers who have to wander to find clients 
or be near to them to await their call […] A carpenter always worked to order […] He never produced arti-
cles in advance and stocked them in his dwelling or shop in the expectation that clients would come to 
buy. (Pramar 2005, p.14) 

 Both describe a working system in which the workers in trades relating to construction, who were almost al-
ways itinerant, did not have their own workshops or stores; all they had was their skills, which had generally 
been acquired in the family environment, and their tools, which formed part of their attire. They did not work 
unless it was for a specific job. The customers went to the town square to find them and hired them to do the 
job. The material was always paid for by the customer. The workers did not stock up pre-fabricated materials; 
they made bricks or woodwork only when strictly necessary. When they were no longer necessary, production 
stopped. 
This production system lives on in many rural areas in states such as Karnataka or Andhra Pradesh. In self-built 
buildings, which are still very common, the owners make their own bricks and, as has been mentioned, find 
specialized trades people as and when they need them (plumbers, carpenters, etc.). It is true that, due to the 
increasing industrialization of the big cities nearby, some of the guidelines of the management system for ma-
jor works have changed (there are construction companies who accept a job from the customer and man-
age the construction work, avoiding any direct contact between the customer and the worker). However, in 
most of the rural areas to which we refer, factories hardly ever stock up material: usually only the bricks 
needed are made on site, the woodwork is built in situ, and the stone tiles are broken up and squared off in 
the quarry. 

BALANCE AND PRODUCTION 

Through direct observation of the work on the traditional construction of rural areas in central India it is easy to 
see that several of the main ideas of the Shastras are present in the work organization systems: including ideas 
such as balance, seen as respect for the essence of nature, or non-action. As is generally known, both are 
central concepts in all traditional Hindu literature and have inherited both the Buddhist traditions and their 
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Vedic roots. The tantra, a ancestral tradition dating back to the Neolithic civilizations in the Indus Valley, is es-
sentially a method for achieving the truth through these means. 
The link between these concepts and the Hindu architectural tradition has almost always been studied from a 
structural perspective. The Hindu idea of balance/respect for nature has often been compared with the sys-
tem of corbel-vaulted construction, as the latter is a system which allows new pieces to be laid whilst respect-
ing the condition of previous pieces. It is a system that does not essentially alter the order in which the con-
struction is carried out. A. K. Coomaraswamy looked at these and other aspects in The Transformation of 
Nature in Art: 

The shikhara of the northern Indian temple has a tapering curvilinear form which is traditionally constructed 
according to a system known as corbelling, in which each layer of stones projects slightly inwards beyond 
the layer below it, the successive layers gradually tapering upwards to be closed off by a single large cap-
stone. (Coomaraswamy 1934, p.05) 

Nevertheless, it is not common to link these concepts (respect and balance) to traditional production organi-
zation in Indian construction. However, it is obvious, as has been mentioned, through direct observation of tra-
ditional construction in rural areas, that the execution processes are strongly conditioned by these ideas. Let's 
see how. 
In any construction built in the traditional manner, the order of execution of a work unit is the only thing that es-
tablishes its priority in the production system. The piece that is laid first determines the position and the size of 
the next one, which in turn conditions the following one, etc. Generally speaking, an item is not taken into ac-
count until the previous item has been completed. A builder who follows the traditional operating method will 
therefore only think about a particular unit when the previous unit is ready. For example: an opening in a wall 
for a window of a certain size will not be built; it is the window that must adapt to the existing opening. 
Not altering a space in a wall, and fitting a frame which adapts to it, means respecting it. This respect for any-
thing that has already been built is what gives rise to many other traditional solutions, the best known of which 
is undoubtedly the aforementioned corbelled roof structure. The root of this attitude towards the artistic object 
lies in the Shastras, and also in other ancient texts. Classical Indian philosophy considered that the ultimate ob-
jective is the return of the being to the absolute whole; to divinity, in other words; through nirvana (literally, the 
act of putting out the flame). This search for the ideal must necessarily be balanced as it is different for each 
being: 

The Lord Creator Himself established the variety and differentiation of all the objects of the senses, proper-
ties and forms. Through the authority of the Vedas, in the very beginning he created the name and form of 
the creatures […] He thus made these creatures with the appropriate qualities for his purpose. (Doniger 
1975, p.47) 

 This rule also has some important implications with regard to production. The main one is that most of the 
works are undertaken on site, including those which, according to industrial logic, it would be more reason-
able to carry out in a workshop. This justifies the production system described in the second section of this re-
port, according to which the workers in trades relating to construction worked on demand and were therefore 
almost always itinerant, without their own workshops or stores.   
 

 

    
Figure 1: Typical village carpenters in the eighteen Century (left) and now (right);                                              

(Anand 1981, p.12, and authors) 
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It also conditions the planning of the works: continuing with the example of the woodwork, normally a carpen-
ter will refuse to begin a job (not even preparing the improvised workshop or the materials) until the spaces in 
which he is to work have been finished. This attitude corresponds to reasoning rooted in the aforementioned 
traditions. Because of all this, the idea of planning production in the western way seems strange to the tradi-
tional Indian construction culture. It does not mean that there is no planning culture; there is of course, but it 
offers a response to different problems. 
It should be stressed that it is the aforementioned ideas that generate these work organization schemes, and 
not the other way around. In today's industrialized construction it is possible to find all kinds of pre-fabricated 
elements, which have long since been completely assimilated by local builders. In these cases it is the pre-
fabricated elements which quite simply decide the order of the production process. The frame of a window 
space, by following the above example, will require the execution of the stonework, as also happens in other 
construction models. 

CONCLUSIONS 

India is a country of contrasts. The rapid development of the big industrial cities, along with the current political 
stability, coexists with the old ways of life in rural areas. The changes caused by industrial development are 
spreading quickly and, to varying degrees, have already affected much of the country. The Indian construc-
tion sector is, as in other developed countries, the engine of the domestic economy. In the big cities one can 
clearly see the increased technical development of construction. Highly qualified Indian engineers are man-
aging trained staff and very sophisticated materials. In rural areas, however, the old social schemes still remain 
in force, as do the old work procedures. In many towns building work is still carried out using adobe bricks, 
wood and straw; the same materials as those used by builders centuries ago. 
A. K. Coomaraswamy said:. “The problem of the ‘spiritual East’ versus the ‘material West’ is very easily mistaken 
[…]. The real clash is of traditional with antitraditional concepts and cultures” (Moore 1988, p.03). There is noth-
ing superfluous in Indian artistic objects, or in the processes necessary to achieve them. Everything is essential 
and functional: detail, decoration, form and processes. In the case of the organization of processes described 
above it should be taken into account that the final production objectives are not the same as those usually 
seen in western contexts. Jan Brouwer makes a number of observations about the approach of the pottery 
production of the Vishwakarmas that can be extrapolated to traditional construction. 

 Thus, the artisans, particularly the Visvakarmas, perceive A) production and consumption as belonging to a 
single discourse, B) division of labours as metaphysical aspect of the ritual domain, C) cash not as a means 
of connection, but as a means of disconnection, thus strengthening the ritual domain, D) profit being made 
during production and thus a leftover of ritual, E) investments and decisions as cultural abstractions. (Brou-
wer 1999, p. 29) 

Thus, for the artisans A) money terminates a relationship, B) a loan needs not always be repaired, C) profit is 
made during the manufacturing process or at the time of purchasing new materials, D) the eye for detail 
[…] is placed outside the world and E) the survival strategy is linked with the unfinished product. […] Not so 
long ago […] Bloch and Parry wrote that ‘anthropologists, historians and sociologists have commonly fallen 
into the trap of attributing to money in general what is in fact an specific set of meanings which derive from 
our own European culture. (Brouwer 1999, p. 35) 

In this context, the sacred texts continue to be particularly relevant. It is clear that many rituals are practised 
out of habit, without perhaps being fully understood: 

It is important to note that the kind of Dhyana mantra advocated by the shilpa shastras […] had by the end 
of the eighteen century become an empty ideal, seldom practised even in the ritualistic manner by the 
workmen. The faiths from which the intrincate woodwork […] arose were the result of willed practice, from 
which the vibrations of the nerves become skill in the hands. The fusion of will and action, in the surrender to 
sustained effort of the hands […] was the process which itself brought awareness by awakening dormant 
energies. (Anand 1981, p. 10) 

However, it is no less true that the original rituals used exclusively by the priests have never been in the public 
domain. The surviving ritual practices (bidding, etc.), the techniques used or the organization of work on which 
they are based may not take into account the details of some Shastras, and may not correctly interpret their 
instructions, but they do essentially observe what is explained in the sacred texts. That is, they do so in areas 
that are fundamental to Hindu art but which, as has been mentioned, are generally not included in the usual 
academic approach. 
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