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The strip of land constituting the regions of Malabar and South Canara along the western coast of India is renowned for
unique architectural forms endemic to the region, including protohistoric megaliths die/ahéemples. This paper argues
that this propensity for architectural endemism is primarily due to the properties of locally available building niaterials
mainly laterite and timber, rather than the geographical isolation imposed by the Westernn@hhes Arabian Sea, as
traditionally believed. The megaliths in this region, mostly from the Iron Age (L00E®OEE), and the medieval temples
(800-1700CE), exhibit adaptations of the mainstream architectural traditions to suit the physical propktieeofThis
paper examines how architectural forms originally developed for construction using hard stone-wen@reged to
accommodate the properties of laterite. By analysing examples from both megalithic and temple contexts, it highlights the
role of building material in determining the architectural identity of Malabar and South Canara.
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The part of the western coast of India, from Daman imolitical and cultural connections, despite the natural
the north to Kanyakumari in the south, is unique irboundarie’®, challenging the assumption that
terms of its geography and bdiiieritage. It comprises isolaion was the primary factor shaping its distinct
the Konkan, Kanara, and Malabar plains, forming architecture. This paper examines the cause of
narrow stretch between the Western Ghats @ed architectural endemism in this region by studying two
Arabian Sea. This stretch is characterised by a warndlistinct monument typesiegaliths and temples.
humid climate with seasonal monsoons that lasts faviegaliths, dating to the Iron Age (1000BCED0CE),
almost four to six months. Laterite and timberrepresen t he regi onds earliest
constitute the predominant naturally availablearchitecture of the region, while the temples, built
building materials. This study focuses on the regiometween the '© and 18' centuries CE, evolved over
comprising the Malabar coast and the erstwhile Souttime. Megaliths and temples, unlike other monument
Canara district. Malabar coast extends fromypes, are more widely distributed across the study
Kanyakumari district (Tamil Nadu) in the South toareaand neighbouring regions, making them ideal
Kannur district (Kerala) in the north, whereas Southsubjects for this research. By analysing their external
Canara historically included the preselaly forms, this paper explores their design responses to
Kasaragod(Kerala), Dakshina Kannada and Udupithe local context and investigates the factors

(Karnataka) districts. contributing to the unique architectural forms in
This region is welknown for its unique Malaba and South Canara.

architectural forms, endemic to the area.

Traditionally, it has been argued that the geographicalethodology

isolation created by the Western Ghats and the This study employs comparative architectural
Arabian %a led to the cultural uniqueness and thenalysis to examine how building materials
distinctive architecture of the regibnHowever, influenced the development of endemic architectural
historical records suggest the existence of significarforms of megaliths and temples in Malabar and South
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Canara. The methodology is structured around foupockets across the country, including the Vidarbha
aspects: architectural forms of megaliths and templesegion in Maharashtra, parts of Kumaon, Jharkhand,
material use, and regional context. Bihar, and Kashmir (Fig. 1)Dating of the burial
Data was gathered through both fieldwork andgjoods, artifacts, and tools from megalithic sites
secondary sources. Temples in Kerala and Souihdicates that megalith construction in Indian sub
Canara were documentedhrough site visits, continent was at its peak during the Iron ‘ife
photographs, and measured drawings. Whereas da#egalith-building practices also persist as a living
on temples from Tamil Nadu and other parts oftradition among certain tribes in the northeastern part
Karnataka were collected mainly from literatureof India*®. However, it will not form part of this
sources, with limited field visits. The data pertainingdiscussion, since they do not appear to be part of the
to megaliths across all regions wagbtained same cultural complex.
exclusively through secondary sources such as

archaeological reports and academic publicationd/egalithic forms in the Southern Peninsula N
focusing on the various typologies and their Peninsular India exhibita wide range of megalithic

distribution patterns. forms, which includes various subterranean features
The architectural analysis examined external form{burials) and surface markers. They exist in a variety of
|ay0ut, and Spatia| Organizam'oof the monuments. forms and SIZ% The common suterranean megallthIC
Additionally, features like plinth profiles, wall forms include pit burials, cist burials, urn burials, and
projections, roof and gable profiles, and decorativéock-cut burial chambers (chenkalara). The various
details were observed in the case of templedyPes of surface markers include cairns, stone circles,
These features were compared across regiodtt stones (thoppikkallu), dolmenoid cists, dolmens,

to identify continuities amongst the fosmand PN Not: Thi map icldes sts withmegalits of
material adaptations. G N~y ornotthess have associated buias. Also nciud-
Material study involved understanding the f 5 ) tae g megaiie appendage . many
properties of laterite, timber, and granite, particularly Ny e decipive o mmkoown
their availability, workability, and durability. This Y proutr vl romerpring el
was done based on literature study. This clarified hov L A e e .
material influencedhe architectural outcomes. A0 T kY
The contextual study focussed on historical, anc /"~ e A a5 2
geographical data to assess how political linkage RSN e P
climate, physiography, and material availability .. s f; ﬁm,.fgwf.- : L2377
shaped architectural responses. The monuments We”’\-:'p \\5-5‘ U\x i}i.*/ { f:f T
analysed within this framewk to bring out how < & TIPS 5 »
regional factors and cultural continuity guided AR
material choices and architectural form.
Megalithic forms in India
Megaliths are known to have existed sirme §
historic times and are found across various parts ¢ &
the globe. The term Megalith literally translates to g
large stone rfiega large; lith: stone§®, though not .
all megaliths are necessarily built of large pieces o
stonel It is commonly used to refdo a class of 5 nal 0 500 km
memorial or burial monuments built using stone, ¥ Each point represents one site. All sites are plotted
. o . at least to the district level. Some sites were plotted
while the term megalithic denotes a cultural practice 10 the taluk/tahsil level when the requisite information

was available,

that involves erecting stone monuments for the

dead. Nearly 3000 megalithic monuments/sites haveig. 18 dMaP showing the distribution of reported megali
; ; ;- sites in India

been repqrted so far in India, _and a majo " L. Ada bt ed faryoaniabibyhis th

concentration of these are found in the southerd 5yt n | ndian I1ron Ageo by

. _7 . .

peninsuld’. Beyond their main areas of occurrence peccan College Postgraduate and Research Institute, 60

megalithic structures are also found in scattere@54. Copyright by Robert Brubaker. Reprinted with permissic
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menhirs, umbrella stones (kudakkallu), and hoodined on their sides by thin stone slabs. Various surface
stones (pathikkallu). While most of these megalithmarkers like cairns, stone circles, cap stones, etc are
typescan be spotted across the samtinent, umbrella used to mark these stérranean burial feates®.

stones, hat stones, hood stones, and-catkburial Cairns (Fig. 3b) are surface markers and they are
chambers are endemic to the Malabar and Souttssentially mounds made of undressed rubble or in
Canara regiotf®. some cases, simple earthen mounds. Stone circles

Pit burials (Fig. 2a) are roughly excavated pitgFig. 3a) are another type of surface marker consisting
where human remains are placed divecr within  of dressed or undressed boulders arrangefrim a
terracotta urns or sarcophagi. These burials are theircle. Stone circles can function as independent
covered with earth or gravel and, in some cases, cappsdrface markers for burials and are sometimes found
using stone slabs or other surface maffei#/hile pit  in combination with other markers such as cairns,
burials alone are not typically regarded as buildolmens, and kudakkafii
monuments, they forma part of the broader cultural Dolmens (Fig. 3c) are abowgound structures
practice of commemorating the dead. Some pit burialsonsisting of four erect stone slabs (orthostats) placed
also have megalithic surface markers, furtheon their edges to form a bdike structure. They
linking them to megalithic traditions. Duego usually have a circulargothole on one of the erect
these associations, pit burials are generally categorissthbs, usually on the east or west facing sides. While
as megalithic monuments. dolmens are generally considered commemoratiite

Urns (Fig. 2b) are large terracotta vessels that ais uncertain whether they originally had associated
used to keep the mortal remains, and these are oftearials beneath them. Dolmenoid cists are variants
found associated with a pit or placed within a cist or @f dolmens paryl buried in the ground. The port
rock-cut chambé®®. Cist burials (Fig. 2c) are holes in these structures are found closer to the
rectangular underground chambers and these are oftground levet®®,

al (view)

Pit burial (Plan and section)

Cist burial (View)

Fig. 20 Forms of megaliths in the Southern peninsula
(Source?2a, 2bi Author, 2ePhotograph by Srikumar M Menon, adapted with permission)
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(c) Dolmen (view |

Fig. 30 Forms of megaliths in the Southern peninsula
(Source: 3= Adapted from &é6Megaliths of Keral a: Commemor ating
https://www.sahapedia.org/megalitkeralacommemoratingleaththroughmonumentsstone. Copyright by Sahapedia. Reprinted
permissim, 3bT Adapted from O6Site 41TA326, https:// www. texasbe)
Archaeological Research Laboratory (TARL). Reprinted with permission, 3c,Bthotographs by Srikumar M Menon, ada
with permission)

Menhirs (Fig. 3d) are boulders or erect stones thaippear in various forms as mentioned edifiewhile
may mark a burial or be erected solely forthe region shares several megalith types with the
commemorative purposes. Typically, they arebroader adjoining landscape, it also exhibits endemic
monolithic aml made of hard rocks like granite. forms such as kudakkallu, thoppikkallu, pathikkallu,
However, in places like Anakkara and Malappuram irand chenkalara.

Kerala, menhirs made of laterite have also been
observel®. At certain sites, multiple menhirs are
erected in a gridike pattern to form an
alignment’, while two par#iel rows of menhirs form
an avenu®. The purpose alignments and avenue
remain unclear to date.

The Malabar region can be divided into three
zones based on its physiography and geology. The
nature of megaliths found in these zoneglistinct
and is largely determined by the materials available
™ each areh Megalith types like stone circles,
dolmens, dolmenoid cists, and menhirs made of hard
Megalithic forms in Malabar, and South Canara stones like granitic gneiss and charnockite can be
The megaliths found in the region of Malabar andseen occupying the mountainous regiorMvflabaf
South Canara are mostly dated to the Iron Age; thewhere such material is abundantly available. In
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contrast, the lateritic plains are characterised bymbrella stones are primarily found in the central and
forms such as kudakkallu, pathikkallu, thoppikkallu,northern Malabar regidh However, recent studies
menhirs and rockut chambers. Meanwhile, have identified Kudakallu in the Hosdurg region,
unmarked urn burials are predominant in the coastavhich was earlier part of South Canérd
alluvial plaing. Thoppikallu or hat stones (Fig. & Fig. 4h) are
Rockcut chambers (Fig. 4a, Fig. 4e) are created bgurface markers for burials seen in the Malabar
excavating laterite to form an underground chamberggion. These are dressed laterite stonasghly
where burial goods and mortal remains were placed ighaped into a hemispherical fdiin Pathikkallu or
terracotta urns or sarcophagi. Access to the chambbpod stones (Fig. 4d, Fig. 4g) are dressed laterite
is provided through a rectgular entrance court, with members (clinostats), arranged to form an elliptical
a series of steps cut out of the lateritic rock leadingrofile on the ground. The cluster of clinostats would
towards the chamb¥®. In most cases, the chamberresemble the hood of a snak&he dinostats are
is circular, and has a domed roof with a portholewider at the base and gradually taper towards the top.
opening to the outside. However, some examples have Worship systems in India have evolved over
oblong or rectandar chambers with vaulted and flat millennia, transitioning from perhistoric practices
roofs, respectively. like nature worship, animism, and ancestor worship to
Kudakkallu or umbrella stone (Fig. 4b, Fig. 4f) more structured rituals and organisefhiths.
consists of four inclined laterite members (clinostats)Megaliths, the oldest surviving stone monuments,
supporting a hemispherical capsttf€. Each associated with reverence for individuals or ideas,
clinostat is roughly shaped into a truncated triangulamay represent an early manifestation of ancestor
profile, and they are joined to form a tapering stid&  worship. Similarly, the veneration of the divine is
structure with a circular crossection. The manifested through temples, whose form vafiem
hemispherical capstone is placed above this stalkjmple hypaethral shrines to elaborately planned
giving a mushroontike appearance thé monument. temple complexes. Both megaliths and temples are
Umbrella stones function as surface markers for urvidespread across the southern peninsula, with certain
burials underneath. While roakt chambers are found forms endemic to the study area. While conceptual
in the lateritic plains of Malabar and South Canaraparallels exist between these two monument gype

Fig. 46 Endemic megalith typéslllustrations and photographs
(Source: 4&4 d : A d a p Iroa Age Cultwrarin Kerala, South India b y A b h argnaAge irGSo®h Asiap. 151.Copyright b
Abhayan G S. Reprinted with permission;4e Photographs by Srikumar M Menon, adapted with permission)



