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KUMBHAPANJARA - Kumbhapanjara is a type of decoration on the wall carved in 
high relief. Mānasāra explains Kumbhapanjara thus: “A niche in the wall. It consists 
of a vase, a pilaster and a little pavilion at the top” i. Kumbhapanjara is a decorative 
motif devised by the Tamil architects. It is not found in the early Chalukyan temples. 
From the time of the Cholas and onwards, Kumbhapanjara motif appears on the walls 
of the temples as a very prominent decorative motif. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Kumbhapanjara is derived from the ancient Indian concept of the pūrnala a. This 
motif consists of a big globular pot kept on a pedestal. From the mouth of the pot, 
creeper scrolls emerge and fall out on its two sides. This is the concept denoting the 
Universe (brahmanda). The pot represents the Universe. It”sfilled with water 
(“āpomayam – jagat”). From that water, life emerges in the form of creepers coming 
out from the pot. This concept was taken by the artists and further developed as a 
pillar coming from the pot and on the top of the pillar a pavilion with a canopy is 
carved. This concept is depicted in various ways in a glorious manner. A good 
number of representations of the Kumbhapanjaras are found in the area of our study 
with umpteen varieties. This concept reminds us of the famous prayer in praise of 
Shiva composedby BanaBhatta “Harshacharita ”, which says  

Namastungashiraschumbhi 

Chandra chamarahetuve 

traiailōkyanagarāarambhe 

muūlasthambhāyashambhave ||”  

This verse is in praise of Sambhu( siva), who is the ‘mūlastambha’, i.e., the main 
support for all the three worlds. The essence of this verse is that iva is the supporter of 
all the three worlds in this Universe. This message is very effectively conveyed 
through the motif of Kumbhapanjara. The pot represents the Universe. The pavilion 
above represents the three Worlds and the pillar represents Shiva supporting the three 
Worlds. There is also a living practice amongst the traditional architects of India who 
chant this verse while commencing their work. Several versions of this verse are 
available in the contemporary inscriptions of Karnataka, which make the meaning of 
the pūrnakalasha motif clearer. Kumbhapanjara, according to Kashyapashilpa, should 
be carved on vēdi. Above the vēdi, the kumbha is placed. From the mouth of the 
kumbha emerge rich foliage (valli) and a pillar (stambha). The stambha consists of i 
and phalaka. Above the phalaka, a suitable turreted pavilion is carved. The same motif 
without the kumbha s c ed by he me ‘Stambhapanjara’. 

 

Kumbhapanjara, because of its profound metaphysical symbology, is very 
prominently relieved on the surface of the walls of the temples of Tamil country. The 
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reliefs are sometimes as deep as to expose half of its girth and they are variedly and 
delicately designed and executed. Kumbhapanjara for the first time, appears in the 
area of our study in a temple dated to 1234 A.D.  During this period, this region was 
under the occupation of the Hoysalas, but it is interesting to note that the Hoysala 
architects in their heartland did not use this motif for decoration. Instead, they 
profusely used the stambhapajaras. The area under study, though was under the 
Hoysala rule, stambhapajaras are never used in this region. Instead, only 
Kumbhapanjaras are used. This is a clear proof of the strong influence of the Tamil 
architectural tradition in the region of our study.  

 

The Kumbhapanjaras, as said earlier, is purely a decorative motif used for decorating 
the outer surface of the walls of the temple. Kumbhapanjara motif consists of three 
decorative components). They are   

i) The kumbha 

ii)   The shaft emerging from the mouth of the pot vertically with all its 
decorative members. 

iii)    The crowning member. The descriptions, of different components of the 
Kumbhapanjaras are given here.  

KUMBHA - Kumbha is the pot at the base. It is normally placed on a pedestal, 
circular or square. The kumbha is globular, sometimes it is octagonal or cubical with 
the two corners of front neatly depicted, while the upper and lower portions are 
rounded. The bulbous body of this pot is often decorated with sharply cut ridges and 
grooves decorated with a central fillet. The body of the pot is often decorated with a 
fillet, pus r , v , etc. The tassels of the p iare also sometimes carved on the two sides of 
the kumbha. The neck of the pot is distinctly cut with a rim above. From the mouth of 
the pot emerges rich floral motifs and they fall on the two sides of the pot. It is 
interesting to note that the floral motif sometimes comes out from the mouths of the 
makaras carved just above the mouth of the pot. Depending upon the skill and 
imagination of the artist the floral decoration is carved differently.  

 

SHAFT - From the mouth of the pot rises a vertical post. This pillar may be square 
(brahmakāntha), octagonal (vishnukantha) or cylindrical (rudrakāntha). Except the 
pedestal, this pillar consists of all the decorative components, like, the vase, kumbha, i 
and phalaka. The shaft, besides being square or multifaceted, may also have the 
decoration of horizontal bands, grooves, beaded string festoons and other similar 
decorative designs. Above the abacus, an architectural design in the form of a 
miniature pavilion with a turret above is carved. Full-fledged miniature pavilions are 
noticed, but in most of the cases this architectural form is symbolic. Other decorative 
motifs like a seated lion or a kalaa are also found.  

CROWNING MEMBER - Generally a turreted pavilion is the crowning member of 
the Kumbhapanjara. It is elaborately carved. Three types of crowning pavilions are 
commonly noticed. They are of sāla, kūta and panjara types.  

 

PILLAR CAPITAL TYPE - In a few instances, Kumbhapanjaras having only the 
pillar capital are found. Above the shaft of the pillar, kumbha, i, and phalaka only are 
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carved. Above this rests the corbel touching the architrave of the wall. This is a rare 
type of Kumbhapanjara. It has a brahakānta shaft with all the details of a regular 
pilaster. But it is shown as emerging from the kumbha below. 

SALA TYPE Majority of the crowning members are of salatype. Above the oblong 
ridged roof of the āla, a row of miniature stūpis are placed. The front portion of the 
salais also sometimes decorated with the mahānāsi motif with nāsi and Kirthimukha 
distinctly carved. Sometimes, the salaalso possesses lion motifs instead of nāsi.  

KŪTA TYPE In the kūta variety of canopy, square to round coping is carved. Over 
the palagai is carved a miniature pavilion having regular architectural features. But 
the kapōta is carved prominently with nāsis. The finial of the coping may be in the 
form of a round kalaa or a Kirthimukha. The motif is generally placed on a kapōta.  

PANJARATYPE - In the Panjaratype of coping, a rounded gable formed by a big nāsi 
with Kirthimukha is carved. The ‘gā ha’ of the nāsi may sometimes have a miniature 
architectural model or a human face or may even be empty. Generally, the Panjara 
also placed above a kapōta51.  

Besides the various types of decorations described above, a few Kumbhapanjaras also 
have certain additional decorations on their sides. In one instance, the kumbha does 
not have the floral motif coming out from its mouth. Instead, from the two sides of the 
pedestal of the kumbha, creeper scrolls come out with a lotus each. The lotuses 
support a standing lady figure carved on the two sides of the shaft . 

 

In the contemporary Hoysala and KalyanaChalukya architecture, as said earlier, 
Kumbhapanjaras are not used as a decorative motif. There, the pillar is placed above 
the pedestal. It supports an architectural design comprising of a tall turret representing 
different types of vimānas that were in vogue during that time. In the 
KalyanaChalukya temples, the same turret is set up inside a richly decorated tapering 
floral pattern formed of series of volutes crowned by a Kirthimukha. These richly 
floriated volutes arranged in the shape of a pointed arch, crowned by a Kirthimukha, 
is noticed in umpteen varieties in the heart-land of the Chalukyas, but this type of a 
design is nowhere found in the region of our study. Instead, kumbhapajaras are 
available in good numbers and variety also.  

During the Vijayanagar days, kumbhapajaras appear as decorative motifs on the 
pillars shafts also. The pillar above the kumbha here is entwined by an elegantly 
carved creeper scroll bedecked with flowers, leaves, fruits and birds. These pillars are 
known for their exquisite quality of workmanship and exuberant decorations  . 

 

CONCLUSION 

The most florid example of the Kumbhapanjara is noticed on the gateway of temple of 
the Vijayanagara period. In this example, the relief of the motif is up to half of its full 
form. The kumbha is very neatly designed like a bulbous pot, having vertical and 
deeply relieved ribs. The ribs are alternately beaded. The horizontal central band is 
decorated like a rathna . From the mouths of the makaras, vallisalasprings out. The 
shaft of the pillar above is of rudrachchanda variety, and has floral motifs and 
festoons of beaded strings. This is also delicately relieved with floral patterns. The 
pavilion above the phalaka has lionhead motifs in the place of pillars. The canopy 
above is very broad. The nāsis of the kapota are also relieved very distinctly. The 
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coping above is of the panjara type. It is noteworthy here that ornate and simple 
Kumbhapanjaras are found side by side in the region of our study. No development in 
the formation or design of the Kumbhapanjaras can be noticed. 

 

     

Canaoniccal depiction of                       Kumbhapanjara –in the Dravidian temple 

Kumbhapanjara 

 

 

Vijayanagra period-kumbhapanjara on the bhitthi 
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