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GOTRAS IN THE INSCRIPTIONS OF 
SOUTH KANARA

Nagendra Rao
Introduction

In the ancient times gotras played a significant role in 
determining the social status of an individual in the society. Earlier 
the brahmans enjoyed the advantage of connecting their genealogy 
with ancient sages. Later this advantage was extended to non
brahman communities as well, particularly the ksatriyas. The 
brahman gotras were exogamous. Apart from claiming social status, 
gotras were essential to enter into the institution of marriage. 
Sagotra marriage, i.e., marriage within the same gotra, was a taboo. 
As RomilaThapar says gotras served a distinct social function and 
underlined the status of the brahmans and indicated that the 
knowledge of ritual was a crucial aspect of social status. At the 
point where it, became socially necessary there was a rush to 
systematize the lists and connections. Further Thapar says that 
for the brahmans the maintenance of such a system was necessary 
when new members had to be recruited who were not from the 
old kinship groups.1 Thus through gotras the brahmans claimed 
"hat they were connected to great sages like Vasistha,Vis'vamitra, 
Kas'yapa, Bharadvaja, etc. In the rituals the brahman had to 
accept the gift after introducing himself to the people that he 
belonged to a particular gotra. As in other parts of India, in South 
Kanara too one can find large number of landgrants that were 
made to brahmans by kings and rich members in the society with 
the purpose of legitimatizing their position in society. However, 
only few inscriptoins mention about the gotras of the grantees and 
grantors. Here we inquire as to why only few land grants mention 
the gotras of brahmans. The content of the inscriptions would help 
us to know that when a detail was left out, this was done 
deliberately so as to fulfill a particular objective of the land grant.

Land grants in South Kanara

Several land grants were made to the brahmans of South 
Kanara. These granrs were made both by the king or his 
subordinates and sometimes by rich members of the society like 
traders and rich agriculturists. Land was fither given to the 
brahmans or it was given to temples which would be administered 
by important members of the society. Some land grants of South
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Kanara mention the arrangement made to provide food to a 
particular number of brahmans. In most of these £ases names and 
gotras of these brahmans are not mentioned.2 This is because the 
people of the locality were not unaware of these usual 
arrangements and there was no need to elaborately give all details 
of grantees.

Reference to gotras

In South Kanara inscriptions mention gotras when land grant 
was made to a brahman who was newly introduced to the region. 
In order to make the people of the locality to adjust with him, his 
details were given in the inscriptions. The Mangalore inscription 
belonging to A.D. 1420s states that Karanika Hariyarasa of 
Mangalore made a land grant to some brahmans. Hariyarasa 
originally belogned to an agrahara of Harihara and he belonged 
to Bharadvaja gotra. Here the grantor is introduced to the locality 
by mentioning his gotra.

A Jain inscription belonging to Mudabidre mentions that 
the Salva king belonged to Kas'yapa gotra.4 Thus not only the 
brahmans, but ksatriyas also claimed that they belonged to a 
particular gotra. By the medieval period the need of the ksatriyas 
or kings to claim a particular gotra had become ail all India 
phenomenon. South Kanara was not an exception to this 
development. The Barkur inscription belonging to A.D. 1431 
mentions the grant given by Visnu Bhatta and Shankar a Bhstta 
who belonged to Haiverajya. It is stated that they belonged to 
Kas'yapa gotra and Yajur branch.5 Haiverajya now comprises the 
present North Kanara district of Karnataka. Haive was known for 
the Havyaka brahman settlements. During the later period many 
Havyakas migrated to South Kanara and they participated in 
arecanut cultivation.

The Barkur inscription belonging to A.D. 1434 mentions the 
grant made biy Devarasa Up adhy aya who belonged to H arita gotra 
and Yaju branch.b Another Barkur inscription belonging to* A JX 
1440 mentions that Annappa Odeya, the governor of Barkur, made 
a land grant to Timire Dandana Avya who belonged to Harita gotra 
and Yajur branch.7 Vet another Barkur inscription belonging to 
A.D. 144>0 mentions that Annappa Od^ya made a land grant to 
Joyisa Ramanna who belonged to Maudgalyagotra and f0< branch.1* 
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One inscription discovered near the Kundesvara temple,
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Kundapura dated A.D. 1451 states that a gift of 48 honnus, which 
was the income from salt pans in Kundapura, was made to Joyisa 
Hariyappa of Maudgalya gotra and Rksakha.9llariyappa belonged 
to Hemmadi.

Another Barkur inscription belonging to A.D. 1499 mentions 
the land grant made by sons of Sovanna of Vasudhare to one Narana 
deva. They belonged to Vis'vamitra gotta and Asvalayana Sutra.10 
Another Mudabidre inscription belonging to A.D. 1515 mentions 
Ratnappa Odeya as belogning to Dandadhipa gotra.11 Thus even 
the Jains claimed to belong to certain gotras. This shows that it 
was difficult for Jains to remain in seclusion independent of 
developments in a brahmanical society. The Paduva Panamburu 
inscription’2 belonging to the reign of Devaraya II mentions the 
land grant made by the local Banga Prince Pandyapparasa to 
Govindadeva's sons who belonged to Kolaturu. The inscription 
mentions that they belonged to At-reya gotra.

An inscription found near Krsna Matha Udupi belonging to
A.D. 1614 mentions that Lirigappaya made grants to the Krsna

/

matha It is stated that Lirigappaya belonged to Sankuvali agrahara 
of Kolapi gmma, He belonged to Bharadvaja gotra and Rk branch 
(mkba).n Another inscription found in the same place belonging 
to A.D. 1614 mentions that Damarsa Prabhu, the son of Dama 
Prabhu belonging to Mathagrama made a grant to the temple. It 
is stated that Damarsa Prabhu belonged to Kaus'ika gotra and 
Rk branch. Mathagrama was a part of Sasastigrama of Goa. 
Mathagrama was one of the important eight villages of the locality. 
I m  possible that Damarsa Prabhu belonged to Sarasvata brahman 
community and he maintained contact with Krsna temple and 
gave offerings to the Matha.14

The above references to gotra suggests that when land grant 
was made to the brahmans of the locality there was no need to 
sp e c if  their details which were known to the people. Thus gotras 
are mentioned to introduce the person to the society and thereby 
get legitimacy. There are references to brahmans from Harihara, 
Haiverajya and Goa.

Secondly, all these references belong to the Vij%anagara 
period arid post Vijayanagara period. During this time there were 
many land-grants which were made by the kings either directly or 
indirectly through the governors at Barkur and Mangalore It was



NetgendraRao 5 ^  •

this encouragement given by the kings and officials whicfawas 
responsible for the creation of brahman settlements in South 
Kanara. In fact it was during this period that the brahmanical 
traditional chronicle Grdmapaddhati was written and became 
popular in the brahman households. Thus Vijayanagara and post 
Vijayanagara period represented the expansion of the brahman 
settlements in South Kanara. This suggestion is also supported by 
the fact that not only brahmans but there was migration of traders, 
artisans and other communities to SouthJ£anara.Therefore, when 
thet gotras were mentioned in the inscriptions there was a specific 
purpose in doing that.
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