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Vijayanagara in modern
historiography: A survey

Nagendra Rao

What Sewellcalled the 'ForgattenEnpire'onceunified the larger part ofSouth India, goveming
it lrorn Ilidyonagara.for *-er 200 years. Once modern methods af reseqrch t{nk root, the ef.fort
beg*n to recor$tract its ?tistorT'. British hisrariaw ssw ir1 i! a predecessor-an iuperfect, but
predecessor all the same. Indirsn hirttlriarrs tended to see iil it go{}d evide*ee af Indian cdrycity
.far military enterprise and efficient ad$ri/tistr(i1on. Since Inrlependence, the trcnd has contiruted,
*ith Burton Stei* on one side and T.l'. iu{aka*lirgam, on the other side. Bttt a more objective
trend is also noticeable now, in the u,ork of Y. Subbaruy-alu and N. Karashima.
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Introduction

The Mjayanagara Empke was studied during the British rule b-v a s€ries of histori-
ans including Ma* Wilks, Robert Servell, Krishnasrvami Aiyangar, Suryanarayana
Rou,, N. Venkataramanay-r,a. Srikanla,lya ard B.A. Saletore. They unravelled its
political and cultural history, and economic and social irstitutions, by exploring
its inscriptions, ald dffierent kinds of texts invarious languages. The credit goes

to the early British administrators for making the earliest effort at reconstmcting
Vijay;uragara's histor-v. They rvere generall-y interested intracing the history of the
nrlers who were tlreir precursor and in discovering how their current subj ects rl ere
gor.erned under earlier rule$.

Indian historians studied \&jayanagara partly from a nafionalist point ofview
and pru1ly concentrating on different regions such as Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh
and Tbmil Nadu, which composed the territory of the \4ja-vanagara Empire. They
took pride in the sirrryle fact thal l}ere had arisen a large ernpire like Vijayanagara
in the past while they' greatl-y enlarged the store of sources of information about
it such as inscriptions and texts in iadigenous languages.

Calonial llistoriography

The theory of Orientalism has been recenfly used to assess much of European
historiography on Asia, including India.l [t is not, of course, easy to generalise

I The main text in rvhich an e xlensive range of English and French writing on the Islamic
rvorld and India is investigated is Edrvard Said. Orientaliyn- Indian Reprint, New Delhi- 2015.
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about Orientalist scholarship. One categorl of scholars did criticise Irdiars in
order to justiS the dogma of White supremaq''. Horvever, arpther set of scholars

rvrote sympalheticall,v about the subject populalion. Trautmann refe$ to 'Indo

Phobia'and 'Indo Malia'to distinguish the tt'o trends.2 There is another approach

rvhich has been sf;-led 'Beyond Orientalism', ard rvhich argues against holding
all Europerur rvritings on Asia to be classifled uader ary one categor!.3 A similar
position canbe adopted concerning Indian historians, in relation to their nationalist

bias, when one afiempts to deal withthe wide range of their writings.
Yet, classifications are nol to be shunned. Burton Stein in his stud,v of

Vriayawgarahistoriograph,v has argued that the British had a motive when they

studied the history of the natives because knorvledge was essential as a lever to

better control their subjects. The British had orre urspoken cause to pursue, that is,

to suggest tlut their mle was essential sirrce their subjects had failed to administer

themselves rvell in the past.u

Among the British historians, oIE may mention W.W Hunter5 and Vkrcent Smi1h6

for India as a whole, and Mark Wilks,? H.H. Wilson8 and Robert Sesrlle especially

for South India- Hunter stated tlat Vijryanagara was the most inrportant Hindu
empire that emerged after the tu'elfth century. The term Hindu, in this context, is

important. He atternpted to differentiate betn'een Hindu and Muslim @-nasties.'o
It was argued that in north India, there was Muslim domination, while in the

soutlL the Hindus slill remained predomimlfr. Mark Wilks couideredboth Hindu

and Muslim kings of the Deccan to have been despotic." On the other hard, H.H.
Wilson pres€Irted a less partisan sketch of the history of l&jayanagara irrcluding

its foundation and expansion.12

Some British historians tended to find firndamental differeuces betrveen

Muslim and Hindu kingdoms. According to Gribble, &e Hindu kingdoms produced

He has, holvever, been criticised for treing too srveeping in his judgement and inaccuracy

in regard to individual scholas' opinions.
2 T.R Trautrnanq Aryans and tsntish India,Ner Delhi, 2004, W.62-9.
3This is the posilion of Rahul Sagru, Limits of Oriextalism: SeventeeTrth Centary

Representatiot s of lndia, I,{D, 20 1 1.
a Burton Stein, The Nw* Cambridge History of l*dia: Viiay*aftagara, Cambridge, 1989' p. 3-

5 WW Hunter, The Imperial Gazetteer of India, London, 1881.
t trincent Smitlu The Early History *f India,New Delh, 1999.

'L{ark Wilks, Ilistorical Shetches o.f the South of India, in an Attempt to Trace the

H i st ory of A,ly sore, Londoo, 1 8 l0-
sH.fi. Wilson, The Mackenzie Collection. A Descriptive Catalogue of the Oriental

L{anutcripts, aad Other Articles lllustrativ*e af the Literatare, History, Statittics snd

Antiquities of Sottth India, collent*d by the late Lier.*. Col. Colin Mackeruie,Znd ed.,Calcufia" 1828.
e Rotrert Ser.ell. A Forgotten Empire: yijaydnagar a Contribiltian to the Histaty of

India,London,lg00,reprint: lgg2.Thisistobedistinguishedfromt}rereprintpublishodbyPublication
Divisiou Govenrnenl of lndia" Delhi" 1962, which has a difl-erent numbering of pages.

ro Hunter, op. cit., p. 138.
tr Wilks, op. cil, p. l.
12 Wilson, op. cit.
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agriculhral ard otber commodities, and they were capable of amassing a huge

amount of *'ealth s'ithin short periods, rvhile the Muslims deperded on plunder
and expropriation and did not belier,'e in the development of their regions through
patronising agriculture. 1'

Mark Wilks discussed the origin and expa:rsion of the \,4jayanagara Empire.
He was an administrator and so naturall.v concerned himself especially with issues

that concerned past administrations. His main source for this study vras tlrc set

of literary works found in the Mackenzie collection. One camot criticise Wilks
for the selection of the sources, as a large urmber of epigraphic records were not

-vet available during his time.ra He traced the prer'alerce of despotism to religion.
He believed that adlrerence to religious r.alues compelled the people to subject
themselves to absolute control by the king, since owing to their beliefs, oriental
people did not have the concept of civil liberty, an important featurc of Westem
socie!.r5

Wilks presented a sketch of the d-vrmsties of South India includiag Kanrnda,
Telugu and Tamil rcgions. He was aware of the geographical and linguistic divisions
of the Deccan However, his main confribution la-y in the field of tlre niature of lard
administration irr South India He stated that the King rvas the owner of the soil
and did not recognise the zamindars as land o1,yners.16 Yet, he did find references

to claimants other than the King to rights over land such as village communities
and peasant proprietors.rT With reference to Vijayanagara, he argued that the state
increased the burden of the tax demand, possibly- from 10 to 20 per ceut of the
gross produce.Is

Robert Sewell was also an administrator, and his book on \lja.vanagam was
famousl-v titled 'A Forgotten Empire'.te His main sources rvere inscriptions-
literature and more prominenll,r'. the Porhrguese chronicles of Domingo Paes ard
Fernao Nuniz. In addition, he depended on Firishta w'ho x'rote the history of kdia
in Persian inthe early seventeenth cenhrry. He used trarslations of the Portuguese

sourc€s available in the rvork of David Lopes.tr The spiendour of Eja-vanagara
rvas evident from the sfudy of the Pornrguese sources. Based on these works, he

considered Vija]'anagam to have been the Yenice of India. He believed that a certain

t3 J-D.B- (Jribble .A History af the Deccan- \bl. I, I-ondon, 1896,p.27.

'1 On \,{ark Wilk-s see V. Raghotlara 'Soldier, Diplomat Historizur: tr{ark. \tlilks and the Represen-
tations of the Empire it the Early Nineteenth Ceotur,t", International Journal of Santh Asian Sutdies

2fl) 2409, pp" r-13.
f r Wilks- op. cit.. p" 22-
t6 Ibid-, p. 116-
i? Ibid,, p. l?5.
r8 Ibid.. p. 154,
re Making use of this title, S. Krishnaswami Aiyangar published a booklet, The Yet-

rememberetl Ruler of a Long-frsrgotten Efiltire: Krishnadeva Raya of Yijal,anagara,
Allahabad, l917 (reprinted from Hindustan Review,1917).

'?o 
Sewell op. cit. pp. 279-376.
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amorrnt of moderniry ('fiansition from the Old to lhe Nerv') was fuNolved in South
India niththe rise of the Vijayanagara Empire-2'

Sewell urderlined the depthof corffictbeh'een the Hindu and the Muslim kinp
in his writing as follows:

Wittput lq.rng too much sffess on conquests b1' force of arrns, it seems certain
that most if not all Soulhern India submitted to his (the Vijayanagaxa ernpemr's)
rule, probabl-v only- too anxious to secure a continuance of Hindu domination in
preference to the despctism of the hated followers of Islam.z?

The argument of Sewell is that &e 'Hirdu' chiefs prefened a sfrong Hindu kingdom
that could resist Muslim domination trn this conte$, one can note &e attempt of
the British historians to emphasise the unremitting rnture of differefices betr+'een

Hindus andMuslims.
It is apparent tlrat Servell was impressed by the size of tle Vijayanapra Empire,

for he makes the folloxing statemert:

Its rulers, horvever, in their da,v sr.vayed the destinies of an ernpire far larger

than Austria, and .the ciff is declared b-v a succession of European visitors
in the fifteenlh zurd sixteenth centuries to have been man'ellous for size ard
prosperiq.--a city rvith rvhich for richness and magnfficence no knorvn western

capital could compare. Its irnportance is shotn by the fact that almost all
struggles of the Portuguese on the western coast were carried for the purpose

of securing its maritime lrade ....s

Interestingly, the rise and fall of the Porfuguese are related by Sewell to the

changing forhrnes of Vijayanagara. In additio& he refers to the maritime trade of
this kingdonr. thereby showing that it contrclled not only agriculhre and inigational
activities but also had maritime ambitions.

Indeed, Seq.'ell inifiated a tradition of historical research in South lndia
by studying inscriptions and other sources. Although the larger portion of his

work corpemed polilical history', he devoted one chapter 1o tlr monuments and

irrigation works undertaken by Krish4adeva REya, Details about societl rvere

extracted from the rvorks of Domingo Paes and Fernao Nuniz- Later, scholars built
on this tradition as tlrey explcred ne1{ sources and published them.2a

,r lbid.
r2 Servell, ap. cit., reprint: 1992,p.27.
D lbid.. p. 2.
2a Translations of several texts are cnntained in, Vasundhara Filliozat . ed.. l/ija1,anagar, New Delhi,

revised edition- 1999.
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Nationalist Historiography

Indian historians, influenced by the spirit of nationalism, took to writiag the

histor,v of Vtjayanagata Empire, as an important Indian achievement and made

sigrrificant contribrtrions to tlre subject. Krishrlaswami Ai-vangarpublisl:redSources

ofWjayanagaraHistory.zs This work mainly drew fromTeluguliterature. He was

thus able to add infomration that Swell had missed having depended only on

Porfiiguese sources. This was llre case, for example. rvith Krishnadeva Raya's

Orissa campaigrr- A!'angar suggested that tfoe indigenous lext Pariiatahharanam
provides information regarding the capture of Shivasamudrarn?6

Suqvanarayana Rorv took issue with Sewell's reference to Vijayanagara as a

'forgotten' empire, b-v titling his orvn work as 'Never to be Forgotten Empire'.2?

Though his work rvas devoted to the dyrnstic history of Vijayarngar4 he also

attempted to gloriS' Iudia. He argued that the Hindus had a sense of history and

countered the argument of westem scholars that Indians did not prcsen e historical
records, by givrng a list of inscriptions on the basis of which the history of Irdia
couldbe recorered.?8 He discussed the historr of ancienf Irdia from the Maurlan
period, but concentraled on the political history of South India. He used a variety

of sources such as traditions includitg lhe vamsavafis (genealogies), inscriptions

and accouats in Persian and European languages.

N. VenkataramanzryT'a initiated tle tradition of detailed research in different
aspects of the political history and other aspects of life under Vijayarngam by
lrds Studies in Third Dynasly oJ'ltijavanagsra, Madras, 1935. In a laler work,
he discnsse.d the relatioirs between theVrjayawgara and the Muslim kingdoms.

He made a comparative analysis of Firistha and some other texts such as

Lidyaranya l,TittarutaardKalajnana. Based onthese sources, he traced the process

of fourdation of the Vijayanagara Empire.2e He used a large number of Persian

soures to trace political developments in South India in the medieval period.

A major weakness of the Delhi Sullanate, according to him, rvas the lack of
control ofthekingovertheprovincial golrnprs rvho resistedttre demands forlaryer
payments of revenue collectionby the cenlral government. Furtheq the dislribution
of iqta's (landassignmeffs) based onhigherbids ledto conflicts amongthe Muslim
military leaders.3i Discussing the revolt of the South lndiaa kingdoms agairst tlte
Delhi Sultanate, he argued ttnt the cause la1'- in the interference b-v the rulers in the

'?r S. Krishnaswami a4+angar, Sa*rces of Vijayanagar History,Nladtas, 1919, repriot: New Delhi-

2003.

'?6 
Ibid.- p- 1l-

21 B" SryalnalaioFlovr.AHistory ofWlu7-anagar: theNw-er to beForgottenEmpire,PartI,I{adra-q,
1905- reprird: Ne*'Delhi, 1993.

28 Ibid-, p. 90.
2eN.Venkataramatay-v4TheEarlyh'luslimExpansioninSowthl*dia, lvladras. 1942,p. 186-
s Ibid., p. I61.
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reiigious and social life of the pesple and de*ied the rcle of political factors inthis

de'Ibpmenf3l Verkatarama::aJ-va also described in detail the political situatian

thatprevailedinthe Deccan duringtlre fourteenthcenturyprecedingthe emergenffi

of the Mjalanagara EmPire.

h 19:d, S. Srikanta,wq a Kannada historian, wrote or the earl,v -vears of

Yrjayarcgaa. His rvritings exhibit a ferv features of the natiomlist writings like

"orrp.*gVi;u"'r.urragr*riitt 
tlrelargestempiresoftheworld.3?Hertroteasfollows:

the vljay'anagaraEmperors mled over a countly fa1 la€erthanAustria and their

capital was incomparable for rvealth ald ruagirificence. Tlre trade of the Empire

rvis souglt after and coveted by the leading nations of the world and there are

accounts left b-v ambassadors and travellers to the Court of VijaVanagara which

ale of surprising intereslr3

Srikantal-_ra entere.d illlo a debate with Fr. Henry- Heras rvho had argued that the

inscriptiol describing &e connection between Shringeri" a Shaiva religicus

centre of Kamatak4 ard Viiay-anagara were spurious. Srikantalla argUed that the

shringeri Gums should not be disbelleled on the mattel as they are trot likel'v to

hare Lmpered with the records describing the relationship befiveen the shringeri

matha and the Vja,vanagara court.3a

Acccrding to 1iflL \iijayanagara was established tCI fi#{ against ttre Muslim

invasion but he differeatiates betn'een tlre Detrhi Sullanate and the Shia mlers

of tlre Deccan. Srikarfiay--la's algument is that after the Bahruanid Sultanate rvas

established in the Deccag the Delhi sultans sought the assistance of \{ja,vanagara

kings to neutralise the Bahmanis.rs srikanlayya is quite objective in some

*ui*rr, for example, whn he bruslres aside the myth regarding the foudation of

the Vija,yanagalaEmpire. He claims thatthis townexisted evenbefore theformation

of this b*pi.. and quotes several aulhorities to show that as early as the tenth

cellfi]ry, there r*'as a large settlemeat inlhis area. The sage Vidl-araqr-a according

to Srikanlay-va revived tlre aficrelrtglory of this place by encouraging Harihara to

establish his kingdom rvith Hampi as the capital'36

srikanray*-va made a sigdflcant contribution to the stud-v cf vij a,vanagara history

Uy srrggesfi;g the need Olook for tk prc-\{jayarngara remains !o make it possible

to go}"e3.o"A the m1.th concerning the foundation of this kingdom. He dlfferenti-

ated betsreen differeff categories of Mulims but believed in the Hirdu-Muslim

3' Ibid.. p. 163.
32 S. Srikantalaa, 'ForBdation of &e \tjayanagara Empire and trid-varauya's Palt Therein'. p' 187

RetrieYed from hfip:.r,.*,wv-southa.siaarchive.cot&conlefiisart-l?&Cp'Si205806r',005
33 Ibid,p. 187.
s Ibid.. pp. i89-90-

" Ibid, p. 188.
* Ihid,pp,22A-2L
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dichotoml', even thougtl as he recognised- the Hirdus coatinued to flourish under

the Delhi Sultatate ard the Bahamanis.

B.A. Saletore in tracing the origins of Vija_vanagara stressed the Kanrnda

cormection. The Vijayanagara kings are repleselted as cantinuing the Hoysala

tradition- He identified Harihara rvith Hari-rappa-r7 Saletcre's wor'k comprises

sectiors such as rel'enue admiaistratiorl administration of the central go!"ernment

and local got€mmeff. The most intereslrng part of this work is the section on

'Foreign Relations-Hindu-Muhammadan Amitv'.38 For him, the relationship

be&,eenHiadus aadMuslimsryasa\.elY importanlelem€ntofthe situalion Amerit

of Saletore's lro* is that it uses a large number of sources ircluding imcripUons-

traditiors and European works.
A major cor$fl:butior of Saletore lies in the field of revenue administration.

He compared the pre-vijaTnn,.gara aqd the Yljavanagata taxaticn systems.

Accordingto hiar. Vijay=anagara admifiistratio& pdicularl-Y iaKamafaka cotrimred

the policies of tlre Hoysalas. He also shrdied impcrlant aspects of the economl.'of

&e time such as land revenue, custom duties" additional taxes, land sale and other

trarsactions. aad land revenue adrdrlisuation generall!'. He discrssed the revenue

rystem of the xhole of Vijayanagara Empirc ia all tfuee main regions. He referred

to the sktement of Nuniz tlut tlre central gol'€rnment officials did mt issue ar5'

receipl However, one irncription refers t0 the temple officials being autlorised

to issue receipts to &e merchants, an incidertal sfateme$, which casts doubt on

Nuniz's asset'ioare
As for taxatio& tlre traditional soufces mention one-si*h of th€ produce as

the general rate of ta-{ation. Hower.er, Saletore found that Vij ayarragata follou'ed

differeritial rates dependtng on tlr rn&rre of the soil. There were differefr rates

too for irrigated a:rd non-inigaied lands.ao Saletore cllallenged the argUment of
Wilks that under the Yija,vanagara" the tar rate accounted for a high proportion of
the rural surplus.

Salet3rc exhibited considerable knorvledge not only of the Kamada sculces

but also of Tlamil ter1s. To pfot-€ his alSum€ilts regalding ta,tatiofl, he refers to

Chola inscriptiors. He nated the need to analyse the Vijayanagiara ta:iation qy"stem

based on a str$, of preceding conditions. In the case of Kaffatak4 fcr example, he

amlysed tk Hoysala tvsGm of,tatalion- It is true llut ill ssme cases, &e peasarts

ard otlpr taxpary.-ers could not p3y tax and so resorfed to mass migfation fiorn tle
high-tax regrons to lorv-ta:i areas. HoweYet Saletore defeftred the \&jayamgara

central gorr€rnment b.v stating that the goYeilment initiated ao inqulry' into such

irciderlts and adopted measu€s t0 re.dress popular grievarces.at He also questiored

r7 B.A. Sale{ore, Socia! andPoliticrtlL{e afl4layanagara,Yol. l, Madras, 1934,p.11

'8lbid.,p.22.
P Ibid, p. 181.
4lbid., p. l9?.
a! Itrid., p. 195.
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lte argument of Ellis that rcvenue was paid in kind. Saletore argued tlnt Ellis did
rnt use arfrhentic solrrces ard he himself cited ser.eral instances where ta:ies were
collected in cash.a2

Saletore also questioned Moreland's suggestion that the Muslim kingdoms of
the North introduced the farming or lhe contract system in South India. He found
thatthis s-vstemprevailedinthe pre-Muslimperiod inthe regions of Karnalakaard
Tiamil Nadu.a3 Howevel he agreed thal absolute despotism, as describedby Nuniz,
was an important feature of the Vijayaragara Empire. He argued that the kings did
have the aflection of the people, citing poems in tlre king's praise composed during
the Mjayanagara period."

Saletore had access ta several sources such as inscriptions and traditions.
As a professional historiarU when compared with his predecessors. his attempt
rvas a be&er one at an objective history of the Vijayarurgara Empire. He also
understood the need to stu$- the economic and social history of the region This
marks a major difference between him and earlier historians. Still, he tended to
olerlook llre oppressil'e aspects of Vijayanagara administratioq and in this respect
belonged to the rntionalist camp"

During the last phase of colonial nrle, llnre was a spate of writings on the
Vija,vanagara Empire, in which the nationalist inrpulse was again noticeably
prorninenl. lnl946,Nilakanta SastriandN. Venkataramanalyapublished Further
Sourcesa.fl/$a,wtagara History,3 r.ols. Madras,l946.greatly extendingthe$CIurd
coveredby KrishnaswamiAiyangar's,Sources oftijayanagara History published
in 1919. T.V Mahalingarn joirrcd flre ranks of major historians of Vijayanagara
wheq in 1940, he publishedhis Administration and Social Life under Lljayanagara,
lvfad$s, 194{).He supplemented ttris rvith Ns Economic life in the l4jtrv*anagara
Empire, Madras, 1951. All these works had this 'nationalistic' cha:acteristic that
while using European sources, they also widely explored and used Indian texts.

Po*t-Indepen dence Trends

Tlre historiograph,v of\tijayamgarahasbeenaffected by both'neo-odertralist'trends
from the W'est and by Marxism. The Western influence has been most apparent
in the rvritings of Burton Stein- rvho, in effec! asserted that Sor{h Indian states,

includingttreVijayanagaraErpire,exercisedonlylimitedsovereignty inttresingle
pelsor of the King, This thesis he developed inlis Peasqlrt State and Saciety in
h{edieval South Inclia, New Delhi, 1980. and then in his monograph exclusil,ely
devoted to tle Vijayanagara Empire (1989).15

a2 lbid-, p.2A2.
a] lbid.,p.2l2.
aa Ibid.. pp. 323 4.
a5 Stein, op. cit; Ste& had also rvritten on the economy of Yijavanagara in T. Raychaudhuri and

I. Habih- ed.. The Ca*bndge Ecanornic trIistory af tndia, Cambridge, 79AL pp. lA2-4.
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The Marxist trend has been reflected in the interest taken in &e structure
of agrarian socief in Thmil Nadu under Ytjqtamgaru especially irwestigated
by Y. Subbarayalu and his Japanese collaborator Noburu Karashima. The
results of these inl estigatiors were first published in Socio-Cultural Change in
I4llages in Tiruchirapalli District, Tanil Nada, ed. N. Karashima, Tok"vo,

1985, and then in N. Karashima. Towards a !'iew Formation: South Indian
Society under Yija.yanagara Rul.e, Delhi. 1992. Karashima also published
A Concordance af Nayakas: The ltijcyanagar Inscriptions in Sotrth lndia, Delhi,
20A2, at almost definitive r*'ork based on inscriptions. clarifring the much
debated question of the positionard entitlements of Nlyakas in the Vijayanagata
Empire.

There has also been a major efforl to publish primary sotlrce material on an

extensive scate. T.V Mahalingam compiled,,{ Tbpographical List af Inscriptians
Tamil Nadu a*d Kerala Siates, tk three published lalumes remaining confined
to the Tamil Nadu districts {pub. 1985. 198t1 and 1989). S. Ritti and B.R. Gopal
have edited Inscriptions af the trtjayanagara Rulers. Yot. I (5 pafis), New Delhi,
2004, and \foI. IL Baagalore" 2008.

The grormd is thus lrcpefully being createdfor a more extetsive ard objectirr
stud,v of the Vijryanagara Empire leaving beldnd &e prejudices and concerns of
our colonial past.
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