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Nagarjunakonda 
The Tale of a Forgotten Metropolis “The first time the gates of the Nagarjunasagar 

dam were opened, the river waters burst out in 
mighty force and submerged the remains of a 
once-great metropolis.”Varada Khaladkar
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Today the Nagarjunasagar dam on Krishna river 
stands as a massive testimony to the technological 
progress of 20th century India. Seemingly endless 
backwaters gently lapping at the feet of gigantic masonry 
walls of dam have, however, an almost forgotten story 
to tell: a story from an antique land of a prosperous 
city that kings built, one of an eternal struggle between 
nature and man. The tale is of Vijayapuri alias 
Nagarjunakonda, the capital of the Ikshvaku kings. 

The excavations at Nagarjunakonda, as the site 
is known today, are unique in the history of Indian 
archaeology. These not only laid bare a very prosperous 
city and a centre of Buddhism but also proved to be 
the most successful and biggest salvage and restoration 
exercise of ancient remains that India has seen to date.

Early excavations
It was as early as 1927 that A R Saraswati, 

an archaeologist, noted ancient remains in a secluded 
valley on the Krishna river. This valley, barely 15 sq 
km in spread, was cordoned off by hillocks from almost 
three sides and bounded by the river on the fourth. It 
was strewn with evidence of human settlements over 
millennia – from prehistory to the Iron Age (megalithic). 
It seemed to be hosting notable remains of the Buddhist 
establishment, which attracted investigations in the first 
place.

The site was subjected to excavations thrice. 
The initial attempts by A H Longhurst (1928-31) and 
T N Ramachandran (1938) were limited and aimed to 
expose and document the Buddhist remains. However, 
this area falling within the submergence zone of the 
proposed Nagarjunasagar dam prompted a huge exercise 
in salvage excavation and restoration, spread over six 
years (1954-60) by the Archaeological Survey of India. 
The whole valley was subjected to investigations with 
excavations at 136 loci spread all over the area. It laid 
bare not only the whole culture sequence from the 
Stone Age to the medieval period but also the remains 
of a capital city of the Ikshvaku dynasty of south India. 

The excavations yielded not only the remains of 
Buddhist monasteries but also of a fortified citadel with 

supremacy over the region and built the fortified capital 
named Vijaypuri. He and his successors Virapurushadatta, 
Ehuvala Chamtamula and Rudrapurushadatta oversaw 
establishment and consolidation of political powers 
as reflected in the rampart gradually renovated from 
mud and rubble to one built with baked bricks and 
stone slabs. They were also responsible for the spread 
of diverse religious establishments of Buddhism and 
Brahmanism in the valley. Their successors were Abhir 
kings who were patrons of the Brahmanical religion. 
However, they did not rule from this capital. With the 
political power shifting its central base, a slackening 
of trade and the ever-increasing levels of river, the city 
was abandoned.

A majority of the huge urban early historic 
sites in India continued to be the cities in succeeding 
early medieval and medieval periods – thus presenting 
a challenge to archaeologists in studying the nature of 
earliest city levels as one needs to conduct tenuous and 
time-consuming task of clearing away the later remains 
to reach the levels below. However, Nagarjunakonda 
provided a unique opportunity to study a city in a time 
capsule of approximately 300 years. All the cultural 
debris belonged to one period bracket - making clear 
the processes of emergence and decline of a capital. 

There were three major clusters of occupation in 
the valley. A citadel near the river, Brahmanical shrines, 
ghats, dockyards along the riverbank, and the Buddhist 
monasteries and stupas on the eastern side along the 

houses within and outside – of elites and commoners, 
rest houses, craft workshops, Brahmanical and Buddhist 
temples, dockyard, bathing ghats, crematorium, 
memorial pillars (chhaya stambhas) inscribed in 
memory of royal personages and other elites, relic 
caskets of sacred remains of Buddhist monks and 
portable antiquities like coins, jewellery, beads, pottery 
and so on. It all helped in piecing together a hitherto 
unknown story of how a prosperous metropolis nestled 
in a small corner became an integral part of economic, 
political and religious networks of Asia.

A pinnacle of power
Although the valley was inhabited by man from 

the Stone Age through the Neolithic and Iron Ages, 
the settlements were small, indicating sparse rural 
populations. It reached its pinnacle of glory between 
2nd to 5th centuries CE when Ikshvakus (not the mythical 
dynasty from Ramayana) ruled as the successor kings 
of Satavahanas in Andhradesh. Probably hailing from 
the region itself, they found the location strategically 
convenient as the natural barriers of hills and river 
provided protection from all the directions. The rich 
natural resources in vicinity were an additional bonus.

It was a noted Buddhist place which received 
the Satavahanas’ royal patronage from before as the 
remains and inscriptions suggest. However, the glory 
came with its promotion to capital city by the first 
king of Ikshvakus, Chamtamula I. He allied with other 
dynasties like the Rathikas, established his political 
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the river. This area yielded a number of coins, elephant 
bones, pendants, etc. 

Rest houses, for travelers and outsiders, were 
built across the city, at road crossings and near the 
temples. A pillared ranga-mandapa (dance hall) was 
also found along one of the main roads.

That the city was a part of inland Indian as well 
as Indo-Mediterranean trade network is evident from 
the various non-local items found in the excavation 
– potteries such as Red Polished Ware from Gujarat, 
Kushana Red Ware from north India, coral and pearls 

foothills. The commoners’ houses, rest houses and other 
public buildings were interspersed across these. 

The entrance to the citadel was through gates 
wide enough for an elephant to pass through. The 
inner base of rampart bounded a 10 ft wide path which 
circumscribed the settlement within. Inside the citadel 
were houses of royals and elite people, several water 
tanks and some ritual spaces though no major temple 
was built inside. 

Houses were made of mud and rubble or bricks 
and built within a compound wall. There used to be 
a few rooms and the front verandah separated by an 
inner courtyard from kitchen and storage room at the 
backside. The elite houses also had pillared halls at the 
centre, on a raised platform. The floors were paved with 
stone slabs in such houses. Royal house was not very 
different from this apart from having more rooms and 
a well-secured location within the citadel. Commoners 
lived mostly outside the citadel walls. 

There were workshops of goldsmiths, ironsmiths, 
shell and ivory workers, sculptors, stone cutters and 
carvers, potters, brick-makers and lime-makers. They 
catered to the needs of the urban population.

The whole residential area was supported with 
well-thought-out water management. The excavation 
has yielded several wells, bathing tanks and water 
cisterns as well as canals to provide water to the 
resident population. Water was sourced not only from 
the river but also from the streams trickling through 
the hills. These were tapped and channelised through 
a series of small rubble bunds and fed to the canal 
which, traversing along the amphitheatre and residential 
clusters, finally emptied in the river.  The water 
management also consisted of the provision of drains 
and soakage pits for houses, monasteries and temples.              

Along the river side, there was a linear 
establishment of ghat and Brahmanical temples as well 
as the dockyard harbor. That the river played a dominant 
role in the daily as well as religious and economic life 
of the citizens is clear. The stepped bathing ghats were 
built of brick and lime covered with stone slabs, and 
flanked by balustrades with makara carvings. There 
is some evidence that the ghat was maintained and 
reinforced to combat gradually rising levels and heavy 
floods. There was also a huge reservoir-cum-dockyard 
(309 x 259 ft) flanked by galleries and a pillared 
pavilion. Its tank had raised vertical walls of differing 
dimensions and an inlet/outlet directly connected with 
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from coastal areas, Roman gold coins of Emperor 
Tiberius, lapis lazuli stone from northwest frontiers 
beyond Afghanistan and so on. The river must have 
acted as the major artery of trade for this city.

The religious establishments were another 
highlight of this metropolis. Although the kings 
themselves worshipped Brahmanical gods –Karttikeya 
being their patron deity– they also provided patronage 
to Buddhist activities which predated them in this valley. 

Nagarjunakonda has always been associated 
with the great Buddhist teacher Nagarjuna by the 
Buddhist tradition. The Buddhist remains, mainly 
confined to the eastern flank of the valley, consisted 
of several stupas, chaityas and viharas, independently 
as well as in combinations. A pottery piece was found 
here with an incised drawing of a monastery and a few 
other pieces with Buddhist triratna symbol.

 Stupas had inscribed Ayaka pillars in the 
regional Andhra style which recorded gifts from 
royals and laity. A mahastupa was excavated in the 
first excavation which housed relics of some important 
Buddhist personage. These stupas have yielded some of 
the richest reliquaries in India. 20 relic caskets of metal 
and stone, including gold, silver and copper and 18 of 
clay were found with relics of Buddhist monks and 
various offerings like gold and silver flowers, pearls, 
beads of coral, garnet and crystal. 

The Buddhist complexes belonged to a number 
of sects within the Theravada as well as Mahayana 
schools and probably of monks from various lands. 
One inscription mentions such an establishment of 
Ceylonese monks. Each monastic unit seems to have 
consisted of some combination of three elements stupa, 
apsidal chaitya halls and viharas or residential units. 
The Buddhist establishments are important to the 
understanding of both Buddhist art and changes within 
the Buddhist religion that occurred in the third century 
CE. 
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A highlight of the settlement was the huge 
amphitheatre with a square yard bounded by 
stepped galleries and a central aisle of steps 
leading to the temple of the Buddhist goddess 
Hariti. The whole architecture was built on 
the sloping contours of a hill. The galleries 
were brick-built and paved with stones and 
the steps were flanked with ornamental 
balustrades. Clearly, this was used for 
congregational purposes.

 Amphitheatre overlooking the Nagarjunasagar back water, Anupu
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place in the interiors of Palnad of Andhra Pradesh. 
However, this was not to be forever.

The river of time
Ironically, despite its name, the city of Victory 

could not win over adversity. Like its residents, this city 
also lived and died by the river. In its long struggle to 
cope with vagaries of river and its rising levels, the 
once prosperous metropolis had to be abandoned. The 
port silted up, pulling the trade down to a mere trickle. 
Its end seems to have come swiftly with most of the 
population probably relocating away from the valley 
and the political centre shifting upland with a new 
dynasty. Some of the Brahmanical shrines were still in 
use, probably occasionally visited by the worshippers 
who no more lived there. In the medieval times, a fort 
came up on one of the highest hillocks, but the valley 

never revisited its bygone prosperity. Many centuries 
later, in the 1950’s, the area was selected for the largest 
masonry dam construction in the world which was 
successfully executed. The past bowed to the future 
and the backwaters submerged the whole site. The river 
finally won.

However, it could not take away all. As noted 
earlier, the salvage and restoration of major architectural 
remains was successfully carried out along with the 
construction of a site museum near the medieval fort, 
on the hillock which now remains as an island. The 
amphitheatre, the ghat and some of the shrines were 
relocated at Anupu, the present eastern shore of the 
river. Today, they are the only mute remnants of a 
mighty metropolis now lost to the river of time.

The stupas at Nagarjunakonda were embellished 
with ornate sculptures depicting the various events from 
the life of Gautama Buddha and scenes from the Jataka 
tales. Other sculptures included images of Gautama 
Buddha and decorative slabs showing the worship of 
the stupas. The architectural and sculptural styles were 
in continuation with the Amaravati style, underlining 
the shifting centre of Buddhism from Amaravati to 
Nagarjunakonda with shifting political base.

Nagarjunakonda has also provided us with 
the earliest known Brahmanical shrines, devakulas, 
which evolved into temples in later centuries. These 
square shrines with carved limestone pillars belonged 
to various Shaiva and Vaishnava affiliations. Though 
the images were not found, label inscriptions tell us 
the presence of temples of Karttikeya, his consort 

Devasenaa, Pushpabhadraswami, Ashtabhujaswami, 
Nadagishwara and Sarvadeva. 

Along with these temples, the citadel area 
provided unique evidence with the inscriptional record 
of Ashvamedha yajna (sacrifice) performed by kings. At 
the centre of the citadel was a massive compound that 
housed a square brick tank connected with river through 
a covered channel. Adjacent to tank was found a brick 
platform with a horse skeleton. The whole complex had 
been burned down. The excavators have identified it as 
a possible place for the Ashvamedha sacrifice.

Thus, Nagarjunakonda or Vijayapuri was a 
metropolis in a true sense. The royal and the masses, the 
military and the monks, artisans, traders and foreigners 
all co-existing peacefully and making it a remarkable 

Bronze gallery 

Frieze depicting events from the life of Buddha and Jataka stories from Nagarjunakonda, National Museum, New Delhi

Slab depicting a stupa with the image of King Mandhata from 
Nagarjunakonda, National Museum, New Delhi

Slab showing the auspicious symbols like the pots, stupas and Triratnas from 
Nagarjunakonda, National Museum, New Delhi

Birth of the Buddha, part of a sculpture depicting the scenes from the life of the Buddha, from Nagarjunakonda, National Museum, New Delhi


