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ABSTRACT

Hampi occupies a distinctive position in the historical and cultural landscape of South India because it preserves, within a dramatic
natural setting, the material remains of Vijayanagara, one of the most influential political and cultural formations of medieval
peninsular India. This article examines Hampi as a historical heritage centre by placing its monuments, urban landscape, sacred
institutions, royal architecture, water systems, markets, defensive arrangements and cultural traditions within the wider historical
development of the Vijayanagara Empire. The study adopts a historical and descriptive approach based on published historical works,
archaeological documentation, heritage records and official information relating to the World Heritage property. Particular attention is
given to the establishment and growth of Vijayanagara in the fourteenth century, the consolidation of imperial power, the reign of
Krishnadevaraya, the economic and cultural significance of Hampi, the impact of the Battle of Talikota in 1565, and the subsequent
transformation of the capital from a major imperial metropolis into a monumental archaeological and pilgrimage landscape. Hampi is
interpreted not merely as a collection of ruins but as an integrated cultural landscape in which river, hills, temples, royal spaces, bazaars,
agricultural systems and water-management structures reveal the organisation of a complex pre-modern city. The article also discusses
Hampi's inscription as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1986, its outstanding universal value, and the continuing challenges of
conservation, tourism, community participation and sustainable heritage management. The study argues that the historical significance
of Hampi lies in the relationship between political power, religious culture, economic activity, architectural innovation and
environmental adaptation. Its preservation is therefore essential not only for protecting monuments but also for maintaining the
historical memory and cultural identity associated with the Vijayanagara Empire.
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INTRODUCTION

Hampi, situated on the banks of the Tungabhadra River in
present-day Karnataka, represents one of the most important
historical landscapes of medieval India. The site is widely
identified with the remains of Vijayanagara, the capital of the
Vijayanagara Empire, which developed from the fourteenth
century and became a major political, economic, religious and
cultural centre of southern India. The surviving landscape is
remarkable because the natural environment and human-made
structures remain closely connected. Granite boulder formations,
hills, riverine terrain, cultivated fields, tanks, canals, temples,
fortifications, royal compounds, bazaars and residential spaces
together preserve the broad structure of a once prosperous capital.
UNESCO identifies the property as the remnants of the capital
city of the Vijayanagara Empire and recognises its exceptional
artistic, architectural, historical and cultural significance. The
World Heritage property covers 4,187.24 hectares and was
inscribed in 1986 under criteria (i), (iii) and (iv). (UNESCO
World Heritage Centre, 2026).

Hampi's importance, however, extends beyond the period of
imperial Vijayanagara. The wider Tungabhadra landscape
contains evidence of much earlier human occupation, while local
traditions associate the region with Kishkindha of the Ramayana
and with Pampakshetra. The Archaeological Survey of India

notes prehistoric and Neolithic evidence in the wider valley,
demonstrating that the landscape had a long history of human
engagement before the establishment of the Vijayanagara capital.
Such evidence is significant because it shows that the choice and
meaning of Hampi cannot be understood solely through the
history of the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries. The river, hills,
natural resources, routes and sacred associations created a setting
that had accumulated cultural significance over many centuries.
Vijayanagara rulers consequently developed an already
meaningful landscape into an imperial capital of extraordinary
scale. The continuity between natural geography, sacred tradition
and political authority became one of the defining characteristics
of Hampi.

The foundation of Vijayanagara in the fourteenth century
must be understood against the political transformations taking
place in the Deccan and southern India. The weakening and
fragmentation of earlier regional political formations, together
with the expansion of the Delhi Sultanate and the emergence of
new Deccan powers, created a complex political environment.
Harihara and Bukka, traditionally regarded as the founders of the
Vijayanagara state, established a political centre that could
coordinate military power, agricultural resources, religious
patronage and commercial activity across extensive territories.
The early Sangama rulers gradually consolidated their authority,

€ 2026 EPRA IJMR | ISSN (Online): 2455-3662| https://eprapublishing.org/  --—s---—rmeeceeremeemeereeeev 793



ISSN (Online): 2455-3662

¢ 2 EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJMR) - Peer Reviewed Journal
Volume: 12| Issue: 8| August 2026|| Journal DOI: 10.36713 /epra2013 || SJIFImpact Factor 2026: 8.753|| ISI Value: 1.188

(4

and the settlement around the Tungabhadra developed into an
imperial capital. The selection of the location was strategic. The
rugged terrain offered defensive advantages, the river provided
water, and the surrounding agricultural zone could support a large
population. UNESCOQ's retrospective assessment emphasises the
integration of the planned and defended city with its natural
environment, a feature that remains visible in the surviving
landscape.

The growth of Vijayanagara was accompanied by the
development of a sophisticated political and administrative
structure. The empire was not a uniform territorial state in the
modern sense; it combined direct control, tributary relationships,
military obligations, provincial administration and alliances with
regional elites. The rulers depended on a network of chiefs,
commanders, governors, temple authorities, merchants and
agrarian communities. Hampi served as the symbolic and
practical centre of this political order. Royal ceremonies, temple
festivals, diplomatic encounters, military preparations and
commercial transactions all contributed to the vitality of the
capital. The scale of the urban remains indicates that Hampi was
not simply a royal residence. It was a metropolitan centre
composed of sacred, royal, civil, military and economic zones.
More than 1,600 surviving remains have been identified within
the World Heritage property, including temples, shrines, halls,
fortifications, gateways, water structures, royal complexes,
stables and other architectural features. (UNESCO World
Heritage Centre, 2026).

Religion played a central role in the formation and
representation of imperial authority. Temples at Hampi
functioned as places of worship, centres of cultural activity,
recipients of land and resources, and institutions connected with
the organisation of festivals and social life. The Virupaksha
Temple, associated with Shiva and the local tradition of
Pampapati, remained an important sacred institution. The Vitthala
complex represents another major stage in the development of
Vijayanagara temple architecture, with its monumental enclosure,
mandapas, stone chariot and associated bazaar and water features.
The Krishna Temple, Hazara Rama Temple, Achyutaraya
Temple, Hemakuta group and other complexes demonstrate the
range of religious patronage. These monuments also reveal the
close relationship between ritual activity and urban planning.
Temple streets, pillared halls, tanks and market spaces were
arranged in ways that accommodated festivals, processions,
commerce and everyday social interaction.

Development of Vijayanagara Architecture

The development of Vijayanagara architecture was one of
the major cultural achievements of the empire. Earlier South
Indian architectural traditions were transformed through large-
scale patronage. Tall gopuras, extensive enclosures, monumental
mandapas, sculptured pillars, composite columns and elaborate
reliefs became characteristic features of the architectural
language. Local granite was widely used, while brick and lime
mortar were employed in superstructures and other components.
UNESCO describes Vijayanagara architecture as a mature
expression of the Dravidian tradition and notes the importance of
the Vitthala temple complex as a culmination of this architectural

development. The architecture is significant not only for its
artistic quality but also for the way it expresses political power.
Monumental scale communicated the wealth, stability and sacred
legitimacy of the ruling house, while the placement of temples
and ceremonial spaces within the urban landscape connected
royal authority with religious institutions and public life.

The royal architecture of Hampi provides another dimension
to the history of the empire. The Royal Enclosure contains
remains associated with administrative, ceremonial and
residential functions. The Mahanavami Dibba, often interpreted
in relation to major royal ceremonies, demonstrates the
importance of spectacle and public ritual in the representation of
kingship. The Queen's Bath, Lotus Mahal, Elephant Stables and
other secular structures reveal the diversity of building practices
at the capital. Some secular buildings incorporate architectural
elements associated with Indo-Islamic forms, demonstrating the
cosmopolitan character of the Vijayanagara court and the
circulation of artistic and technical knowledge across the Deccan.
UNESCO specifically identifies the Queen's Bath and Elephant
Stables as examples of the incorporation of Indo-Islamic
architectural elements into secular buildings. Such evidence
challenges simplistic interpretations of medieval South India as
culturally isolated and instead points to interaction among
communities, artistic traditions and political cultures.

Economic life of Hampi

The economic life of Hampi was closely connected with
agriculture, craft production and long-distance trade. The city
required substantial quantities of food, water, building materials,
textiles, livestock and luxury goods. Agricultural lands in the
surrounding region were supported by tanks, channels and other
hydraulic arrangements. The Tungabhadra and its tributaries
provided an essential water resource, while reservoirs and
channels helped distribute water for domestic and agricultural
use. The surviving water structures are therefore important
historical evidence of technological knowledge and
environmental management. Markets and bazaars were located
near major temple complexes and urban routes. Foreign travellers
who visited the Vijayanagara realm commented on the wealth,
size and commercial activity of the capital. Their accounts, when
read critically alongside inscriptions, archaeology and
architectural evidence, help reconstruct the scale and character of
the city.

The reign of Krishnadevaraya from 1509 to 1530 is
generally regarded as the high point of Vijayanagara political
power and cultural achievement. His reign witnessed military
expansion, diplomatic activity, temple patronage, literary
production and substantial construction. Hampi became an
increasingly impressive imperial capital during this period. The
ruler's patronage was not limited to a single religious or artistic
tradition; it included temple construction and renovation, literary
culture and the development of monumental architecture. The
period is remembered for the flourishing of Telugu, Kannada,
Sanskrit and other literary traditions within the broader cultural
environment of the empire. Krishnadevaraya's reign illustrates the
relationship between political success and cultural production:
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military victories generated resources and prestige, while
monumental construction and religious patronage reinforced the
authority of the king.

The cultural world of Vijayanagara was multilingual and
socially diverse. Kannada, Telugu, Tamil and Sanskrit traditions
interacted with one another through courts, temples, literary
networks and regional institutions. The movement of merchants,
artisans, soldiers, pilgrims and scholars contributed to the
circulation of ideas and practices. Hampi therefore functioned as
a cultural meeting place as well as a political capital. Its heritage
value today derives partly from this diversity. The monuments
preserve evidence of artistic conventions, ritual practices, social
organisation and technological knowledge that cannot be fully
understood through political history alone. The city should
consequently be studied as a cultural ecosystem in which different
institutions and communities participated in the production and
maintenance of urban life.

Military organisation was another important factor in the
development of Hampi. The natural terrain of granite hills and
boulder formations created defensive barriers, while walls,
gateways, watch points and fortified settlements strengthened the
capital’s security. The city's defensive system was integrated with
its natural setting rather than imposed upon a flat landscape
independently of geography. Routes into the capital could be
controlled through strategically located gates and fortified
positions. The arrangement demonstrates the practical knowledge
of the builders and the importance of defence in an imperial
capital situated within a politically competitive Deccan
environment. The physical remains of fortification systems also
contribute to our understanding of the relationship between
military organisation, urban planning and political authority.

The location of Hampi also reveals a deliberate relationship
between nature and urbanism. Hills such as Matanga, Hemakuta
and other rocky elevations form a dramatic visual framework
around the ruins. The Tungabhadra River provided water,
movement and sacred meaning. Agricultural areas and settlement
zones extended beyond the monumental core. The result was a
large cultural landscape rather than a compact city defined by a
single wall. UNESCO has emphasised the authenticity of the site's
location and setting because the relationship between the river,
boulders, hills and constructed features remains substantially
legible. This environmental dimension is central to interpreting
Hampi as heritage. The landscape itself is an historical document:
it records how the Vijayanagara builders adapted topography to
political, religious, economic and defensive requirements.

Foreign travellers provide valuable external observations
about the Vijayanagara capital. Travellers such as Niccolo de'
Conti, Abdur Razzagq, Domingo Paes and Fernao Nuniz described
aspects of the city, court, markets, festivals, military power and
social life. Their accounts should not be treated as perfectly
objective descriptions because they were shaped by the purposes,
expectations and cultural backgrounds of the observers.
Nevertheless, when combined with inscriptions, archaeological
remains and indigenous literary sources, they provide important
evidence about the scale and reputation of Vijayanagara. Abdur
Razzaq's celebrated description of the city conveys the impression

produced by its wealth and physical extent, while Portuguese
travellers provide observations on markets, ceremonies and the
organisation of urban life. The convergence between textual
descriptions and archaeological evidence strengthens the
historical interpretation of Hampi as a major pre-modern
metropolis.

The Battle of Talikota in 1565 marked a decisive turning
point in the history of Vijayanagara. The conflict involved the
empire and a coalition of Deccan Sultanates, and its aftermath
resulted in the destruction and plundering of Hampi. UNESCO
records that the city was conquered in 1565, subjected to
extensive pillage and subsequently abandoned as the principal
imperial capital. The destruction did not erase the cultural
achievements of Vijayanagara, but it transformed the urban
landscape. Political power shifted elsewhere, while many
monuments remained as physical witnesses to the earlier imperial
order. The ruins therefore embody both achievement and
collapse. They allow modern observers to study how political
authority can be expressed through architecture and how the
destruction of a capital can leave behind a monumental
archaeological record.

Post-Vijayanagara History of Hampi

The post-Vijayanagara history of Hampi is equally
important for understanding its heritage character. The site did not
simply disappear after 1565. Temples, pilgrimage traditions and
local settlements continued, while parts of the broader region
remained agriculturally productive. The Virupaksha Temple
continued as a living religious institution. Over time, travellers,
antiquarians, archaeologists and historians developed increasing
interest in the ruins. Modern archaeological documentation
gradually revealed the scale of the former capital. The
transformation from imperial capital to archaeological and
pilgrimage centre is therefore a long historical process. Present-
day Hampi contains layers of meaning: it is a sacred landscape,
an archaeological site, a tourism destination, a cultural symbol of
Karnataka and a major source for the study of medieval South
Indian history.

The modern recognition of Hampi as a heritage centre
gained international significance with its inscription on the
UNESCO World Heritage List in 1986. UNESCO recognises
Hampi under criteria relating to outstanding artistic creation,
exceptional testimony to the Vijayanagara civilisation and its
importance as an example of a historical situation associated with
the destruction of the kingdom. The World Heritage designation
has reinforced the global importance of the site and encouraged
systematic conservation and management. It has also increased
visitor interest, creating both opportunities and pressures.
Heritage status can attract resources, scholarly attention and
tourism revenue, but it can simultaneously produce risks related
to infrastructure, visitor movement, commercial development,
visual intrusion, environmental pressure and the changing use of
surrounding land.

Conservation at Hampi must therefore be understood as the
protection of an integrated cultural landscape rather than the
repair of isolated monuments. The archaeological remains include
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temples, palaces, walls, tanks, roads, bazaars, agricultural
systems and residential structures. Damage to one element can
affect the interpretation of another. For example, the historical
significance of a temple bazaar depends partly on its relationship
to the temple, processional route and surrounding urban fabric.
Similarly, water structures cannot be understood separately from
agriculture and settlement. UNESCO's management framework
stresses  value-based management, integrated planning,
conservation, risk preparedness, public use and sustainable
development. The National Culture Fund and the Archaeological
Survey of India continue to identify conservation needs for
important monuments including the Vitthala, Krishna and
Virupaksha complexes. Such interventions need to combine
structural conservation with careful protection of historical
setting.

Tourism is now a major part of Hampi's contemporary
identity. Visitors are attracted by monumental architecture,
religious significance, landscape, photography, cultural festivals
and the wider history of Vijayanagara. Tourism can contribute to
local livelihoods through accommodation, food services,
transport, guiding, handicrafts and other activities. However,
tourism can become harmful when visitor numbers, construction
or commercial activity are not appropriately managed. The
challenge is to create a balance between access and protection. A
heritage centre must remain accessible to students, researchers,
pilgrims and tourists, while the physical and intangible values that
make the site significant must be protected. Sustainable tourism
should therefore promote interpretation, responsible visitor
behaviour, local participation and conservation-oriented
economic opportunities.

Local communities are central to the future of Hampi.
Heritage conservation cannot succeed if the people living in and
around the World Heritage property are treated merely as
obstacles to preservation. The cultural landscape includes living
religious practices, agricultural activities, local memories and
livelihoods. Policies should therefore recognise the legitimate
needs of residents while maintaining the outstanding universal
value of the property. Participatory heritage management can help
reconcile conservation with local development. Education and
training can create opportunities for local guides, artisans,
conservation workers, researchers and cultural entrepreneurs. The
heritage economy should generate benefits that are visible to
communities while discouraging activities that damage
archaeological remains.

Historical Interpretation

Historical interpretation also deserves greater attention.
Hampi is often presented through a collection of famous
monuments, but a monument-centred approach can fragment the
historical story. Visitors should be encouraged to understand how
the city functioned as a whole. Digital interpretation,
archaeological maps, reconstructed urban models, multilingual
information panels, guided heritage trails and academic outreach
can help explain the connections among temples, royal spaces,
markets, water systems, fortifications and agricultural areas. Such
interpretation should distinguish between archaeological

evidence, historical inference and popular tradition. It should also
present the Vijayanagara Empire within the wider history of
South India and the Deccan rather than treating Hampi as an
isolated cultural phenomenon.

Hampi's educational value is particularly significant for
higher education. Students of history, commerce, economics,
archaeology, architecture, sociology, political science and
tourism can use the site as a field laboratory. The city provides
evidence for the study of medieval trade, taxation, temple
economies, urbanisation, public works, resource management,
military organisation, cultural patronage and heritage economics.
For commerce students, for example, the bazaars and trade
networks offer opportunities to investigate the organisation of
markets and long-distance exchange. For economics students, the
agricultural and hydraulic systems can be examined as examples
of resource allocation and public infrastructure. For tourism
studies, Hampi provides a case for analysing destination
management and sustainable cultural tourism.

The heritage value of Hampi also lies in the concept of
historical memory. Ruins are not simply remains of buildings;
they are material reminders of institutions, people and social
relationships that no longer exist in the same form. The
monumental scale of Hampi encourages reflection on the rise and
decline of political power. Temples preserve religious traditions,
inscriptions preserve names and transactions, fortifications
preserve evidence of military organisation, and markets preserve
traces of commercial life. The landscape as a whole connects
these fragments. Historical memory is strengthened when
monuments are interpreted in relation to their original functions
and social contexts rather than reduced to scenic objects.

Cultural Geography

From the perspective of cultural geography, Hampi
demonstrates how political power can reshape space. The
Vijayanagara rulers did not merely occupy the Tungabhadra
valley; they transformed it through monumental architecture,
roads, water systems, agricultural development and ceremonial
planning. The landscape became a representation of imperial
order. Sacred geography, political geography and economic
geography overlapped. The river was simultaneously a natural
resource, a sacred element and a spatial boundary. Hills were
defensive features and visual landmarks. Temples were religious
institutions and economic centres. Bazaars were commercial
spaces and components of ceremonial routes. This overlapping
functionality explains why Hampi is best interpreted as a cultural
landscape rather than simply an archaeological site.

The historical significance of Hampi also contributes to the
broader understanding of the Vijayanagara Empire's role in South
Asian history. Vijayanagara acted as a major political power in
the Deccan and southern peninsula for more than two centuries.
Its rulers participated in conflicts and diplomatic relations with
neighbouring states and developed extensive networks of regional
authority. The empire's cultural influence extended beyond its
immediate political boundaries, particularly through temple
architecture, ritual forms and the patronage of monumental
gopuras and associated structures. The architectural legacy of
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Vijayanagara continued to influence temple construction in
southern India. UNESCO notes that the Raya Gopura associated
with the Vijayanagara tradition became a landmark architectural
form across South India.

At the same time, a balanced historical interpretation should
avoid viewing Vijayanagara only through the framework of a
glorious Hindu empire. The historical record reveals a complex
society characterised by interaction among religious
communities, linguistic groups, merchants, soldiers, artisans and
regional elites. Secular architecture displaying Indo-Islamic
elements, the presence of Muslim communities and commercial
connections with the wider Indian Ocean world demonstrate the
cosmopolitan dimensions of the capital. The history of Hampi is
therefore richer when approached through social and economic
interaction as well as dynastic politics. Such an interpretation also
aligns with contemporary heritage scholarship, which
increasingly emphasises plural identities and shared cultural
processes.

The physical scale of Hampi makes documentation and
monitoring a continuing necessity. The World Heritage property
contains a very large number of structures distributed across a
broad landscape. Conservation requires accurate mapping,
structural assessment, archaeological research, environmental
monitoring and careful visitor management. Digital technologies
such as GIS, remote sensing, photogrammetry, three-dimensional
documentation and digital archives can strengthen these
activities. However, technology should support rather than
replace historical and archaeological interpretation. Traditional
knowledge, craftsmanship and local participation are also
valuable. Conservation must respect the authenticity of materials,
techniques, setting and cultural practices while responding to
contemporary safety and accessibility requirements.

Climate and environmental change add another dimension
to heritage management. Intense rainfall, flooding, erosion,
vegetation growth, heat, weathering and changes in water systems
can affect stone structures and archaeological deposits. The
Tungabhadra landscape is particularly important because the river
and surrounding terrain are part of the site's heritage value.
Environmental management should therefore be integrated with
monument  conservation.  Risk  preparedness, drainage
management, vegetation control, careful infrastructure planning
and regular condition assessment are necessary to reduce long-
term damage. UNESCO's management approach explicitly
recognises the need for risk preparedness and coordinated
planning as part of sustainable conservation.

CONCLUSION

The future of Hampi as a historical heritage centre depends
on the ability to connect conservation with research, education,
community welfare and responsible tourism. A narrow approach
focused only on preserving stones would be inadequate. The site
should be understood as a living historical landscape in which
archaeological remains, sacred practices, local livelihoods,
natural features and scholarly interpretation interact. The
objective should be to preserve the authenticity and integrity of
the World Heritage property while ensuring that its historical

meaning remains accessible to future generations. This requires
coordination among the Archaeological Survey of India,
Government of Karnataka, heritage authorities, local
governments, academic institutions, tourism agencies and local
communities.

In conclusion, Hampi is one of India's most important
historical heritage centres because it provides an unusually
complete material record of the rise, development, cultural
achievement and decline of the Vijayanagara Empire. Its temples,
royal structures, markets, water systems, fortifications, roads and
agricultural landscapes collectively demonstrate the complexity
of a major medieval capital. The site's significance is strengthened
by its dramatic natural setting and by the continuity of sacred and
cultural traditions. The reign of Krishnadevaraya represents a
particularly important period of imperial expansion and cultural
patronage, while the destruction following the Battle of Talikota
illustrates the vulnerability of monumental political centres.
Hampi's UNESCO World Heritage status confirms its
outstanding universal value, but international recognition also
creates a responsibility to conserve the site carefully. The future
of Hampi should be based on integrated conservation, rigorous
historical research, sustainable tourism, community participation
and effective interpretation. Ultimately, Hampi should be
preserved not merely as a collection of spectacular ruins but as a
historical landscape that communicates the political, economic,
religious, technological and cultural achievements of the
Vijayanagara civilisation.
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