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Abstract: The construction of memorial stones for departed ancestors is a long-standing custom on the
Indian subcontinent. This custom, which dates back to the Megalithic period of prehistory, is being
followed today. The primary goals of earthly death-related ceremonies and rituals are to successfully
transfer the soul to another planet and stop contamination from spreading from the dead body.
Depending on the area, these memorial stones are referred known as ‘Viragals’, ‘Natukals’ etc. This
paper examines Hero Stones in Khellore village and Badabeguniapada in Puri district, focusing on
their artistic, religious, and socio-military significance. Five Hero Stones discovered near the
Khillesvar temple, dating to the 11th-12th century CE and nine hero stones are analysed based on
their unique sculptural features and religious symbolism. These memorial stones, primarily carved on
sandstone, depict heroic figures in alidha posture and showcase martial traditions, including the use
of swords and shields. Additionally, the study highlights their association with Saivism and pre-battle
rituals. The analysis delves into Khellore s historical connections to trade, commerce, and military
activities, referencing its ties to the Somavamsi and Ganga dynasties. This research contributes to the
broader understanding of Odisha's hero stones, emphasizing their role as sepulchral monuments and
their cultural significance in ancient Indian society.
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Introduction
In solitude, a stone is just a stone. The essence of remembrance is captured when a memory is

etched onto it, turning it into a memorial stone. The carved right arm lifted in blessing is a
common feature on these stones, signifying the respectable standing of a sati stone. By

contrast, a hero stone (called Vira Shila in Odia) honours a hero's valiant demise, usually
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during combat. Hero stones are memorial stones, a kind of monument that are commonly
seen throughout India. These beautifully carved slabs or stones pay tribute to the soldiers who
died in combat, frequently defending their lands, communities, or animals.

A separate place in Indian art history has been granted to memorial tablets due to their
unique forms and varieties, which are indicative of the country’s deep rooted hero cult and
underlying philosophy. These elements can be found in both our ancient literature and
history. They are known by several local names such as viragals, natukals, paliyas,
govardhan stambhas and devalis. Many subgroups of these have their roots in ritualistic or
cultic acts as well as in the social or religious practices of their users. A piece of early
archaeological evidence, the chayastambhas appears to have its origin in Buddhist social
practices.!

Initially heroes were born out of the prasasti inscribed by literary and epigraphic
sources. Like the Ramayana which was present throughout the Indian subcontinent, Rama is
the hero made by Valmiki. Some poets and court poets also eulogised their king like Harsha’s
court poet Banabhatta, Pulakeshin II’s court poet Ravikirti and thereby making heroes.
Besides the king asvamedha yajna led to the construction of yupas, or pillars known as
jayastambhas which stood as a symbol of their victory and carried the panegyric or prasasti
of the hero of their tangible accomplishment. Commemoration of a hero is not necessarily
related to war but also sympathetic attitude, liberality, kindness as well as his righteous mind.
In this regard he is described as danaveer, dayaveer and dharmaveera for the welfare of
people.? Inherently complex, the collection under consideration includes a wide variety of
small-scale stone-carved artworks that demonstrate both religious and secular endeavours

while emphasising Odisha's military importance.

Erection of Hero Stone
The human race has left behind everything from magnificent monuments to small stones. In
order to build humanity’s way of life and belief system, one might thus rely on the
memorials.
All memorials serve as figurative depictions of the departed individual. Memorials are
built in memory of the deceased and each one represents a caste, ethnicity or territory. As

such, they serve as a symbolic representation of the group’s behavioural pattern.®
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The purpose of erecting memorial stone in two folds namely for conferring benefits to the
builder and to relieve the cycle of birth and death to the dead. The memorial erected within a
temple or outside the temple. It can be erected in tanks, banks of rivers, lakes, coastal regions,
in the midst of forest, on the foot hills or in cemeteries it is to be independent one. However
memorial stone divided into two parts likely independent and dependent whereas dependent
stone installed inside the temple either in the central ambulatory or in the outer Sala. The
memorial can be either in the form of a linga or in the form of a figure. If it is a linga it may
face eastern or western direction. If it is a figure sculpture it should be face southern

direction.*

Worship of Hero

Since public authorities are primarily responsible for heroizing, hero worship is an outcome
of selection and erection. In Rome, hero worship is established as a public institution by
formal appointment in ceremonial forms. For instance, the emperor’s hero worship was a
civic obligation in the Roman Empire. The hero's beliefs and deeds had to be interpreted
because the power of the family and political administration came from hero worship; as a
result, the tradition surrounding them is perpetuated in both literature and cult rituals. From
such legends we learn about the devotion of ancient heroes. A person elevated above the gods
and into their realm is the hero. The group's demand for simplification and embodiment in a
living symbol has led to heroes becoming gods and god heroes. The heroes are mythological
or historical characters whom man has deified in his own right, making them legitimate cults
and deities on earth, ruling over states, clans, and communities.®

In Greece hero worship was associated with the worship of the chthonian deities, like
these gods the heroes resided under the earth. Hero worship has combined with the worship
of local spirits or special gods, especially in the seasonal festivals. The myths of the death
and resurrection of heroes have been combined with the spring festivals. In these cases, the
hero is but the personification of the drama of nature.®
There is hero worship in every country, at every age, and at all phases of civilisation. To
preserve the lives of great and ideal men for the next generation, it evolves over time into

various material and practical attempts. These memorial stones are more affordable and
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straightforward than anything that might be created out of love, respect, and admiration for
the departed's family, friends, and fans.’

Famines, illnesses, and bad luck are thought to occur if the hero-worship is stopped.
Agriculture would thrive and famines would be avoided if the populace worshipped the
aforementioned heroes. In addition, the satisfied deity or ghost was said to shield humans
from smallpox and related illnesses. It would also defend people from offenders and
safeguard cattle from wild animals.

The admiration for heroes subtly mirrors the longing for ideals among the people, and
this practice continues even today. In Northern India, the names Bira or Vira typically refer to
a fierce ghost that is venerated by the populace. They are referenced in ancient texts. Over
time, however, people have ascribed heroic deeds and supernatural abilities to them and
started to revere them. Thus, one could conclude that they are either legendary figures or
imagined heroes. In Mirzapur, located in the state of Uttar Pradesh, a figure named Karhar
Bir is worshipped by the community. It is believed that he is a deity who inflicts illness upon
the people if he is not appropriately honoured. His origins trace back to the era of Rama,
during which he was said to have been slain by him.®

In Punjab's Chamba village, where a group of heroes known as Ranabir are revered,
inhabitants think that the heroes' souls continue to dwell in trees and desire for humans,

particularly women, at night. Death will result if they are not placated.®

Hero Stone of Khileswar Temple

Hero Stone No -1: This long stone slab measures
with 49*23*20 cm. In this niche section hero is
identified in standing posture holding with a sword
~ in his right hand which is kept straightly in his
hand and the other hand hold a shield (Fig-1). Hero

A ~ stands alidha in posture and chignon is presented
ST TR . (he hack side of his head and also a waistband is

Lat 20.062562° Long 85.791079°
13/02/25 02:29 PM GMT +05:30

tightly tied in his waist also visible in this slab.

Fig-1
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Hero Stone No-2: Another hero stone kept at
same place looking like votive temple structure
measuring with 82*30*37 cm (Fig-2) and in
this stone amalaka, beki and khapuri are
noticeable. Here we can see that the hero seated
although a small in shape worshiping the linga,

his or her hands are anjali posture. It can be

Khelaur, Odisha, India
3a7q+9x5, Khelaur, Odisha 752016, India

assumed that the hero is going to the battlefield

to war or ready to war.

~ Hero Stone No-3: One more hero stone placed at the
same place in irregular shape measures with
70*42*22 cm holding a sword in his right hand and
seated on horse or the hero riding the horse. He wears
bala, karnakundala in his body and it can be assumed

that he belongs to a royal family or rich family (Fig-

Khelaur, Odisha, India

B 3a7g+9x5, Khelaur, Odisha 752016, India 3)
Lat 20.06259° Long 85.791177°
13/02/25 02:30 PM GMT +05:30

Fig-3

Hero Stone NO -4: This hero stone slab distorted in shape
and measuring with 82*48*21 cm and in a niche section
hero is identified standing alidha in posture and holding
with a sword in his right hand and a shield in his left hand.
Here we can see that he wears bala, karnakundala in his

body and he stand alidha in posture and also a chignon at

backside of his head also noticeable (Fig- 4).
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Hero Stone No-5: Another hero stone features with beki,
amalaka measures with 79*54*33 Cm and looking like
votive temple structure. In the niche section hero is
identified and here he worshipped the linga. His/ her
hands are anjali posture towards the linga and bottom

side of stone, it has been eroded (Fig-5).

Hero Stone of khellore Road Site: Hero stones are
typically uniformly sized, but in this instance, the stone
* slab does not meet any size-related requirements. The
¥ stone slab may be seen in the centre of the settlement.
This slab of stone is worshipped by the villagers only
once a year. In local vernacular, the stone slab is revered
as Adhakapali, a female divinity (Fig-6). In the Khellore

ha 752016, India

settlement, it is located nearer the upper

12/02/25 02:43 PM GMT +05:30

Fig-6
primary school measuring with 64*40*24 cm.The villagers painted the picture, which makes
the figure feminine. It shows a saree, blouse, bangles, and other accessories. With a shield in

his left hand and a sword in his right, the hero was shown on the stone slab. No special

features are notable here.

RO I CRRDIENEIE, *

Khelaur, Odisha, India

3q79+9x5, Khelaur, Odisha 752016, India

Lat 20.062633° Long 85.791103°

13/02/25 02:31 PM GMT +05:30
IR e

Memorial Stones in Khilleswar Temple
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Hero stone of Badabegunaipada

In the Puri district's Delanga block, Beguniapada is located on the left bank of the Daya
River. About 35 km distance it from
Bhubaneswar, the capital city. The village's
| surrounds are incredibly rich in archaeological
artefacts. In addition to secular antiquities like
hero stone, abandoned mounds, and caves, there
are numerous sculpture remnants of other
pantheons, including  Buddhism, Jainism,
| Saivism, and Saktism. Literary allusions to the

B ket tes  village's historical and religious significance are

. Lat 20.086876° Long 85.686143°
,P 12/02/25 10:54 AM GMT +05:30

e “ also included.®

& Coogle

Hero Stone No-1: A huge size of memorial stone or hero stone presented in this side under a
banyan tree measuring with 176*97*33 cm in a single slab black in colour. His standing
position alidha in posture (Fig-7). He holds a sword which is over his head and it is unclear
which object he holds in his left hand due to broken from elbow portion as well as crown.

A long garland depicted which hang up to its thigh. His hair designed as flame of fire.
It is flanked by two female figures standing in tribhanga posture in each side. A miniscule
notable under his left hand, it seems that he or she also worshiping or following him. A horse
is presented in the gap of two feet and few miniscule presented whereas some depicted as
kneeling position and worship him. A sculpture of an elephant is depicted in the back of the
deity. The image may be identified one kind of Vajrajvalanlarka, a tantric Buddhist deity.*
The deity is the dominant sculpture of the site. Villagers worship this stone as a protector of

this area. It can be assumed that it is made by a skilful artist.
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Hero Stone No-2: In the same place another stone
is presented measuring with 76*39*30 cm (Fig-8).
Here we can see that the scene of worshipping by a
. devotee is kneeling position worshiping the linga
which is kept in front of her/him depicting the niche
portion of this slab. The stone slab looking like a

{ votive temple structure whereas beki, amalaka and

:?f khapuri present.
Fig-8

Hero Stone No-3: Another hero stone placed in and around Beguniapada measuring with
106*42*39 cm like votive temple structure, where beki, amalaka present. In the niche portion
in this slab a figure is noticeable holding a sword in his right hand which is over his head and

holding a shield in his left hand standing in alidha posture

Hero Stone No-4: One more stone slab is fixed at the same place like votive temple structure
whereas beki, amalaka, khapuri presented. Within a niche section in this slab a female
devotee worships a linga or yoni patta in kneeling position. Her hands in anjali position

towards the linga or yoni patta. The stone slab measures into 76*39*33 cm.

Hero Stone No-5: This stone slab measures with 73*42*22 cm located at the same place. In
this stone slab we can see that a female figure
worshiping the linga. The stone slab is arch type
structure. Within this niche portion of this slab a female

‘ worshiping scene is decorated with anjali posture.

Hero Stone No-6: A worshipping stone is found in an
upright position but some part of the stone slab is erosion
from top of the stone panel. This stone slab measuring
| with 73*42*22 cm (Fig-9). Here a female devotee seated

3mgm-+2jf, Beguniapada, Odisha 752015, India &

{ Lot 20.08688° Long 85 6862620 - onasmall tool or a type of chair and worship the stone is

12/02/25 11:05 AM GMT +05:30

clearly visible in this stone slab. She pouring water over
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the linga, under the linga a miniscule identified who holds a long chatrabali over the
principal character. This stone presented that she is dedicated kind of devotee made by a

skilful artist.

Hero Stone No-7: One more stone slab is presented
in the same area. A worshipper worships the linga
with kneeling down and his or her hands are Anjali
position in front of linga (Fig-10). The stone slab is
. conical in shape but the niche portion is decorated like
a temple structure where we can see two pilar shape
poles are present right and left side of the panel as
well as a curtain also hanging over the head of

752015, India

= devyotee.

£ Lat 20.08585° Long 85.686003
§! 12/02/25 11:18 AM GMT +05:30

Fig-10

In the niche portion decorated with pidha structure where an amalaka is presented. The
worshipper tied a knot at his back side is clearly depicted. The stone slab measures with
115*48*45 cm.

. Hero Stone No-8: Another hero stone present in
same place measuring with 64*60*30 cm in arch
% type structure (Fig-11). Here a hero is decorated in
; the niche portion where the hero depicted in temple
type structure. He holds a sword which is over his
B head and a shield in his left hand. This stone daub
' under the earth. The hero is presented in alidha
posture. One miniscule head is identified within the

Bl St s, odimp RS L niche portion. No parasol or chatrabali presented

12/02/25 11:07 AM GMT +05:30

Google
-

" here.

Fig-11
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Hero Stone No-9: The last stone slab also like a worshiping form which measures with
85*57*30 cm (Fig-11). Here we can see the devotee worshipping the linga within the niche
portion and niche portion also temple like structure. Here devotee is kneeling position but
his/her hands are backside. His hairs are braided in a knot into chignon at the backside of his

head. some symbols are decorated at bottom of the niche portion.
Observations of Khellore and Badabeguniapada Memorial Stones

The presiding deity of the Khillesvar temple is the source of the village of Khelaur's name,
which is also Khilore.'? Around 1113 C.E., or 1035 Saka, is the year of the inscription on the
right wall of the temple's doorway. This inscription was deciphered by S.N. Rajguru and was
written during the reign of the famous mediaeval Odisha emperor Anantavarman
Chodagangadeva.’® Given its existence, it may be concluded that the Khillesvar temple
predates Anantavarman Chodagangadeva's conquest of Utkala and was constructed during
the Somavansi dynasty.** The temple's ancient jagamohana, or meeting hall, has been totally
demolished and has been temporarily replaced in recent years by a thatched shed. There is no
longer a compound wall surrounding the temple, and locals have built houses along the
walls.®® Five hero stones and damaged sculptures that were probably part of the temple
complex while the mukhasala (porch) was intact may be found about 500 meters from the
temple's location. The temple's Shaivite affiliation is further supported by one hero stone that
shows siva linga worship. The temple can be dated to the eleventh century C.E based on the
inscription and its similarities to the Ramesvara group of temples in Bhubaneswar. It seems
that Khelaur was a significant community during the Imperial Ganga and Somavamsi eras.
These irregularly shaped, heroic figure-engraved hero stones are thought to have been made
of undressed sandstone in the eleventh or twelfth centuries.

Khellore’s links to trade and commerce provide even more historical relevance to the
region. The settlement may have been connected to the ancient Mesopotamian culture.
Although the meaning is still unknown, A.P. Patnaik identifies the settlement of "Khelara as
Khelaur," which is close to "Rench™ or "Erech." He speculates that this name may reveal
historical ties to Sumerian culture.!® Due to these trading contacts, one sculpture on the left

side of the Khillesvar temple has artistic influences that may be related to Sumerian or
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Egyptian forms. According to Chola inscriptions, Rajendra Chola's army also traversed
Odisha in the 1022-23 century C.E. A number of locations, including Puri, Khilore,
Bhubaneswar, Jajpur, and Nirmaljar in Ganjam district, have Anantavarman Chodagangadeva
inscriptions from the 12th century C.E.Y” The presence of a road linking these sites, as
indicated by these inscriptions, allowed for easier administration, army movement, and cross-
cultural interactions. This route emphasises even more Khellore's function as a commercial
and trading centre.

Once situated beneath a banyan tree near a pond on an elevated platform, the hero
stones near the temple are today revered by the local Maharana family as Ksetrapala. These
stones are composed of sandstone and are comparable to other stones in Odisha that are
frequently venerated as Grama Devatas (village deities), even though none of them have any
inscriptions. Every hero figure portrayed in the hero stones has their hair braided into
chignons at the back, a look known as Balaganthi. This custom was thought to provide
defence during battle against rear-attacks in antiquity.’® The depicted characters, who
represent the martial culture of the time, brandish a variety of military weaponry, including
swords and shields (Dhala-Tarabari). The army shown consists of infantry, cavalry, elephants,
and archers; in this location, there is a noticeable focus on infantry and archery, underscoring
Odisha's military prowess.

Furthermore, a deep religious affinity for Shaivism is revealed by the hero stones,
especially in Stones 2 and 5, which show adoration for a Shiva Lingam. The heroes' tribute to
the Lingam, which suggests a pre-battle rite, highlights the Shaivite religious influence in
these depictions. The Indian custom of asking for divine blessings for victory prior to starting
a war is consistent with this.®

However, Bhubaneswar, which is located close to the Daya River's referral, has seen
the rise and fall of Buddhism and Jainism. Badabeguniapada must therefore have undergone
the same development as Bhubaneswar in antiquity. because the Daya River runs alongside
Badabeguniapada. It's likely that the Daya River acts as a highway connecting the ports of the
Chilika coast with historic Bhubaneswar. At Dhauli, Khandagiri, and Udaygiri, as well as in
the numerous temples scattered across Bhubaneswar, the old Buddhists gave way to Jainism,
Saktism, and Saivism. Through the discovery of material remnants and their association with
literature, this transformation may be traced back to Badabegniapada and used to rebuild the

site's archaeological remains. It is imperative that all of these facts be documented and kept
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safe, or they may soon be lost as a result of the extraordinary growth in urbanisation and the
widespread mining of stone for infrastructure development. 2

Although the observations above are preliminary, they require further research for a
more comprehensive understanding. Collingwood correctly states that it is common
knowledge that a historian must use his imagination; according to Macaulay's Essay on
History, "a perfect historian must possess an imagination sufficiently powerful to make his
narrative affecting and picturesque.” However, this undervalues the role of the historical
imagination, which is appropriately structural rather than ornamental. The historian wouldn't
have any story to embellish without it.?*

Conclusion

In a specific context, hero-stones were placed to honour the heroes' deaths. A person is
considered a hero if he gives his life for a worthy cause without any outside coercion. A stone
would be referred to as a hero-stone if it had an image of that individual together with an
inscription documenting his death for a worthy cause. A hero stone was also given to the
chaste woman who carried out sati (immolation) with her husband's body. This Puri district
specimens, which are the subject of the current study, portray remarkable pictures of loss,
memory, and conflict. Even while the majority of the characters depict their identification as
warriors, the full repertoire also typically includes a handful of worshippers. These memorial
stones demonstrate the significant presence of regional leaders and local lineages battling for
and defending their respective territories. Their stone has also become artistically relevant
because to the efforts of skilled artisans. These locations are historically significant because
they portray scenes of prayer, combat and memorising valiant acts, as well as the presence of

certain people such as male and female devotees.
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