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Pratoli : A Part of
Ancient Indian Architecture

A. L. Srivastava

ratoli was an important part of ancient Indian architecture. It has been mentioned
in literature and epigraphs. But these literary and epigraphical references do not
explain the exact nature and features of pratolr except that formerly it was attached
to a fortification and subsequently it was built in front of the palaces and temples.

Modern scholars have taken the word ‘pratoli’ to mean ‘a road’ or ‘a wide path”
evidently, they derive this meaning from Amarakosa, wherein the word pratoli is
mentioned as a synonym of ‘rathya’,* which, according to these scholars, means a
wide road for running a chariot. But this meaning does not sound plausible when
taken in context with the references found elsewhere, for they suggest it to be a
separate structure forming part of the temple or palace architecture.

In the Ramayana, pratoli has been mentioned not as road but as a kind of building.
The city of Lanka has been described as “surrounded by white-washed (pandurabhih)
and high partolis’.* Here pratolis, which are white and high in nature, cannot be said
to be the roads but structural buildings. Similarly, the city of Lanka when set on
fire, all the gopuras, attas, pratolis, caryasu and prasadas were reduced to ashes.* Being
subject to fire pratoli certainly seems to be a building and not a road. It is further
confirmed by the description of Ayodhya. The city was surrounded by the moats,
beautified with the pratolis, glorified with the prasadas, fortified by the white-washed
prakaras and decorated with the banners. Its highways were well constructed.” The
separate mention to the highways itself distinguishes them from the pratoli and
proves it to be a building.

In the Mahabharata, it has been described as a part of the fortification and was very
important for the sake of the security of the fort. Like other buildings pratoli was
quite inaccessible and was kept heavily guarded. It has been well advised in the
Rajadharmanusasana Parvan that ‘the bhandagara (store), ayudhagara (artillery),
dhanyagara (granary), asvagara (cavalry), gajagara (elephantry), baladhikarana (military
headquarters), parikha (moats), pratoli (?) and the sankata-dvara (exits to be used in
emergency) should be kept secret and these should not be seen by a stranger or
goreigner’.® If the meaning of pratoli is accepted to be the highway, its reference in
the above context does not seem to be appropriate. Therefore pratoli must be a part of
the defence wall. Its mention along with the moats and emergency exits confirms it.
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The Arthasastra mentions pratoli in a separate chapter on fortification (durga-vidhana).
It has been said that after the construction of the rampart, the rectangular bastions
(attalakas) should be attached to it at the interval the thirty dandas and there should
be constructed a double-storeyed partoli in between the two. This should be two
and half times larger than its width.” This pratoli mentioned in the Arthasatra has
differently been interpreted by different scholars. In one translation it has been
said to be “a house having harem in its upper storey’.® Here the translator has
taken the word ‘harmya’ for harem, which is not only improper in the context but
quite wrong in its meaning. ‘Harmya’ has everywhere been regarded as a style of
palace architecture in ancient Indian literature.” The translator of the Arthasatra
has taken it to be “a building having double storeyed harmya.” It was constructed
in between the two bastions and had its length one and half times more than its
width." Another editor of the treatise has interpreted it as ‘an aftalaka, an attic,
having a double storeyed building over it"."" According to R. Shamasastri, the first
editor and translator of the Arthsastra, pratoli means a wide road with a double
storeyed building over it.”> From these different interpretations it is certainly clear
that pratoli was a double-storeyed building constructed over the city gateway and
was attached to the rampart.

In Mycchakatikam (Act VI) there is the mention of ‘pratoli dvara’, which has been taken
by some interpreters as ‘the face of the lane”."” One thing is noticeable here. The
description of pratoli is associated with the rampart. Therefore, pratoli appears to
have been a building over a gateway attached to the rampart, under which passed
a road. In Act VIII of the same drama, Sakara asks the Ceta to go with the bullocks
and wait at his ‘prasadabalagra pratolika’, outer gate of the palace.' This appears to
be more correct meaning of the term rather than the lane of the palace-attic.

Reference to pratoli-dvara along with the rampart has also been found in the
Prthvichandracarita® and Kathasaritsagara.'* Bana, while describing the city of
Sthanvidvara, mentions pratoli along with other architectural terms like prasada
and sikhara.”” Pratoli without the doors and guards is mentioned in a Jain text
Prabhavakacarita,” according to which it appears to have been a city gate-house
attached to a surrounding defence wall.

The Samarangana-Sitradhara composed by Maharajadhiraja Sri Bhojadeva deals with
the construction of pratoll in a great detail. The construction of the strong pratolis
over the great gateway of a rampart has been described there." The highway passing
through pratoli is also mentioned.”® It has also been laid down as a principle that
the great gateway having three storeyed (tribhaumika) pratolis over them should
be constructed on all sides of the city for its defence, beauty and prosperity.”’ In
this way the writer of the Samarangana-Stitradhara has made clear the features of
pratoli. According to it, pratoli was a three storeyed building constructed over the
gret gateways.”
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D.N. Shukla, whose studies on ancient Indian architecture are based on the
Samarangana-Stitradhara, takes the word pratoli as the original word for paurti.e. ‘dyodht’
the outer gate (pratoli-paoli-pauli-paur?). He is of the opinion that ‘pratoli nahadoara’
and ‘gopura mahadvara” were the two traditions of ancient Indian architecture, the
former representing the northern and the latter the southern India.*

A poetic composition on prostitutes and their residence, the Padataditakam of Mahakavi
Syamilaka assigned by T. Burrow to the Gupta period between 410 and 415 CE,*
while describing the architectural upper parts of the residence (vesa) mentions
pratoli — “vapra-nemisala-harmya-sikhara-kapotapali-sivihakrna-gopanasi-valabhiputa-
attalaka-avalokana-pratoli-vitanka prasada-sambadhani (33 /9)” %

The reference of pratoli construction in the inscriptions also marks it to be a sort of
structure rather than highway. The Bilsad Pillar Inscription of Kumaragupta I (GE
96 = 415-16 CE) mentions along with the installation of the image of Karttikeya, the
construction of a patroli and an alms-house. The tenth line of the inscription runs
thus — “Krtoa netrabhiramarit munivasatimiha svargasopanariipari / Kauberacchanda-
bimbarit sphatikamani-dalabhasa gauran pratolim”.* Here according to Fleet, pratolt
means a gateway.” In this inscription pratol7 cannot be taken to mean aroad. Actually
the adjectives of pratoli themselves may be helpful in deciding the nature and
structure of it. The epithet “munivasatimiha” (where the sages reside) marks it to be
a residential building. “Svargasopanariiparir” (like the ladder leading to the heaven)
establishes pratol to be the structure of a high building. This fact is corroborated
well with the Arthasastra and the Samarangana-Stitradhara, wherein pratoli has been
described as “double storeyed palace” and ‘three storeyed building.” The adjective
“sphatikamani-dalabhasa-gaurarii” (white like the effulgence of the slabs of crystalline
gems) distinguishes it as a saudha (white-washed with sudha or lime) structure. These
adjectives do not suit the description of a road.

The construction of a pratol7 in the context of the fortification has been mentioned
in the Hansi Stone Inscription of Prthviraja (VS 1224 = 1167 CE). Being afraid of
invasion of Hammira, Prthviraja, a king of Guhilauta dynasty, put the defence of
the fort in the hands of his maternal uncle Kilhana, who constructed a pratoli for the
purpose. Decked with banners this pratoli seemed to be well equipped and ready
to face the attack of Hammira.”” Similarly the construction of pratolis in front of the
temples of Siva has been referred to in the Kanker Inscription of Bhanudeva.® In
the Varanasi Inscription of Pantha, pratol7 has been compared to high shining peaks
reflecting the rays of the moon and as building enlightened with the romantic sports
of women of different janapadas.”

In the Ramayana, Mahabharata and Arthasastra the description of partoll has been made
only in connection with the rampart of the fort.*> But, later on, as the architecture of
gopura was connected with the forts, temples and palaces,® similarly the architecture
of pratoli was also connected with all of them. This fact is duly attested by the Gupta
and later inscriptions wherein the construction of pratoli has been mentioned along
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with temples and palaces besides the forts. The Hansi Inscription of Prthviraja
mentions pratoli in reference to the fortification. The Bilsad Stone Pillar Inscription of
KumaraguptaI and the Kanker Inscription of Bhanudeva refer to its construction in
association with temples whereas in the Varanasi Inscription of Pantha it appears to
have been described as a part of palace-architecture. Its association with the palace
is also alluded to in the Mrcchakatikam (Act. VIII).

From the above account it is clear that pratol7 in ancient times was associated with the
ramparts and therefore its double and three storeyed constructions seem quite apt
in relation to the gateways. In order to facilitate the transportation to and from the
citadel, broad highways leading to all directions were constructed intersecting each
other around the city and perhaps a double or three-storeyed building was made
over each opening in the rampart. Probably, Kautilya has called these buildings as
‘harmya’. Therefore it seems correct to call such storeyed buildings as pratolis. Under
these circumstances, pratolf might have been called rathya in Amarakosa. Here by
rathya, the composer of the Amarakosa probably means a particular building under
which there ran a road for chariot to be driven on. This fact is also corroborated
by Abhidhana-Cintamani wherein the synonyms of pratoli have been given rathya
and gopura.** Gopura, not only in ancient times but even at present, it known as a
superstructure of a gateway built in front of the south Indian temples. This is also
attested by Abhidhana-Cintamani wherein pratoli are said to be quite identical. This
also supports to D.N. Shukla’s proposition that ‘pratoli mahadvara” and ‘gopura
mahadvava’ were the two architectural traditions of northern and southern India.

The phrase ‘saharnya dvitalam’ in the Kautilya's Arthasastra is interpreted by a scholar
as a double-storeyed building consisting of a harmya in the upper storey. The harmya
might be a closed room supported on pillars forming an open accommodation in
the lower storey.” If the above interpretation is accepted we may easily recognize
them represented in the bas-reliefs on all the four gateways (foranas) of the Great
Stupa at Sanchi. These double-storeyed building constructed over the city gateways
of Kusinagar,* Rajagrha,” Sravasti® and Kapilavastu® have been well executed in
Sanchi sculpture and thus preserve and maintain the pratoli tradition of ancient
Indian architecture. These gatehouses constructed over the city-gates have also
been mentioned in the Jatakas* and other Buddhist texts*! as dvara-kotthaka which
is probably the other name of pratoli.

The attalakas (towers) at regular intervals were internally added to the rampart wall. This
piece of structure actually arose out of architectural as well as military requirements.
These pillar-like rectangular towers supported the rampart wall on the one hand and on
the other served as the watch-towers providing a position for keeping a watch on the
movements of the enemy force outside and for the purpose of defence from hidden and
protected places. Such defence positions were provided inside the towers with window-
like openings on all sides and on the roof protected with large battlements. These military
operations can be clearly seen in the war of relics scene on the South Gateway (PL1).
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Fig.3 : Enlarged view of Fig.1
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Fig.4 : Bimbisara or Ajatasatru coming out to meet the Buddha, West pillar, North gate, Sanchi
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Fig.5 : Prasenajita coming out of the city to meet the Buddha, East pillar, North gate, Sanchi
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Fig.6 : Multi-storeyed buildings, Lintel, North gate, Sanchi
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