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If you have ever felt a sense of
excitement and mystery going
inside any old edifice, it is probably
because its features, materials and

planning principles resonate with the
spirit of the past people and forgone
events. And this excitement about the
unknown is heightened when a historic
artifact is examined architecturally and
reviewed critically to understand the spirit
of the building. The palatial buildings of
Travancore create an enigma in the mind
of a curious learner. According to a report
published in 1943, Travancore had more
than seventy big as well as small palaces,
which were spread from Thovala to
Peerumedu and to Thenkashi areas.

To date, very little information has
been received or gathered about the
logical planning sequence of these
palaces. The land is characterized by
superior quality of building skills in
timber great understanding and
craftsmanship of timber pertaining to the
southern regional style. The land rich in
timber has buildings mostly constructed
out of wood with laterite or stone used
very minimally for plinths and selected
walls only.

The roof structure is constructed out
of timber, covered with thatch or clay
tiles. Constructed primarily of wood,
these buildings were erected with
relatively strict adherence to the canons
of Tachusastra (the science of carpentry),
which were formulated over the years of
experience obtained in building
construction crystallized into a number
of formulae, governing proportions,
dimensions, orientation, location and
procedures, thus creating a genetic code
for timber architecture. Strict adherence
to the principles laid out by Tachusastra
resulted in the creation of not only a well

The Palaces of

defined style, but also produced
buildings that were pleasingly
proportioned and appropriate to the
human scale, as well as being in complete
harmony with nature and  attaining for
themselves longer life span. Though the
land has witnessed continuous building
activities of varied styles from 1590’s to
early 1800’s, the built forms exhibit
consistency of indigenous building
techniques and grandeur of excellent
craftsmanship in wood.

At Padmanabhapuram, the oldest
seat of power of the Travancore kings had
a number of palaces that were built
during a span of around 200 years. The
initial structures of the palace complex
were dated back to 1590. The palace
complex is set within a fort of about 185
acres located strategically at the base of
the mountains.  The palace enjoyed its
most glorious days during the reign of

Marthanda Varma Maharaja and has
been considered as the epitome of
excellence in the field of traditional
architecture of Kerala.

The complex consists of palaces like
Thaikottaram, Upparika malika (Kings
Palace), Pilamuttu Kottaram,
Veppamuttu Kottaram, Indiravilasam
palace, Lakhmi vilasam palace,
Thekkemalika and Manimeda along
with many ancillary buildings.

Padmanabhapuram complex wins
anyone’s heart through its austere
ambience, exquisite floral carvings,
extraordinary murals, as the glorious
testimony to the traditional architecture
of Kerala. The traditional timber
Architecture of Padmanabhapuram
palace can stand par with that of Kondo
(Nara, Japan) with its excellence in
wooden craftsmanship, though not in
age.

Travancore

Padmanabhapuram palace presenting the glory of ancient Travancore

38 KERALA CALLING June  2007

M O N U M E N T



39KERALA CALLINGJune  2007

The state of Travancore was a treasure
house of palaces that includes the palaces
at Kadinamkulam, Ulloor, Thiruvallam,
Kazhakkoottam, Vellayambalam,
Thrippappur and Sethalmond.  Many
of these are now ruined and the other
few are still craving for the sympathy of
people. Yet the palaces at Kowdiar and
Kanakakunnu stand head and shoulder
above all proclaiming their magnificence
and with a sense of pride of their culture
and traditions.

The Ananthavilasom Palace
constructed by Visakham Thirunal
Maharaja and Krishna vilasam and
Lekshmi vilasam constructed by Sree
Moolam Thirunal Maharaja are other
important palaces in the Fort Complex.
The Vadakke Kottaram in the fort area
was built during the reign of Aayillyam
Thirunal Maharaja reusing the materials
of Vijayapuram palace of Thiruvalla. It is
currently being used as Govt. Office. The
royal family used the Sankumukham
palace built in 1880 by Visakham
Thirunal Maharaja as an evening retreat
centre.

Built in the mid eighteenth century
by Marthanda Varma Maharajah (1729
– 58) of Travancore, Krishnapuram
palace in Kayamkulam (Alleppey district)
is a typical pathinarukettu, a multi-
courtyard dwelling, comprising of 4
courtyards (four chathurshala) built in
the traditional architectural style of
Travancore. This palatial complex is built
in simhayoni.

The palace complex, which is in two
floors, has the first floor, built completely
of timber. The western chathurshala in
the ground floor is entirely, wooden
construction. The palace was occupied
and maintained by the royal family till
the state re-organisation settlement in
1956.
A lost palace at Eraniel

Eraniel Palace at Marthandom (near
Padmanabhapuram) adjoining the state
of Kerala, which has witnessed many a
decisive change in the history of
Travancore, is dying. There are no clear
records that are left out in history about
the construction of this palace at Eraniel.
Yet, it is presumed that Eraniel palace was
constructed during the reign of Vanchi
Marthanda Varma of the Venad dynasty
about five hundred years ago.

When Padmanabhapuram
(Kalkulam) Palace was completed in 1601
the King Ravi Varma Kulashekhara
shifted the seat of power to
Padmanabhapuram and Eraniel was
maintained as the sub capital. The
historical importance of Eraniel palace is
also connected with Marthanda Varma
Maharaja who is rightly regarded as the
maker of modern Travancore. The palace
at Eraniel has always glittered in the
chronicles of Venad and later Travancore
and the ruining sight of the palace evokes

pain in the hearts of those who are
devoted lovers of history.

The palace compound which spreads
over slightly more than three- and- a- half
acres only now consists of three
identifiable parts - the Padippura or the
majestic entrance way (now in total
ruins), the main palace (also called
Kuthiramalika) and third the
vasanthamandapam (spring pavilion).

The central courtyard of this typical
nalukettu played a major role in the day-
to-day life of the occupants, as this
became an extension of the interior
function into the semi exteriors. The
upper level rooms also have an important
relationship with the courtyard. There is
a verandah, which runs all along the
ground floor of the   Kuthiramalika
serving as a buffer and circulation space
for the building. The Vasanthamalika,
which used to be the spring palace of the
King, has an Ottakkal Kattil (one stone
cot), which is remarkable for its rich stone
carvings. Above this is a wooden pavilion
adorned with wooden decorations
depicting episodes from Ramayana.

There were a lot more of palaces,
which were very famous like Rathapura
Kottaram at Sasthamangalam (converted
as Tennis Club), Thirumala Kottaram,
Ambarimukhappu (Poojappura),
Manmohan Palace (near Bell heaven),
Nanthancaud Palace etc.

Most of these palace complexes are
‘Hindu Cosmoses’ in themselves, catering
to the needs of all the phases of a human
life, from the time of  conception in
mother’s womb to the very end when
one leaves behind the material world and
enters the supreme bliss. As
Kumaraswamy very rightly points out
recognition of beauty depends not on
Sensation but on the right judgment of
the information that these buildings
impart. Some of these palaces do not exist
in their complete form today. Yet any
concerted effort is not proposed either
from the prophets of Heritage or from
the Architectural guilds of the state to
document and collect historic evidence
and positively channelise the
developmental activities in and around
these historic edifices before the
remaining ones also are ruined or
deformed.

The writer is Asst. Professor, School of
Architecture, Government Engineering College,
Thrissur.

The Valiya Kottaram complex inside
the Fort also consists of a series of (cluster
of) palatial buildings. Important among
them are Bhajanappura,
Chokkattmandapam (used for pooja and
related activities), Nalukettu (used for
king’s Durbar) Thevarathu Koyickal,
Ramanamadom and Marthandamadom.
The Karivelippura malika (Karuvelam
means treasury) situated on the southern
portion of Valiakottaram complex was
constructed for Karthika Thirunal
Maharaja during 1776. Other
noteworthy buildings located at the
central portion of the complex are
Rangavilasom (1838) and Puthen malika
(1846) both constructed by illustrious
Sree Swathi Thirunal Maharaja. Puthen
malika is also known as Kuthira malika
due to the series of wooden horse like
gables running through the entire length
of the upper storey of the palace.
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