Belur and Halebid: Southern Indian History in Small, Unforgettable Doses

If you want to experience the charms of southern India through a road trip to quaint historical destinations, Belur and Halebid offer you wonderful illustrations of the temple culture of the south. Located a three-hour drive from the thriving metropolis of Bangalore, these little temple towns are popular tourist destinations for those looking to soak in some centuries-old culture while spending a relaxing few days away from the noise and bustle of city life.

The best way to get to Belur and Halebid is via the road from Bangalore. Renting a car is an easy option as well as an enjoyable one. There are plenty of gas stations along the highway which offer refreshments and washrooms in case you need to take a break along the way. If you’re planning to stay a couple of days, Hoysala Village in Hassan is a delightful retreat and is worth a visit to the area just for its own sake. The rooms have wooden interiors polished to perfection and the leafy surroundings give an ideal sense of being in the countryside. The dining hall is large and spacious and the menu has a variety of Indian dishes, international cuisine and an exhaustive selection of drinks. It is an ideal place to unwind after a day of sightseeing in the sun!

Belur is 17 miles from Hoysala Village and Halebid is a mere nine miles away. While Belur shows you the best intricate carvings that southern temples have to offer, Halebid can charm you with an almost desolate sense of history. The sculptures at Belur date back to the twelfth-century AD and are marvelously well preserved for the most part. Don’t miss the tiny erotic sculptures that wrap around the outer edges of the temple. Featuring orgies and more, these are not for the faint of heart! There are also miniscule depictions of implements that were in use almost a millennium ago, such as stone churns to make butter, as well as depictions of mythological animals and women in everyday work postures. Many of the small figurines have an arm or a head missing, which, according to the guides, are due to a combination of ravages by the elements as well as of invaders who sought to defile the iconic structures of the Hoysala Dynasty. Also, the residents are said to have submerged the entire temple at Halebid in sand during an invasion to protect it from marauders.

Also a must-see at Belur are the two famous 15-foot statues of the Nandi bull. The Nandi is associated with the god Shiva, and according to legend, the sculptures were created over five centuries ago to commemorate the appearance of a massive golden bull that ate the villagers’ crops overnight. Halebid features a small museum with sculptures and relics of the Hoysala Dynasty. Overall, the experiences of Belur and Halebid leave you with the almost overwhelming realization that art and architecture can survive as iconic remembrances of once-powerful kings and times gone by.

There are also many more interesting places to visit in the area, such as a church dating back more than a century. What makes it special is that it was once submerged and practically forgotten, and its ruins were exposed after a reservoir was built in the area. Also of interest is Shravanabelagola, the shrine with one of the world’s largest monoliths that you can reach after climbing hundreds of steps that have been carved into Indragiri Hill. Standing 57-feet tall and built more than one thousand years ago, the statue is carved entirely from a single block of granite and features the god Gomateshwara, who embodies Jainism’s credo of the renunciation of materialistic possessions and is consequently depicted unclothed. Shoes aren’t allowed up the long and hot climb to the statue, but despite what the guide books say, you’re allowed to wear socks. 

Once back in Bangalore, you may want to give the urbane watering holes a miss and head to Dewar’s, the city’s oldest bar, to reminisce about your trip over a clear glass tumbler of your favorite drink. For those who eat meat, the bar’s specialty is brain fry. Vegetarians can opt for peanuts and chips. With comfortable cane armchairs, wooden tables and old-world ambience, Dewar’s is a delightful setting to end your trip and crystallize in your mind the small bundle of memorable wonders located in the southern state of Karnataka.

