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Introduction: Megalithic monuments are found in profusion in peninsular India (Moorti 1994, 

2008) and are generally ascribed to the south Indian Iron Age (Moorti 1994, 2008; Sundara 

1975), though recent studies have indicated that megalith construction may well date back into 

the middle of the Neolithic in south India (Morrison 2005). The term megalith (lit. “built of large 

stones”) initially arose because of the variety of forms built with boulders or slabs of stone which 

characterized the monuments of this cultural trait that were noticed early on. Later, the definition 

was enlarged in scope to include even excavations in soft rock built by similar cultures in regions 

that lacked boulders and quarries for stone slabs. A large fraction of the megalithic monuments 

were burials or memorial in nature, such as cist or chamber burials and dolmens, but several 

other monuments like stone alignments defy the archaeological imagination as to what their 

purpose could have been. Moorti (1994, 2008) has classified megaliths into sepulchral and non-

sepulchral, based on whether or not human remains have been associated with them or not, with 

sub-divisions based on the form and construction of the monuments. However, this classification 

is not exactly watertight, with megaliths like menhirs (single standing stone, whether undressed 

boulder or quarried slab) taking on sepulchral connotations in present-day Kerala region whereas 

they are essentially non-sepulchral in Karnataka. As we shall suggest in this paper, even this is 

too broad a generalization, with our demonstration of a proximity to sepulchral megaliths of 

menhirs at Byse. 

 

Figure 1: A dolmen at Meguti Hill, Aihole, Karnataka 



 

Figure 2: A rock-cut burial chamber at Trissur, Kerala 

Stone alignments are concentrated in large numbers in the megalithic heartland of north 

Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh states (Allchin 1956). Moorti (2008) defines a stone alignment as 

“a series of menhirs arranged in lines on a definite system” and an avenue as “two or more 

alignments approximately parallel with one another.” For the purpose of this study, we treat the 

two terms interchangeably. The most well-known stone alignments are those at Hanamsagar and 

Vibhutihalli in north Karnataka (Allchin 1956, Paddayya 1995, Sundara 1975), the former being 

the largest, consisting of in excess of 2500 menhirs and the latter being the best preserved. 

 

Figure 3: A view of the alignment at Hanamsagar, Karnataka from the west 

A study of these alignments reveals that they consist mostly of undressed field boulders rolled 

down from the nearby rocky outcrops and arranged in a square or diagonal grid, usually aligned 

to the cardinal directions (Allchin 1956, Paddayya 1995, Sundara 1975). Conjectures for possible 

purposes for which these could have been constructed vary from camping ground for roving 

armies to demarcation of land for future cemeteries to “healing stones” for sick cattle.  

Kameswara Rao (2005) has speculated that the alignment at Hanamsagar could have been an 

astronomical observatory. 



The “menhir” sites of southern Karnataka: In comparison, though individual menhirs or 

groups of haphazardly scattered menhirs have been known in southern Karnataka and Kerala 

(Sundara 1975), it was believed that the stone alignment typology is generally absent in these 

regions. We have been investigating menhir groups near Hosanagara in Karnataka since 2007 

and have found that the following sites have striking similarity in their layout and design: 

1. Nilaskal (13
°
 46’ 36”, 75

°
 01’ 09”) 

2. Byse (13
° 
49’ 45”N, 75

° 
 00’ 43”E) 

3. Hergal (13
°
 52’ 24”, 75

°
 06’ 3”) 

4. Mumbaru (13
°
 54’ 43”, 75

°
 07.47.3”) 

 

Another site at Gudde Maradi (13
° 

54’ 01”N, 75
° 

34’ 25”E), which sounded similar from 

descriptions in Sundara (1975) was visited in 2009 and it was found that all the menhirs had 

disappeared due to quarrying operations. Yet another site of this typology was discovered by us 

at Aaraga Gate (13
°
 44' 12.9" N, 75

°
 12' 38.7" E) (Menon, Vahia and Rao, 2011). 

 

Figure 4: The "menhir" sites near Hosanagara in Karnataka 

We have surveyed the site at Byse in detail. Nilaskal Byana (lit. “field with the standing stones”) 

is a small, flat clearing (13° 49’ 45”N, 75°  00’ 43”E) in Byse village near the town of 

Hosanagara in Karnataka. The site was reported as containing several menhirs arranged in no 



particular pattern (Sundara 1975). The site has not been reliably dated and excavations of cist 

burials nearby yielded dull red ware and black ware but no iron objects were found (Sundara 

2004). The site could have been in use since the Neolithic. 

The site at Byse: The megalithic site consists of 26 menhirs or their remnants, as indicated in the 

site plan. The largest menhir is 3.6 m tall 1.6 m wide and 25cm thick. They are in two clusters in 

an area roughly 60 m x 60 m, though 23 of the 26 menhirs are in an area 30 m (E-W) x 60 m (N-

S). The stones are either undressed granite or dolerite boulders of elongated cross section or 

rough quarried slabs. They have been erected in two clusters with the orientation of the long axes 

of cross-section of individual menhirs tightly clustered about N-S with 9 of the 12 intact stones 

facing 178 + 13
o
. 

 

Figure 5: Site plan showing the menhirs of Byse (North is to the top). 

 



 

Figure 6: Orientation of long axes of cross-section of individual menhirs at Byse 

 

Figure 7: One of the prominent menhirs at Byse 



Though no structure is evident in the ground plan of the layout of the menhirs, when we 

simulated the shadow pattern for the extreme points of sunrise for the latitude of Byse, an 

interesting pattern emerged. We also tested the clusters for alignments to the extreme points of 

moonrise and moonset (which itself vary between northern and southern extremes over an 18.6 

year period). We have observed a large number of alignments of two or more menhirs to the 

sunrise/sunset points on the horizon, as well as to the major and minor standstill moonrises and 

moonsets. We have obtained a total of 38 solstitial alignments, 32 major standstill alignments 

and 36 minor standstill alignments for the 26 menhirs. Some of these alignments involve 3 

menhirs while most involve only 2 stones. There seem to be 3-stone sightlines that “link” the two 

clusters of menhirs together for the solar and lunar alignments. 

 

Figure 8: Alignments for summer and winter solstice at Byse 

The arrangement of these menhirs seems to be such that pairs of these stones frame the 

rising/setting sun/moon on significant dates. 

 

 



 

Figure 9: Alignments for the solstices (red), major standstill (blue) and minor standstill (green) for Byse 

 

Figure 10: The largest menhir at Byse, which is currently worshipped by the local populace 

Discussion: The existence of so many parallel alignments to the same event on the horizon is 

curious and puzzling. This layout is different from instances of astronomical alignments found in 

megalithic monuments elsewhere, almost all of which involve a centre of observation for any 



given astronomical event on the horizon. The intent of the site is not clear but two of the menhirs 

are currently worshipped by the local population in a form of ancestor worship. There is a 

disturbed cairn east of the southernmost stone in the alignment, which suggest sepulchral 

connotations. There are several unexcavated mounds in the clearing south of the menhirs which 

also seem sepulchral in nature. 

 

Figure 11: A disturbed cairn east of one of the menhirs at Byse 

 

Figure 12: One of the unexcavated mounds in the southern portion of the site 

Conclusion: This is the first instance of a monument with intentional solar and lunar alignments 

among Indian megaliths. Astronomical purpose has been suggested in the design of alignments at 

a couple of sites in north Karnataka, but the large number of boulders involved has made 

inferences inconclusive. Four other menhir sites near Byse, which we are currently investigating, 

also show similar patterns. We therefore suggest that at least some of these stone alignments may 

be of astronomical significance beyond simple orientation to cardinal directions. 
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