
VOLUME – 09, ISSUE – 02, OCTOBER 2025., SPECIAL ISSUE.

AKSHARASURYA: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal.	 E-ISSN: 2583-620X

103

Tangible Heritage, Intangible Culture: Preservation 
of Monuments and Cultural Continuity in India

N.V. Aski
Associate Professor, Government First Grade College, Hunnur.

ABSTRACT:
India’s rich civilizational legacy is embodied in its tangible her-

itage—monuments, temples, forts, and architectural marvels—and its in-
tangible cultural expressions such as rituals, oral traditions, performing 
arts, and traditional knowledge systems. This paper explores the dynam-
ic interplay between these two dimensions of heritage, emphasizing how 
the preservation of physical monuments contributes to the continuity of 
cultural identity and collective memory. It critically examines the chal-
lenges posed by urbanization, tourism, and climate change to heritage 
conservation, while highlighting policy frameworks, community partici-
pation, and technological innovations that support sustainable preserva-
tion. Through case studies of iconic sites like Hampi, Varanasi, and 
Sanchi, the research illustrates how safeguarding tangible heritage can 
reinforce intangible cultural practices, ensuring that India’s pluralistic 
traditions remain vibrant and relevant in the modern era. The paper ad-
vocates for an integrated approach to heritage management that bridges 
the material and immaterial, fostering resilience and cultural continuity 
across generations.
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Introduction
India’s cultural landscape is a mosaic of ancient monuments, sa-

cred architecture, vibrant traditions, and living practices that span millen-
nia. From the towering temples of Khajuraho to the rhythmic chants of 
Vedic rituals, the nation’s heritage is both material and immaterial—tan-
gible in its stone and structure, intangible in its stories and spirit. While 
monuments stand as enduring symbols of historical achievement and ar-
tistic excellence, they are also vessels of intangible culture, embodying the 
beliefs, customs, and collective memory of communities.

In recent decades, the preservation of India’s tangible heritage has 
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gained momentum through governmental initiatives, international collab-
orations, and grassroots movements. However, safeguarding physical 
structures alone is insufficient if the cultural practices that give them 
meaning are neglected. The erosion of intangible culture—rituals, oral 
histories, craftsmanship, and traditional knowledge—poses a silent threat 
to the continuity of India’s civilizational ethos.

This paper investigates the interdependence between tangible her-
itage and intangible culture, arguing for a holistic approach to preservation 
that recognizes monuments not merely as relics of the past but as living 
spaces of cultural expression. Through case studies, policy analysis, and 
community narratives, it seeks to illuminate how integrated conservation 
strategies can foster cultural resilience and ensure that India’s heritage 
remains a dynamic force in shaping identity and continuity.

The Archaeological Survey of India and other organizations in 
India have been working on the preservation of ancient monuments since 
the Ancient Monuments Preservation Act, 1904. The Department of Ar-
chaeology has been engaged in a long-term program of preservation, with 
partial restoration or pinning up allowed to secure parts of the fabric 
likely to collapse. Modern accretions are removed and material support is 
provided to harmonize with the old fabric. The department has enunciated 
broad principles of preservation, which were embodied in a Conservation 
Manual issued in 1907 and 1924. The objectives of monuments include 
preservation without disfigurement, maintenance in a proper and attractive 
condition, complete examination of remains and documentary evidence, 
and preparation of monographs, guide-books, and reports. The need to 
protect ancient monuments from vegetation is crucial due to heavy rainfall 
and monsoon conditions. Plants and mushrooms can cause structural frac-
tures and disintegration of structures, leading to the growth of water and 
vegetable matter. To preserve masonry, it is important to clip back vege-
tation and examine the damage before cutting large stems. If roots are 
growing in the ground, they should be grubbed up, but if they spring from 
the wall, they should be killed with corrosive acid. When plant growth is 
withered, it can be removed easily, but care should be taken to avoid dis-
lodging loose masonry. Saplings and small shrubs can be removed with-
out disturbing the masonry, but large ones should be cut off near the roots 
and killed. Decayed roots and vegetable matter should be completely 
eradicated. Conservation works have been undertaken on various types of 
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monuments, including megalithic burials, rock-cut temples, structural 
temples, Buddhist stupas, toms, forts, mosques, palaces, mahas, excavated 
remains, painted caves and temples, inscriptions, sculptures, and carvings. 
The various challenges that conservators face in preserving ancient mon-
uments are not exhaustive, but they provide an overview of their diverse 
and extensive range. Ancient Monument means any structure, erection or 
monument, or any tumulus or place of interment, or any cave, rock-sculp-
ture, inscription or monolith which is of historical, archaeological or ar-
tistic interest and which has been in existence for not less than 100 years 
and includes, Remains of an ancient monument, Site of an ancient mon-
ument, Such portion of land adjoining the site of an ancient monument as 
may be required for fencing or covering in or otherwise preserving such 
monument, 
Protection of monuments 

The Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) under the provisions of 
the AMASR Act, 1958 (as amended in 2010) protects monuments, sites 
and remains of national importance. It gives a two-months’ notice for 
inviting objections, if any in this regard. After the specified two-month’s 
period, and after scrutinizing the objections, if any, received in this regard, 
the ASI makes decision to bring a monument under its protection. There 
are at present more than 3696 ancient monuments and archaeological sites 
and remains of national importance. These monuments belong to different 
periods, ranging from the prehistoric period to the colonial period and are 
located in different geographical settings.

They include temples, mosques, tombs, churches, cemeteries, forts, 
palaces, step wells, rock-cut caves, and secular architecture as well as 
ancient mounds and sites which represent the remains of ancient habita-
tion. These monuments and sites are maintained and preserved through 
various Circles of the ASI spread all over the country. The Circles look 
after the research on these monuments and conservation activities, while 
the Science Branch with its headquarters at New Delhi carries out chem-
ical preservation and the Horticulture Branch under circle offices is en-
trusted with the laying out gardens and environmental development.

The principles of preservation, followed by a few conserva-
tion-measures of outstanding interest and of large-scale programme, are 
alone briefly described in the subsequent pages. Since the passing of the 
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Ancient Monuments Preservation Act, 1904, the Department of Archaeol-
ogy has been engages in a long-period programme of preservation of 
ancient monuments and sites throughout India. Though preservation, not 
restoration, has been the rule, deviations from this rule were sometimes 
necessary, particularly at the initial stages. Partial restoration or pinning 
up may be permitted to secure parts of the fabric likely to collapse, or 
even some protective cover or roof may be provided. When roofing is 
found necessary, the evidence of the original design in invariably fol-
lowed. For be cut off near the roots and killed. Decayed roots and vege-
table matter should be completely eradicated. Conservation works have 
been undertaken on various types of monuments, including megalithic 
burials, rock-cut temples, structural temples, Buddhist stupas, toms, forts, 
mosques, palaces, mahas, excavated remains, painted caves and temples, 
inscriptions, sculptures, and carvings. The various challenges that conser-
vators face in preserving ancient monuments are not exhaustive, but they 
provide an overview of their diverse and extensive range. Ancient Mon-
ument means any structure, erection or monument, or any tumulus or 
place of interment, or any cave, rock-sculpture, inscription or monolith 
which is of historical, archaeological or artistic interest and which has 
been in existence for not less than 100 years and includes,Remains of an 
ancient monument, Site of an ancient monument, Such portion of land 
adjoining the site of an ancient monument as may be required for fencing 
or covering in or otherwise preserving such monument, aThe means of 
access to, and convenient inspection of, an ancient monument; Archaeo-
logical site and remains means any area which contains or is reasonably 
believed to contain ruins or relics of historical or archaeological impor-
tance which have been in existence for not less than one hundred years, 
and includes, Such portion of land adjoining the area as may be required 
for fencing or covering in or otherwise preserving it, andThe means of 
access to, and convenient inspection of the area; Protection of monuments 
The Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) under the provisions of the 
AMASR Act, 1958 (as amended in 2010) protects monuments, sites and 
remains of national importance. It gives a two-months’ notice for inviting 
objections, if any in this regard. After the specified two-month’s period, 
and after scrutinizing the objections, if any, received in this regard, the 
ASI makes decision to bring a monument under its protection. There are 
at present more than 3696 ancient monuments and archaeological sites 
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and remains of national importance. These monuments belong to different 
periods, ranging from the prehistoric period to the colonial period and are 
located in different geographical settings. They include temples, mosques, 
tombs, churches, cemeteries, forts, palaces, step wells, rock-cut caves, and 
secular architecture as well as ancient mounds and sites which represent 
the remains of ancient habitation. 

Comparatively modern accretions are noticed in most ancient 
monuments when they come under the charge of the department. If they 
are without any purpose and obscure the original plan, it is the practice to 
remove them and to provide any material support which harmonizes with 
the old fabric. In such cases a record is kept of the work done. The fifty 
years’ experience of the department in maintaining monuments of various 
periods and materials has enabled it to enunciate some broad principles of 
preservation which may be of general interest. They were embodied in a 
Conservation Manual issued first in 1907 and again in 1924 by Sir John 
Marshall and by periodical staff memoranda of the Directors General.
Aims of Monuments 

Its preservation without disfigurement or alteration of its character
Its maintenance in a proper and attractive condition 
The complete examination of its remains and documentary evi-

dence concerning it 
 The preparation of monographs, guide-books and reports,
 So that it’s historical and artistic interest may be brought home to 

the scholar and the visitor and may rouse general interest in the past rel-
ics of the country. Much ingenuity, care and patience are needed for the 
successful preservation of monuments.
The need to protect ancient monuments from vegetation

 Owing to heavy rainfall and special monsoon conditions, the an-
cient monuments of India generally become the home of vegetation and 
undergrowth. The first code for rigid observation in conservation is that 
all destructive vegetation must be removed, as otherwise very serious 
damage may be caused by the unchecked growth of plants on buildings. 
The Indian pipal and banyan in particular are the most destructive, for 
they share with the eider, ash and sycamore of Europe large root-growths 
which penetrate long distances into the masonry. The growth of such 
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vegetation is rapid and persistent, for its tendrils penetrate into the crev-
ices, loosen and dislodge stones and often part as under sections of ma-
sonry, particularly face-work with weak and insufficient bonding with the 
core of the wall.
Great works in preservation of Monuments

All types of monuments megalithic burials, rock-cut temples, both 
cut in and cut out, structural temples, Buddhist stupas, viharas and cha-
ityas, toms, forts, mosques, palaces, mahas, excavated remains, painted 
caves and temples, inscriptions, sculptures, carvings have received their 
due share of attention. It would be readily appreciated that the problems 
of each category of monuments and different. ‘In ruined standing monu-
ments the chief tasks have been the clearance of their plans by rescuing 
them from heaps of fallen debris; the preservation of the core of masonry 
or brickwork exposed by the facing having fallen off; filling up and 
grouting cracks; underpinning worn-out bases of walls; resetting perilous-
ly out-of-plumb walls, making ruined wall-tops watertight; pointing open 
joints; eradication of vegetation, etc. In Muslim monuments additional 
complications are often introduced by the presence of damaged arches and 
domes.

In the rock-cut caves and temples of west and south India the 
gradual wearing out of the rock has been the chief problem. While chem-
ical preservation is called for in some cases, in the majority of them the 
percolation of water from one or more sources, which may be at a con-
siderable distance from the monument, is generally hard to detect and 
check. In excavated remains with buildings of more than one period the 
problems are necessarily different: the preservation is concerned with the 
overhanging later structures, often resting on nothing more than loose 
earth or debris, and sometimes with the drainage of rain-water from the 
lower levels much deeper than the adjoining surface. In the excavated 
areas of MohenjoDaro and Harappa salt starts disintegrating the brickwork 
immediately after it has been exposed. The use of over-burnt bricks was 
found to be nothing more than a palliative and the practice has now been 
stopped. The above categories or work do not by any means exhaust the 
numerous problems the conservator has to face in preserving ancient 
monuments but convey some idea of their variety and wide range.’
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Conclusion:
 India is one of the world’s oldest countries which is deeply root-

ed in the ancient history of human civilization. Hence this heritage sites 
still remain perfectly preserved to date. Hence it is our responsibility as a 
citizen of India to preserve these beautiful monuments for our future gen-
erations. Our various art forms, literature monuments, tradition, and cul-
ture form a part of our heritage. These works have been appreciated 
worldwide. We should be proud of such a vivacious culture that prevails 
in our country. India’s natural heritage invokes a sense of pride in each 
and every citizen of this country. 
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