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 Introduction to Hindu architecture 

Hindu temples are an integral part of architecture that developed in the Indian 

subcontinent. The earliest temples were constructed in India around the fourth or fifth 

centuries CE. They were modest structures, probably made of timber and other perishable 

materials . More  enduring examples of Hindu architecture that were built of stone, developed  

from the seventh -eighth  century . From that time onwards, temples were constructed in 

different parts of the subcontinent and in the following lessons we will discuss some 

prominent examples.   

I n the far -south , the Pallavas patronized the building of monolithic monuments and the first 

free -standing temple at Mamallapuram in  the eighth -ninth centuries.  By the early eleventh 

century, temple -building had reached a crescendo under the Chola rulers  who funded  

massive temples  at Thanjavur and Gangaikondacholapuram.  Regional styles of Hindu 

architecture  continued in Central India under powerful dynasties such as the Chandellas who 

built  the impressive  group of temples at Khajuraho  between the tenth and thirteenth 

century  CE. 

When talking of temple architecture, there are certain basic que stions that come to our 

mind. Who was responsible for the building of Hindu temples? What were the various 

motives behind undertaking such a building project? Did temples have a symbolism inherent 

in their architectural plan? What are the main features of the architecture of Indian 

temples? Do we notice different styles? How can we understand the art and sculptural 

embellishments at Hindu temples? These are some of the questions that we will address in 

the coming sections. This introductory section will hel p you understand some broad 

characteristics common to all Hindu temples.   

1.1.1  Medieval Indian temples and Royal patrons 

Hindu architecture of the early medieval period was almost always funded exclusively by a 

member of the political elite. This can be contrasted with several examples of Buddhist 

stupa -complexes (such as Sanchi, in Madhya Pradesh and Amaravati, in Andhra Pr adesh) 

that were built using the resources of an entire community. We know this from the short 

dedicatory inscriptions found at many Buddhist sites. These were recorded on architectural 

parts of stupas and viharas. They furnish information about the names of the donors and 

often what architectural parts they donated.  

As already mentioned before, we know that royalty was exclusively responsible for the 

funding of temples. The early medieval period was one of warring dynasties who fiercely 

guarded their comp act regional states. Often, we find that there existed a close alliance 



between the monarch and a particular temple -project. Long inscriptions engraved on temple 

walls reveal the name of the royal patrons responsible for building them and inform us 

about t heir military exploits (as often temples commemorate some major victory in war) 

and extol their qualities as statesmen.  

All over the world, the most obvious reason behind building monuments on a large scale 

was that it was awe - inspiring and brought glory to the person of the patron, usually a king. 

The art -historian Vidya Dehejia (Dehejia 1988) suggests that one of the major concerns of 

the royal patron of sacred monuments in India was getting punya or religious merit in 

return for financial assistance tow ards the building of the massive abodes for the gods. The 

religious merit that accrued to the patron was something that would ensure his success as a 

statesman and a comfortable future -birth. Temples in the early medieval period were built 

by kings to gain  political legitimacy.  

Patrons came from other strata of the political and social elite as well – significant people 

from the royal court, rich landowners, wealthy merchants, all made gifts of varying 

economic value. Royal land grants were made for perpet uity, as the inscriptions often say 

that donations would be held by the donee ‘so long as the Sun and Moon survive.’ Other 

donations to temples included the gift of lamps, livestock and sometimes land or money.   

1.1.2 The Style and form of medieval Indian temples 

In the early medieval period, architectural plans of  temple s become progressively more 

complex as new features were added . Temple styles developed all over India and can be 

divided into several styles and sub -styles.  

In the Shilpashastras or t rea tises  on architecture – three styles of temple building are 

referred to,  broad ly  classifi ed on the basis of key architectural features. These are – the 

Nagara, Vesara and Dravida styles. The th ree styles differ in their form  and are also 

located in  different geographical area s within the Indian subcontinent.  

The Nagara style, basically associated with North India, is found between the Himalayas and 

the Vindhyas.  The Dravida style is found in the extreme south of the country in the area 

between the Krishna and Kaveri rivers and examples of Vesara style temples are located in 

the Deccan region, between the Vindhyas and the Krishna River.  

The basic plan of a Nagara temple is square and a number of projections in the middle of 

each side give it a cruci form shape. The temple towers consist of many layers of carved 

courses are somewhat conical or convex in shape. They  are usually crowned by an 

amalaka.  

The temples built in the Dravida styles have pyramidal shikaras or temple towers that are 

crowned by a small dome or stupika. Another striking feature of the more elaborately built 

South Indian temples is the gopurams or huge gateways and pillared halls or mandapas. 

The Vesara style of building was an amalgamation of the above two styles. Interestingly, 

the  term ‘ves ar a’ means a mule. Temples built in this style are situated in the Deccan, and 

were built by the Chal uky as.  



 

Did you know? 

Monuments of world renown 

The group of monuments at Mahabalipuram, the temples at Khajuraho and the 

Brihadishvara  temple at Thanjavur along with the others built by the Cholas have 

all been inscribed as World Heritage Sites by the UNESCO.  

The status of a World Heritage Site is given by the UNESCO to exceptional and 

brilliant examples of architecture and art all over  the world.  

Source: http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/250  

 

1.1.3 Symbolic meaning and functions of a Hindu Temple  

The Vastushastra  or treatise on architecture lays down detailed rules for the architect and 

the artist according to which temples were to be built. As a Hindu temple is considered to be 

the house of god, the plan of a Hindu temple is heavily resonant with symbolism. It is  

conceived as a living entity and the different anatomical parts of a human body denote the 

different structural and functional aspects of the plan of a temple.  

The architectural origins of a temple and its various parts are significant – the base is said  

to have derived from the Vedic sacrificial altar, the plain cubical cell of the sanctum from the 

prehistoric dolmen, the spire from the simple tabernacle made of bent bamboos tied 

together to a point. The sanctum with its thick walls and dark interior rep resents a cave, 

while the superstructure or the shikhara with its peak - like spire,  represents a mountain and 

is frequently designated as the mythical Meru, Mandara or Kailasha, the abode of the gods.  

The most sacred part of the temple is the garbha griha or the sanctum sanctorum, the 

abode of the deity. The deity that resides in a Hindu temple is considered to be the supreme 

ruler of the universe and is offered regal honour . Royal paraphernalia such as a throne, an 

umbrella and a fly -whisk surround the de ity; gold and silks adorn him and music and dance 

are performed to entertain  him.   

The sanctum sanctorum is surrounded by an inner and outer hall that was used for 

congregations and a pradaksinapatha or passage around the temple for ritual 

circumambulatio n. Subsidiary structures called mandapams were also built in the temple 

for performing ceremonies such as weddings or other festivities. Finial marks atop the 

shikhara were placed right in the centre of the temple and they symbolized the Supreme 

Principal enshrined within the shrine .  

Texts also say that temples should be built in beautiful locales that  the gods would like to 

visit – such as beside a river or a hill. T emples were often also named after the principal 

deity that was enshrined and worshipped t here.  

1.1.4 Temple as a socio-economic institution 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/250


Medieval Hindu temples were not only spectacularly built places of worship but also had 

other roles and functions. As discussed before, some special temples (such as the 

Brihadishvara Temple) were generou sly endowed and had abundant economic resources at 

their disposal. In fact, by the medieval times, temples of South India became landed 

magnates and managed resources from hundreds of villages. The temple management also 

leased out lands in return of a fix ed measure of rice. Temples also functioned as 

moneylenders.  

Temples were also major  employers. The Brihadishvara temple had over 600 employees. 

The temple -complex was a place made aesthetically pleasing by artists, sculptors and 

painters. Dancers, drummer s and musicians provided entertainment to the gods. The  

employees were paid in kind, especially in rice and some were given revenue assignments 

in lieu of their services.  

1.1.5 Architects, artists and sculptors of Hindu temples 

In ancient and medieval Indian art, the artists -craftsmen who were behind the building 

projects remain shadowy figures , as few traces of their names have been found in the 

inscriptions. Sculptors worked closely in guilds under the guidance of a master -architect , 

which is why the quality and style of sculpture that adorns a temple is standardized . 

It is rare to find any traces of information in the inscriptions on ancient monuments about 

the artists and sculptors who built them. At Mahabalipuram, there is a group of low isolated 

ro cks, situated behind the main reliefs, where inscriptions of what have been regarded by 

some art -historians as sculptors’ names have been found.  

Now that you have an idea of the main features of temples, in the subsequent section, we 

will discuss how rock -cut architecture led to the building of the first structural temple at 

Mahabalipuram.   

Rock-cut architecture: Mamallapuram 

1.2.1. Introduction 

A set of unique monuments are situated near  Chennai , at the coastal site of Mahabalipuram . 

The site is protected by the Archaeological Survey of India, and is recognised to be a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site. Mamallapuram , the ancient name of Mahabalipuram was 

named after ‘Mamalla’ meaning ‘Great Hero’, a title adopted by Narsimhavarman II, a 

powe rful ruler of the Pallava dynasty.  

In ancient times, Mahabalipuram  was a flourishing port and was visited by many famous 

travellers who have left behind  accounts  that describe the place vividly . Mahabalipuram is 

mentioned in the Periplus of the Erythraean  Sea , a work written by an unknown Greek 

navigator of the first century CE. Ptolemy, a Greek geographer of the following century 

refers to it as Malange and Roman coins found in the area point to contacts with the Roman 

world. The Chinese traveller Xuanzang may also have visited Mahabalipuram in the seventh 

century, as he claims to have visited a sea -port of the Pallavas.  



Apart from travellers, Mamallapuram would have been visited by overseas merchants and 

perhaps even pilgrims  from far off . The vis itors, walking ashore would have marvelled at the 

dramatic reliefs, just as the modern traveller to the site does.  An eighth century poem by a 

Vaishnava saint, Tirumangai speaks of the port where ‘ships rode at anchor, bent to the 

point of breaking, laden  as they were with wea lth, with big - trunked elephants , and with 

mountains of gems of nine varieties ’ (Sivaramamurti 2006:11).  

 

1.2.2 Patrons of the architecture at Mamallapuram   

The Pallav as were the first kings to build  free -standing temples made out of stone. The 

foundation inscription at the so -called Shore Temple names it the Rajasimheshvara Temple. 

The permanency of building and inscribing in stone meant that the monument and the 

epigraph stood as an assertion of the political power of a king and his dynasty long after 

they were gone.    

As the monuments at Mamallapuram were built by kings, we need to know some details 

about the political situation prevailing during the rule of the Pallavas. The period from the 

sixth to the ninth centuries CE was  one o f many wars and conquests with a tussle for 

control over territory between the Chalukyas, the Pallavas and the Pandyas. Nonetheless, it 

was a time when fabulous art and architecture was commissioned by kings.  

Keeping the tumultuous political situation in mind, what could be the rationale for building 

monuments on a grand scale? Scholars have understood t he art of  the Pallavas in terms of 

the strong personalities of the rulers who funded it. In addition, the sixth to the ninth 

centuries CE was a period of t he popularisation of the Bhakti cults by  the Tamil Vaishnava 

Alvars and the Shaivite Nayanmars saints. A stimulus to r eligious thought would in turn 

have provided a stimulus to artistic endeavours in the region.  

Coming back to the history of the Pallava r ulers, this powerful dynasty was  probably 

founded in the third - fourth century CE, but inscriptions and monuments ascribable to the m 

can only be dated to the latter part of the sixth century.  

Mahendravarman I (600 -630  CE) was not only a keen builder , but a lso a poet, dramatist 

and musician. The Mandagapatu inscription describes him as Vichitrachitta, meaning 

“curious minded” who, “discarding perishable materials like brick, timber, metal or mortar 

for constructing temples, scooped them out of the living roc k.” (Sivaramamamurti 2006: 

23)  

Mahendravarman I’s son, Narsimhavarman (630 -670 CE) was a very powerful ruler and he 

probably commemorated his many  victor ies by naming the city  Mamallapuram or ‘the city of 

Mamalla’, after the title taken by him.  

 

Original source 

Narasimhavarman ‘Mamalla’ 



Narasimhavarman Mamalla is described in an inscription as:  

‘ .....Narasimhavarman, who proved a lion to the elephant-herd of hostile kings; 

who.... destroyed (the city of) Vatapi, just as the pitcher -born (Agastya ) (destroyed 

the demon) Vatapi.’  

The decisive win by Mamalla over the Chalukyan king Pulakeshin was a very 

important event and an inscription at the Chalukyan capital of Vatapi commemorates 

this.  

Source: E. Hultzsch, trans. “A Pallava Grant from Kuram,” South Indian 

Inscriptions I(1890), 152, cited in Rabe (2001,9)  

  

 

Original source 

An ancient Crypt? 

Plunder and wars were closely connected to the economy and political prestige of 

political dynasties of pre -colonial south Asia.  Mamall a’s armies would have 

amassed vast amount of resources in the form of loot from the Chalukyas.  A 

rock -cut treasury vault near a monolithic lion ‘throne’ called the ‘Dharmaraja’s 

throne’ was discovered by the Archaeological Survey of I ndia  in the 1990s. This 

has been dated to Mamalla Narasimha I’s reign as the style of the art produced in 

his time is similar to the way in which the lion has been sculpted. Although, no 

valuables were found, the assertion that this structure may be an ancient crypt 

that once sto red treasures is fascinating!    

Source: Rabe (2001 )  

 

Narasimhavarman II, also known as Rajasimha (690 -715 CE), ushered in the phase of free -

standing temples. He built the Shore temple at Mahabalipuram and later the Kailashnatha 

temple at Kanchipuram , both of which are great examples of Pallava masonry.  

1.2.3 The cluster of monuments at Mamallapuram 

The site of ancient Mamallapuram has different kinds of monuments made out of stone or 

rock. These were built during the reign of several  kings of the Pallava dynasty. The 

interesting variety of monuments includes – rock -cut caves, reliefs sculpted on the face of 

boulders, monoliths and a free -standing temple.  

 

Video 

The monuments at Mahabalipuram 



 View the video clip by clicking on the link given below to catch a glimpse of the 

different kinds of monuments at Mahabalipuram today.  

Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSiaPVpNkpU 

  

Although caves were excavated by Buddhists as early as the second - third centuries; the 

monoliths and the temple at Mahabalipuram are the earliest surviving examples of Hindu 

architecture in South India. They represent a transition from wood to rock in the usage of 

building materials. The architecture of the group of temples drew from contemporary 

wooden buildings of which no traces now remain.  

The Pallava builders chose a vast site with plenty of mammoth rocks to carve out into 

magnificent structures. An e laborate and vast building project such as this one would have 

required a large quantity of resources at hand and was a showcase of the power and wealth 

of the Pallava dynasty.  

Two kinds of Rock cutting techniques were used by the artists and sculptors . The first was 

an excavation of caves – where a cliff was hollowed out into an artificial cave and 

sometimes comprised of various chambers. The monoliths were cut into huge living rocks – 

that is rocks in their original place. The sculptor chiselled from top  to bottom and  

embellished the monoliths with sculptures . These second type of monuments, made of a 

single rock,  generally do not contain any internal spaces.  

 

Interesting detail 

Ancient rock-cutting techniques 

 

Have you wondered how the ancient sculptor would have worked with hard 

igneous rock to produce finely chiselled sculptures, without modern machines and 

dynamite? Some half - finished cut rocks give us some clues as to what methods 

may have been used. Some ro cks have holes drilled into them, and the work -men 

after having inserted wooden sticks into the holes, would have moistened the 

wood for months, before finally succeeding in accomplishing the difficult task of 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSiaPVpNkpU


cracking the boulders.   

 

Copyright from 

http://nitawriter.wordpress.com/2008/04/01/a-visit-to-

mamallapuram/ 

IT Team to obtain copyright 

Source: Original 

 

 

A lot about the monuments and buildings of Mahabalipuram remains enigmatic. Over half of 

the monuments are unfinished, the large and dramatic reliefs may have dou ble meanings 

and even the authorship of the monuments is not established as most of the m contain 

inscriptions with birudas or titles that could apply to more than one king. Also, the 

monuments are dedicated to both Shiva and Vishnu, and do not privilege on e sect over the 

other.   

 

1.2.4 Pallava art-style 

 

The Pallava style is characterised by the simplicity in architecture and art. Plain niches and 

large figures are characteristic of the Pallava  style and the compositions are rarely 

embellished with elaborate borders or details. The developments in architecture under the 

Pallavas can be seen as a progression from rather simple to complex forms of architecture. 

This may be in part due to the refin ement in skill of the artisans, who with accumulated 

knowledge through the centuries sculpted the hard granite stone  with greater confidence. 

The elaborate art reliefs and scenes from mythology were also influenced by the  increasing 

complexity in  Hindu iconographic forms that developed between the fifth and the seventh 

centuries .   

http://nitawriter.wordpress.com/2008/04/01/a-visit-to-mamallapuram/
http://nitawriter.wordpress.com/2008/04/01/a-visit-to-mamallapuram/
http://nitawriter.wordpress.com/2008/04/01/a-visit-to-mamallapuram/


 

1.2.5 Caves 

 

Each one of the group of caves at Mahabalipuram is named after the central and most 

important relief that is carved within them. These reliefs mainly portray scenes  from 

mythology.   

The Varaha cave consists of a rectangular hall and a shrine that is protected by two 

standing dvarapalas or guardians a t its entrance. The four slender pillars at the façade of 

the cave have  seated lions carved at the ir bases. The lion, a symbol of power and majesty, 

was a typical and recurring characteristic of Pallava art.   

The Varaha mandapa is named after  the boar incarnation of Vishnu. It is named so as a  

large relief on the left wall of the cave depicts Vishnu as Varaha, rescuing th e Earth goddess 

from the depths of the ocean. Here , Vishnu  is shown resting Bhu -devi, the Earth goddess , 

on his knee.  

Vishnu is also shown as Trivikrama on the right wall  of the mandapa . In his  Trivikrama 

incarnation, Vishnu manifested himself in the form  of the dwarf Vamana . He then extracted 

a promise from Bali, the King of asuras or demons, that he would have territorial control 

over the amount of space that he covered in three paces. Vishnu then assumed a gigantic 

form, and covered the earth in his fir st stride, the mid -world between heaven and earth in 

his second stride and with his third stride, stepped upon the head of Bali, thereby sending 

him to the nether world. The rear walls of the cave bear images of Gajalakshmi on th e left 

and Durga on the rig ht. In Hindu thought, the lakshmi motif stands for prosperity while the 

goddess Durga symbolizes  victory.   

 

 

 

 

Did you know? 

Simultaneous narration 

 

Art in ancient India is replete with symbolism and often the metaphors were 

deliberately employed in compositions to allude to something . It has been 

suggested that the Pallava relie fs may portray a double meaning.  

At Mahabalipuram, t he depiction of the mighty Vishnu conquering the earth in the 

Varaha cave, may recount the victories and conquests of the Pallava kings 

themselves. This means  that the Kings often got such art -scenes sculpted so as 



to refer to the victories of deities , as well as , their own victories and 

achievements  in war .  

Source: Huntington (1985) 

 

The Trimurti cave enshrines  to the Hin du trinity of the deities Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.  

On the sides of the  entrances of the  three shrines stand the twin dvarapalas or door -

keepers. The deity’s image is sculpted on the back wall of each of the three shrines. The 

slightly larger central shri ne, occupied by Shiva, suggests his prominence in the trinity. A 

Shiva linga, the aniconic form of Shiva, was later added to this shrine. Brahma flanks this 

shrine to the viewer’s left and Vishnu to the viewer’s right. To the right of the façade, the 

godde ss Durga is sculpted in her Mahishasuramardini form where she stands in a 

triumphant stance, atop the  slain buffalo -demon Mahishasura’s head .   

At Saluvankuppakam near Mamallapuram, a cave, probably datable to the late seventh or 

early eight h centuries is the so -called  Yali or Tiger cave, after the eleven vyala (horned 

lion) heads carved all around its entrance that form a highly unusual and remarkable sight. 

To the viewers ’ left can be noticed, two elephants, carrying shrines on their backs . A four -

armed d eity can be seen in the small shrine , but is not in a well -preserved state and so is 

not recognizable now. It has been suggested that the Yali cave may have been used for 

open air -performances.  

Pallava iconography has a unique and powerful representation (Huntington 1985: 301 -02) 

of Durga Mahishasuramardini in what is named the Mahishasuramardini Cave after the 

principal relief  of Durga . Here the youthful looking goddess is shown in her eight -armed 

form and is mounted on her vahana or vehicl e, the lion. She is advancing towards the large 

figure in the relief – the buffalo -demon mahisha.  With a bow and arrow in her hand, she 

appears ready to slay the buffalo -demon mahisha, who is shown here in  the body of a 

human. The scene is  full of activit y and drama. The emotions of all the  characters involved 

are conveyed by the artist in a skilled manner.  

http://www. columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0600_0699/mamallapuram/mahishasura

mardini/mahishasuramardini.html PLS GET PICS FROM THIS WEBSITE COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL 

 

 

 

1.2.6 Open-air reliefs 

 

FAQs 

What is a bas-relief? 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0600_0699/mamallapuram/mahishasuramardini/mahishasuramardini.html
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00routesdata/0600_0699/mamallapuram/mahishasuramardini/mahishasuramardini.html


Bas-relief is a French word meaning “low-raised work”. This art, along with high 

relief, is collectively known as relief sculpture – and was meant to be viewed from 

one side that is the front, as opposed to sculpture in the round that can be 

viewed from al l directions.  

Source: http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/b/bas-relief.html 

 

Concepts in Art History 

Art for art’s sake? 

Although the aesthe tic dimension cannot be denied, art production in ancient 

India was not ‘art for art’s sake’ as we know the term today. That is to say, art 

drew from contemporary ideas of ‘religion’, cults, and morality, as well as daily 

life and nature. Thus, the underlying symbolism of what was repres ented as art 

can be understood in the context of who patronized it, t he polity, religion and 

society of that period.    

Source: Original 

 

 

Arjuna’s penance or the Descent of Ganga 

The scene of Arjuna’s penance or the Descent of Ganga at Mamallapuram is the world’s 

largest carving on stone and is truly an extraordinary piece of art. Measuring roughly about 

30 m in length and 15 m in height, this relief has been sculpted across the surface of two 

huge boulders.  The e normous proportions and the detailing of the relief are the most 

striking feature s. Contemporary stone -carvers in the village estimate  that it may have taken 

as long as ten years by twenty stone carvers to sculpt the surface of the rock to depict this 

dramatic scene. The royal patron behind thi s project was either Mahendravarman I or his 

son Mamalla.  

The artist has skilfully incorporated a natural cleft in the middle of the rock, which is also 

the focal point of the composition. There are many interesting features about this relief. It 

has a nu mber of figures of gods, celestials, humans and animals all in one gigantic 

composition. The figures have been rendered in near life -size dimensions, making the scene 

quite dramatic.  

http://www.artlex.com/ArtLex/b/bas-relief.html


 

‘The Arjuna’s penance’ relief, Mamallapuram 

Photograph by: Sonali Dhing ra  

We can start reading the relief from the gap in the middle, where nagas or serpents stand 

with hands folded as a mar k of respect. Serpents are closely related to water in Indic 

thought and are frequently depicted in Indian art from early times.  



 

Detail  of ‘The Arjuna’s penance’ relief, Mamallapuram 

Photograph by: Sonali Dhingra  



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Descent_of_the_Ganges_(Mahabalipuram) 

To the left, the emaciated f igure with one leg raised and arms  lifted has been identified as 

Arjuna. He is performing a penance to appease Shiva, who is shown n ext to him .  Shiva 

here is  in his four -armed form, carrying a trident and also showing the varada mudra or the 

gesture of gi ving. Two ganas or dwarfs attend to him.  

Arjuna’s penance is a part of a story in the Mahabharata, where Arjuna, one of the five 

Pandava brothers, performs a penance in order to receive the pashupata, a powerful 

weapon of Shiva, so as to attain military s uperiority over their opponents, the Kurus in the 

Mahabharata war. In the story, a boar is sent by the asuras or demons to kill Arjuna. Shiva, 

disguised as a hunter, intervenes to protect Arjuna. Both claim to have shot the animal and 

a confli ct ensues. Shiva wins and reveals his true self to Arjuna, and thereafter grants him 

the boon. Since Arjuna’s penance was performed on a river-bank, this scene may as well be 

identified as such.  

The same scene has also been interpreted as the Descent of t he Ganga River, a scene 

described in Hindu  mythology. In this version, an  emaciated figure performing the penance 

is identified as Sage Bhagiratha, who implores Shiva to bear the force of the Ganges’ 

descent to the earth and catch her in his matted hair. I nterestingly, a  verse from the 

inscription on Pallava Kasakudi plates refers to Pallavas as purifiers of the earth, and in a 

sense, associates them with the Ganga, who  according to  Hindu mythology is supposed t o 

have purified the earth with her  descent. So me scholars are of the opinion that rain -water 

may have flowed through the cleft, bringing to life the descent of the river and the tank at 

the base of the relief may have once been a royal bathing tank.  

 

Did you know? 

The story of the Descent of Ganges 

Hindus reve re the river Ganga as a goddess. Her  vehicle is the mythical water -

being makara. As flowing water, she symbolises life - force. In the myths, she is 

supposed to have lived in the celestial heavens with the Gods. She could only be 

persuaded to com e down to the Earth after much pleading and the force of her 

descent c ould  only be borne by the mighty Shiva, who captures her in his matted 

hair.  

Source: Stein (2002) 

 

Other charming details about this relief – include a realistic and delightful rendit ion of a herd 

of elephants shown with playing their young. Next to the foot of the eleph ant, if we look 

carefully, is a cat su rrounded by mice. The cat has hi s paws raised, as if performing a 

penance, just like the ‘Arjuna’ figure! It probably tells the Panchatantra story of the cat who 

lived beside the Gang a and would  preach to the mice about his own asceticism and 

enlightenment and great quality of mercy – only to later devour his credulous audience.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Descent_of_the_Ganges_(Mahabalipuram)


This elaborately carved sculptural relief has been the  subject of a debate soon after it was 

discovered. Scholars have usually sided with one interpretation of the scene. However, it 

has also been argued that  visual forms, just like literary works in ancient India often had 

double meanings. Reliefs such as th e above may have several layers of interpretation, one 

alluding to the deities/mythological aspect and the other to the kings who patronized the 

relief themselves. The allusions are subtle, but  deliberate. The relief may thus  be 

interpreted as depicting bo th the stories. Micheal Rabe (2001) argues that the scene is a 

‘deliberate conundrum’ and that neither the descent scene nor the Arjuna’s penance story is 

the crux of this visual composition. The scene, Rabe argues was a deliberate, visual 

prahelika or rid dle that could be understood in different ways by the viewer.  

A couple of other reliefs have also been noticed close to this relief. A relief portraying a 

scene similar to the Arjuna’s penance has been sculpted and left incomplete by an artist. 

Could it have been a trial attempt before the final magnificent bas - relief was executed? 

Another scene, sculpted on the face of a rock,   shows an event from Krishna’s life where he 

uses his supre me strength to lift the Govardhan mountain, to protect people from the 

impending floods.  

1.2.7 Monoliths 

 

Common Misconceptions 

The Mamallapuram monoliths and the Pandavas 

The cluster of the five monoliths situated at Mamallapuram are  collectively 

called the pancharathas. However, ‘rathas’ would be a misnomer for them as 

the monuments do not depict chariots.  

In addition, each monolith is named after one of the five Pandava brothers of 

the Mahabharata and their common wife, Draupadi. H owever, we do not know 

when or how a connection between these monuments and the names of the 

Pandavas was established. Perhaps, a local tradition ascribed them this name.  

Source: Original 

 

A cluster of five monoliths , popularly named as ‘rathas’ is located at some distance from the 

open -air relief s. They have been named after the five Pandava brothers.  Each  structure is a 

distinctive and unique shrine and is a testimony to the skilfulness of the artist. These 

monuments were probably carved durin g the reign of Mamalla I. On the basis of unfinished 

examples from the site, it appears that the workmen chiselled the stone from top to bottom.  

The Draupadi Ratha is the smallest and the simplest. It is a shrine dedicated to the 

goddess Durga . The building has a square plan and a curved and plain roof similar to a 

thatched hut. Female dvarapalikas or door -guardians carved in two niches flank the door. 

Three remaining sides have single niches with standing representations of Durga. The rear 

wal l of the shrine  shows a standing Durga being adored by worshippers, one of who m  

appears to be ready to severe his head off, as an offering to the goddess. Her free -standing 



lion vahana is situated outside the shrine.  Distinctly feminine aspects about the art and 

sculpture of this shrine make it stand out among the group of five monoliths .  

A low plinth joins the Draupadi ratha the adjacent Arjuna ratha. The Arjuna’s ratha has a 

pillared front and a square plan. The three sides of the ratha contain sculptur ed panels. The 

pyramidal roof known as the shikhara is decorated with miniature buildings  

The Bhima ratha at Mamallapuram is large and sculpted and  resembles a Buddhist c haitya 

hall – or a n assembly  hall for Buddhist monks. It has rows of pillars on the si des and is 

topped by a cylindrical or barrel -vaulted roof. However, unlike Buddhist c haityas halls, it 

does not have an apsidal plan.  

 

The ‘Arjuna Ratha’ (back) and ‘Bhima Ratha’ (front) , Ma habalipuram   

Photograph by: Sonali Dhingra  

The Dharamaraja or Yudhishthir ratha is the largest of the group of five monoliths and 

is square on plan. This has eight sculptured panels , the majority  of them showing forms of 

Shiva as Harihara, Ardhanarishvara and Gangadhara. Vishnu is shown carrying a wheel and 

a conch s hell in his upper pair of arms, and his lower left hand rests on his mount, the 

Garuda, a mythical bird. A panel shows the Somaskanda theme with Shiva, Parvati and 

their son Skanda, flanked by images of Vishnu and Brahma. A portrait of Narasi m havarman 



is a lso sculpted in one of the niches . As an  inscription on this monolith identifies this king, 

this monument may have been dedicated to him.  

The Dharamaraja ratha is similar to the Arjuna Ratha, but has an additional roof - storey and 

a larger number of miniat ure buildings decorating its roof. It has a southern temple style 

superstructure with three stories that become smaller as we go higher. A notable  feature in 

its ornamentation is  the Kudus that are small miniature c haitya windows from which heads 

of humans  peek out, as if to look below. The top of the superstructure is capped by an 

octagonal shikhara.  

The Nakula-Sahdeva ratha has an apsidal plan, similar to that of a Buddhist c haitya and 

situated close to this is the colossal monolithic elephant.  

 

1.2.8 Structural temples – The Shore temple 

 

 

The Shore Temple  

 

The Shore Temple, Mamallapuram  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shore_Temple 

The Shore temple dates slightly later than the cave and monolithic architecture patronized 

by the early Pallava rulers and is an example of a masonry building. This  ushers in the 

construction of the first structural buildings in South India. The temple has an unusual plan.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shore_Temple


The main four -storeyed Shiva temple faces the sea on the east and a second but smaller 

temple of Shiva of three storeys exists behind the larger temple and faces the opposite 

direction. A roof - less, oblong mandapa shrine dedicated to Vishnu is wedged in b etween the 

two temples. Here an image of Vishnu in his Seshashayi form is enshrined.  

Both of the Shiva temples are square on plan and enshrine  a polished Shiva linga besides a 

Somaskanda relief on the hind wall of the sanctum. Each is crowned by an octagon al 

shikhara and stupi. The irregular plan of the Shore temple has led some scholars to suggest 

that it was built under in the reign of more than one king.  

The larger temple is approached through an entrance gate and is enclosed on the three 

sides by an in ner corridor and a prakara wall. Atop the wall are large figures of the bull -

vehicle of Shiva, Nandi. The dhvaja stambha or temple flag staff is located opposite the 

gopuram. A bali -pitha or a pedestal for performing sacrifices has also been found near the  

temple  

Although the Shore Temple is the earliest example, the tradition of building temples must 

have predated the Pallavas, as the architectural and iconographic voca bulary appears to be 

quite well -developed. The variety of architectural types must be ex amples of buildings that 

were constructed in perishable materials prior to this stone monument that has endured the 

ravages of time.  

 

Interesting detail 

The story of the Seven Pagodas 

In 2005, after the Tsunami waves struck this area and the coastline receded, 

it revealed some structures and sculptures that are similar in style to the 

Shore temple. So archaeologists believe  that this could be just part of the 

vestiges of an ancient port -city that lies hidden under the sea. Over the 

centuries, it is prob able that there were shifts in shoreline and a lot of 

structures are still submerged under the sea.  

In fact, early European travellers and sailors have referred to the place as the 

Seven Pagodas. A British traveller, J. Goldingham, visited Mahabalipuram i n 

1798 and laid down this legend in one of the earliest writings on the 

Mahabalipuram sculptures that appeared in Asiatick Researches, a journal.  

The myths speak of six temples submerged beneath the waves with the 

seventh temple still standing on the seas hore. The myths also state that a 

large city which once stood on the site was so beautiful the gods became 

jealous and sent a flood that swallowed it up entirely in a single day.  

Perhaps marine archaeologists could give us the answers to a lost city off th e 

Coromandel coast!  

 



Source:  http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/4257181.stm   

 

 

Did you know? 

Conservation of the Shore Temple 

The sculptural reliefs on the Shore temple at Mahabalipuram are very eroded 

today. The reason for this is the high velocity sea -winds and the direct 

clashing of sea waves for centuries. The Archaeological Survey of India is 

making conservation efforts such as planting of Causarina trees to reduce the 

speed of the wind that blows ashore and a wall made with huge blocks, built 

on the eastern side of the temple keeps sea waves away from the temple.  

Source:  Sivaramamurti (2006)  

 

Summary 

¶ Hindu architecture was made according to elaborate rules that were laid down in 

prescriptive texts or treatises such as the Shilpashastras. The eighth - thirteenth 

centuries saw a proliferation of temple -building in India.   

¶ Different temple -building styles emerged in different regions of India. These are the 

– Nagara, Vesara and Dravida.  

¶ Each part of the plan of a Hindu temple has a special symbolic meaning.  

¶ The rock - cut monuments  of the Pallava dynasty are one of the earliest s urviving 

examples of Hindu architecture in the sub -continent. The Pallavas were the first to 

build free -standing temples and this period is followed by full - fledged temple -building 

in India. Pallava architecture also hints at the way in which buildings mad e of 

perishable materials , of which we have no archaeological record were constructed 

during the time . 

¶ Pallava art has a distinct political flavour. It was a showcase for the power and 

prowess of the Pallava dynasty and their military conquests. Narsimhava rman I took 

on the title of ‘Mamalla’ and named the port of Mamallapuram  after him self .  

¶ The images of Shiva, Vishnu and Durga as Mahishasuramardini are dominant in 

Pallava art.  

¶ The monoliths or the so -called pancharathas are a group of monuments, each un ique 

in their architecture. They represent different architectural styles. The Dharmaraja 

ratha is significant for its superstructure is a prototype of the shikharas of later south 

Indian temples.  

¶ The Shore Temple built by Rajasimha I is the first example  of a free -standing Hindu 

temple. The temple has shrines dedicated to both Vishnu and Shiva.  

 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/4257181.stm


Exercises   

1.1  Discuss the contribution of Pallavas to Hindu architecture.  

1.2  Do you agree that Pallava art is heavily resonant with political symbolism. Explain 

with relation to bas - reliefs at Mamallapuram.  

1.3  What are monoliths? Discuss the monolithic ‘rathas’ at Mamallapuram.  

1.4  Discuss the main features of the ‘Arjuna’s Penance’ or ‘Descent of the Ganges’ bas-

relief at Mamallapuram.  

1.5  What are the main features of the arch itecture and the sculpture of the Shore 

Temple at Mamallapuram?  

 

Glossary 

 

Apsidal plan: An architectural term;  a plan where  one end of the building is rounded.  

Ardhanarishvara: “the Lord who is half-woman”, A representation of Shiva combined into 

a single body with his consort Parvati.  

Avatar: An incarnation of a deity; generally used to refer to the forms of the god Vishnu.  

Biruda: An epithet; usually for a god, a king or a gre at religious teacher.  

Brahma: A vedic and Hindu god; the god of creation.  

Dhvajastambha: A pillar standard; a flag staff.  

Dolmen: An archaeological term, a Neolithic stone formation, consisting of a horizontal 

stone supported by several vertical stones, and thought to be a tomb  

Durga: The supreme goddess in Hinduism; she combines aspects of a warrior goddess and 

a mother figure and is shakti of Shiva.  

Durgamahishasuramardini: Durga is supreme victor over the buffalo headed demon, 

Mahishasura.  

Dvarpala: Door guardian.  

Gajalakshmi: Lakshmi, a goddess symbolizing prosperity, abundance and auspiciousness. 

She is depicted with two elephants sprinkling water over her.  

Ganga: The goddess personifying the Ganges River.  

Gangadharamurti: Shiva as bearer of Ganga  

Harihara: A deity who is half Vishnu, half Shiva. The image is said to represent syncretism 

between the cults of the two gods.  



Linga: The aniconic symbol of Shiva depicted as a phallus  

Mandapa: A pillared hall.  

Mithuna: A loving couple, symbols of union co nsidered auspicious in Indic thought.  

Naga: A snake, generally a cobra. A serpent deity.  

Nandi: “The happy one”, Shiva’s bull vehicle. 

Parvati: The principal consort of Shiva.  

Prakara: An enclosure wall of a south Indian temple.  

Ratha: Cart or chariot.  

Shesha: The serpent upon which Vishnu reclines or sits.  

Shikhara: The spire or tower over the shrine of a temple.  

Somaskanda: Shiva with Uma and his son Skanda.  

Stupi: Pinnacle: The finial atop the super structure of a south Indian style Hindu temple.  

Tabernacle: A hut -shaped , often portable  shrine  

Vamana: The dwarf incarnation of Vishnu, an epithet for vamana is trivikrama.  

Varaha: The boar incarnation of Vishnu. Sometimes shown as half -man, half -beast, or 

completely as an animal.  

Vyala, Yali: A horned lion.  
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