
© 2018 IJRAR March 2018, Volume 5, Issue 1                     www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR19D5746 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) 904 
 

PALLAVA ARCHITECTURE AND 

SCULPTURE: THE LEGACY OF 

MAHABALIPURAM 
*Dr.Manjanna T. Associate Professor of History, Govt. First Grade College, Davanagere. 

Abstract: 

Pallava architecture and sculpture, particularly as manifested in Mahabalipuram, represent a 

pivotal chapter in South Indian art and architecture. The Pallava dynasty, which ruled from the 6th to the 

9th centuries CE, is renowned for its innovative contributions, notably in rock-cut temples and sculptural 

artistry. Mahabalipuram, a coastal city under the Pallavas, showcases the dynasty’s architectural and 

artistic ingenuity through its distinct rock-cut structures and intricate sculptures.  Key features of Pallava 

architecture include the rock-cut temples and monolithic Rathas, each carved from solid granite. The Shore 

Temple, an early example of Dravidian temple architecture, stands out for its location on the seashore and 

its blend of pyramid-like towers and detailed carvings. The Pancha Rathas, a group of five chariot-shaped 

temples, further exemplify the Pallavas’ skill in creating complex forms from a single rock block. These 

structures are renowned for their architectural innovation and aesthetic appeal. 

Mahabalipuram’s sculptures, such as the Descent of the Ganges (Arjuna’s Penance) and Krishna’s 

Butter Ball, are celebrated for their intricate detail and dynamic composition. The Descent of the Ganges, a 

massive bas-relief, depicts a complex narrative involving gods, humans, and animals, while Krishna’s 

Butter Ball is a striking example of natural and artistic balance.  The Pallava legacy, encapsulated in the 

architectural marvels and sculptural masterpieces of Mahabalipuram, reflects the dynasty’s artistic 

excellence and religious devotion. This heritage continues to be a significant source of study and 

admiration, highlighting the Pallavas’ enduring influence on South Indian art and architecture. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

The Pallava Empire, which flourished from the 6th to the 9th centuries CE, was a prominent South 

Indian dynasty known for its significant contributions to art, architecture, and culture. Centered in 

Kanchipuram, Tamil Nadu, the Pallavas ruled over a vast region that included parts of present-day Tamil 

Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and Karnataka. This period is renowned for its advancements in Dravidian 

architecture, particularly through the creation of rock-cut temples and monumental sculptures.  The Pallava 

dynasty is best known for its architectural innovations, including the development of the rock-cut temple 

style, which involved carving temples directly into granite hills. This technique, along with the construction 

of elaborate cave temples and monolithic structures, marked a transformative phase in South Indian temple 

architecture. The dynasty’s patronage of art and religion led to the flourishing of Hindu iconography and 

temple design, setting the stage for future architectural developments in the region. 
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Under the reign of notable kings such as Narasimhavarman I and Rajasimha, the Pallavas enhanced 

their cultural and political influence through their support of art and religion. The artistic achievements of 

the Pallava period, particularly those seen in Mahabalipuram, reflect a high degree of craftsmanship and 

creativity. Their legacy continues to be celebrated and studied, making the Pallava Empire a pivotal chapter 

in the history of South Indian art and architecture. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY: 

This study examines the Pallava Architecture and Sculpture. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 

 This study is based on secondary sources of data such as articles, books, journals, research papers, 

websites and other sources. 

PALLAVA ARCHITECTURE AND SCULPTURE: THE LEGACY OF MAHABALIPURAM 

Pallava architecture and sculpture, particularly as exemplified in Mahabalipuram (also known as 

Mamallapuram), represent a significant chapter in South Indian art and architecture. The Pallava dynasty, 

which ruled from the 6th to the 9th centuries CE, is renowned for its remarkable contributions to temple 

architecture and rock-cut sculpture. Here’s a closer look at their legacy: 

Historical Context 

The Pallavas, a South Indian dynasty, established their rule over a significant part of the Indian subcontinent 

from their capital in Kanchipuram. Their influence extended across present-day Tamil Nadu and parts of 

Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka. The Pallavas are often credited with laying the groundwork for the 

development of Dravidian architecture, a style that would later be expanded and refined by the Cholas and 

Vijayanagara empires. 

Mahabalipuram, located on the southeastern coast of India, was one of the major cities under the Pallava 

reign. The city's strategic coastal location made it an important port and a center for trade and culture. It was 

under the rule of the Pallava king Narasimhavarman I, also known as Mamalla, that Mahabalipuram 

emerged as a prominent site for architectural and sculptural endeavors. 

The Pallava period was marked by a dynamic interplay of religion, politics, and art. The Pallavas were 

patrons of Hinduism, particularly Shaivism and Vaishnavism, and their religious beliefs heavily influenced 

their artistic output. The kings used their architectural projects not only to glorify their deities but also to 

assert their political power and cultural supremacy. This fusion of religious devotion and royal patronage is 

vividly reflected in the architecture and sculpture of Mahabalipuram. 
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Key Features of Pallava Architecture 

The Pallava dynasty is renowned for pioneering rock-cut architecture, which represents a unique approach to 

temple construction. Unlike traditional temples built from stone blocks, the Pallavas carved their temples 

directly into the rock faces of granite hills. This method of construction was both innovative and labor-

intensive, requiring skilled artisans to chisel intricate designs from solid rock. 

One of the most significant examples of Pallava rock-cut architecture is the Shore Temple, located on the 

seashore of Mahabalipuram. The Shore Temple is a pioneering example of Dravidian temple architecture 

and is distinguished by its unique location and structural design. Built during the reign of King Rajasimha, 

the temple complex consists of two main shrines, one dedicated to Shiva and the other to Vishnu. The Shore 

Temple's design features a combination of pyramid-like towers and intricate carvings that exemplify the 

Pallava architectural style. Its location on the coast not only adds to its scenic beauty but also serves as a 

testament to the Pallavas' engineering prowess and aesthetic sensibility. 

Another remarkable feature of Pallava architecture is the Rathas, or chariots. These are monolithic temples 

carved from single rock blocks, each resembling a traditional chariot. The Rathas are named after different 

types of chariots and are a testament to the Pallavas' skill in creating complex and detailed architectural 

forms from a single piece of rock. Each Ratha is distinct in its design and size, showcasing a variety of 

architectural styles and elements. The Rathas are considered one of the finest examples of Pallava rock-cut 

architecture and reflect the dynasty's commitment to artistic excellence and innovation. 

The Pallavas also developed the concept of cave temples, which are rock-cut shrines that feature elaborate 

interiors and intricate sculptures. These cave temples were carved into the hills surrounding Mahabalipuram 

and served as places of worship and meditation. The interior of these caves is adorned with detailed carvings 

and sculptures depicting various Hindu deities, mythological scenes, and decorative motifs. The cave 

temples are an important aspect of Pallava architecture, demonstrating their ability to integrate art and 

architecture in a harmonious and functional manner. 

Notable Sculptures and Reliefs 

The sculptures and reliefs of Mahabalipuram are among the most outstanding achievements of Pallava art. 

These works are characterized by their intricate detail, dynamic composition, and religious significance. 

Among the most famous of these is the Descent of the Ganges, also known as Arjuna’s Penance. This 

massive bas-relief covers an extensive area and depicts a vivid and complex narrative involving gods, 

humans, and animals. 

The Descent of the Ganges is a monumental piece of art that illustrates the descent of the sacred river 

Ganges from the heavens to the earth. The relief features a variety of scenes, including divine beings, 

mythical creatures, and human figures engaged in various activities. The central panel portrays the goddess 

Ganga descending from the sky, while other sections of the relief depict scenes of her journey and the 
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impact of her arrival on the earth. The relief is remarkable for its size, detail, and the way it captures the 

movement and flow of the narrative. 

Another significant sculpture group in Mahabalipuram is the Pancha Rathas, or Five Chariots. These are a 

series of monolithic temples, each carved in the shape of a traditional chariot. The Pancha Rathas are named 

after different deities and are noted for their distinctive architectural styles and sculptural details. Each Ratha 

is adorned with intricate carvings depicting various deities, mythological scenes, and decorative motifs. The 

Pancha Rathas are an excellent example of the Pallavas' ability to create complex and visually striking 

architectural forms using a single block of rock. 

Krishna’s Butter Ball is another iconic sculpture located in Mahabalipuram. This massive, spherical boulder 

appears to be precariously balanced on a small slope, defying the laws of physics. The Butter Ball is not 

only a natural wonder but also a testament to the Pallavas' skill in integrating natural features into their 

artistic and architectural projects. The boulder has become a popular attraction and is often associated with 

various myths and legends. 

Artistic Style and Influence 

The artistic style of the Pallavas is characterized by its elaborate and detailed sculptures, as well as its 

innovative approach to architecture. The Pallava period marked the development of the Dravidian style of 

temple architecture, which would later be refined and expanded by subsequent dynasties. The Dravidian 

style is characterized by its pyramid-shaped towers, intricate carvings, and the use of granite as a primary 

construction material. 

Pallava art and architecture were heavily influenced by the religious and cultural context of the time. 

Hinduism, particularly Shaivism and Vaishnavism, played a central role in shaping the artistic and 

architectural output of the Pallavas. The temples and sculptures created during this period are rich in 

religious symbolism and iconography, reflecting the dynasty's devotion to their deities and their desire to 

convey religious narratives through art. 

The Pallava artistic style had a significant impact on the development of South Indian art and architecture. 

The Dravidian architectural elements introduced by the Pallavas, such as the pyramid-shaped towers and the 

use of rock-cut techniques, were adopted and expanded by subsequent dynasties, including the Cholas and 

Vijayanagara Empire. The Pallavas' focus on detailed and dynamic sculptures also influenced the artistic 

traditions of South India, shaping the direction of religious and secular art in the region. 

Legacy and Preservation 

The legacy of the Pallavas, particularly as seen in Mahabalipuram, is a testament to their artistic and 

architectural achievements. Many of the sites created during the Pallava period have been recognized for 

their historical and cultural significance and have been designated as UNESCO World Heritage Sites. These 

designations underscore the global importance of the Pallava heritage and highlight the need for continued 

preservation efforts. 
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Preservation of Pallava sites involves a combination of conservation techniques and management strategies 

aimed at maintaining the integrity of the ancient structures and sculptures. Efforts are made to protect the 

sites from environmental damage, vandalism, and the effects of tourism. Additionally, ongoing research and 

documentation help to ensure that the historical and cultural context of the Pallava heritage is understood 

and appreciated by future generations. 

The Pallava legacy continues to attract scholars, tourists, and devotees, who are drawn to the beauty and 

historical significance of the temples and sculptures. The enduring appeal of these sites is a testament to the 

skill and creativity of the Pallava artists and architects, and their contributions to South Indian art and culture 

remain influential to this day. 

CONCLUSION: 

The Pallava dynasty's architectural and sculptural achievements, particularly evident in 

Mahabalipuram, mark a high point in South Indian art and cultural history. The innovative use of rock-cut 

techniques and monolithic structures demonstrated the Pallavas' exceptional craftsmanship and vision, 

setting new standards in temple architecture. The Shore Temple, Pancha Rathas, and intricate bas-reliefs like 

the Descent of the Ganges reflect a sophisticated blend of artistry and devotion, encapsulating the religious 

fervor and political grandeur of the era.  These monumental works not only served as places of worship but 

also as symbols of the Pallavas’ cultural and artistic legacy. Their influence extended beyond their own time, 

shaping the architectural and artistic traditions of subsequent South Indian dynasties. Today, Mahabalipuram 

stands as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, symbolizing the enduring impact of Pallava art and architecture. 

Preservation efforts continue to safeguard these invaluable treasures, ensuring that the Pallava legacy 

remains a source of inspiration and admiration for future generations. The artistic and architectural 

innovations of the Pallava period thus continue to resonate, highlighting the timeless nature of their cultural 

contributions. 
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