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An Illustrated Annotated Annual Bibliography
of Mahabalipuram on the Coromandel
Coast of India from 1582 to 1962

A. INTRODUCTION

“Situated on an open sea-beach, within one night’s easy dark from
Madras, it [Mahabalipuram] has been more visited and oftener described
than any other place in India.” Thus Fergusson in 1876, since when
the volume of writings devoted to Mahabalipuram has doubled and
trebled. The place is in fact over-publicised, one reason for this being,
as Fergusson says, its closeness to the oldest of the former British
establishments in India. Since early in the 17th century Mahabalipuram
has received a steady stream of visitors — mostly, until fairly recently,
Europeans (see Item 1864); antiquarians professional or amateur; art
historians; artists; photographers; clerics; soldiers; adventurers; excursion-
ists; some bored, some enthusiastic, some informed, some ignorant, critical,
or credulous, but almost all of them bursting to record their impressions
of the site.

Much of this writing is speculative, and concerns certain enigmatic
features presented by the remains and the legends attached to them,
features which exercised a great hold on the imaginations of writers in
the past, as they still do today. The questions to which answers were
sought, in the order in which they probably occurred (or were suggested)
to the average visitor, and in an increasing order of sophistication, might
perhaps be listed as follows:

1. Are there temples, or is there a city, under the sea ?

2. What is the meaning of the name ‘Seven Pagodas’, by which the
place is commonly known ?

3. What is the significance of the name ‘Mahabalipuram’? Has the
place always been thus called ? What should it correctly be called ?

4. What does the Great Bas-relief represent ?

5. Who built Mahabalipuram ? If the Pallavas, which of them ? And
who were the Pallavas ?
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Respiting any intention of finding answers to these questions, might
we perhaps, as a means of indicating the gene‘ral character of the
bibliographical items which now follow, briefly consider some of the views
that have from time to time been put forward concerning them ?

First: that there is a city o1 at anyrate temples offshore, under the
sea, is a belief that dies hard. The earliest writers (Items 1782, 1788(2),
1792) seem to have had no difficulty in accepting it. It is nevertheless
intrinsically improbable, since the Coromandel Coast is not subject to
erosion of the sort we find on the Malabar side (see Item 1930), notwith-
standing what several of our authorities may have said to the contrary.
In the 1800’ Colin Mackenzie and a Mr. Ellis took careful soundngs
off the coast (Item 1830), but failed to locate any submerged buildings,
and today we hear talk of pilots who have seen them from the air.
Nobody seems to have gone down to look (see however Item 1727(2)).

Here are Southey’s famous lines on Mahabalipuram sub mare, based
on Item 1782(2). See Items 1810, 1828, 1850, 1962(4).

“Their golden summits in the noon-day light
Shone o’er the dark green deep that roll’d between
For domes, and pinnacles, and spires were seen
Peering above the sea,....... a mournful sight !
Well might the sad beholder ween from thence
What works of wonder the devouring wave

Had swallow’d here, when monuments so brave
Bore record of their old magnificence.

And on the sandy shore, beside the verge

Of ocean, here and there, a rock-hewn fane
Resisted in its strength the surf and surge

That on their deep foundations beat in vain.

In solitude the Ancient Temples stood,

Once resonant with instrument and song,

And solemn dance of festive multitude;

Now as the weary ages pass along,

Hearing no voice save of the Ocean flood,
Which roars forever on the restless shores;

Or visiting their solitary caves,

The lonely sound of winds, that moan around
Accordant to the melancholy waves.
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Second: the teml. ‘Seven Pagodas’ is enigmatic. According to some,
the Shore Temple is one (or two) of the seven, the remaining six (or five)
being those under the sea (the Shore Temple in fact comprises three
shrines). Others say that the Five Rathas, plus the monolithic lion and
elephant (Front Cover) constitute the seven pagodas. Others that it is a
vague term indicating merely a cluster of prominent buildings seen as
a seamark from offshore, and that it originated during the days of the
early European navigators of the Coast (see Item 1582); as indeed did the
term ‘pagoda’, which is a corruption of ‘Bhagavathi’. Yet other com-
binations of buildings, adding up to seven, have been proposed.

Third: the name ‘Mahabalipuram’ was in use when the place first
began to be visited by Europeans. There is absolutely no constancy in
the spelling, however. Thus we have Mavalivarao (Item 1700(ca) ),
Mavelivaram (Item 1753), Mavalipuram (Items 1788(2), 1792), Mauveliva-
ram (Item 1794), Mahabalipooram (Item 1798), Mawelievarom (Item
1811(2) ), Mauvelepuram (Item 1812), Mahvellipoor (Item 1814(1) ),
Mabhavellyporam (Item 1814(2) ), Mavalipuram, Mavelipur, Mahavalipu-
ram, Mahavalipur, Mavalipuram, Mahabalipuram, Mavellipuram, Mavali-
veram, Mahabalipur, Mahavalipuram (Item 1821(1) ), and so on almost
ad infinitum. These are all attempts to render the word ‘Mahabalipuram’.
While few to-day believe the place is in any way connected with the
legend of the Great Bali, there seems no positive evidence as to why
(or when) the namé came into use (see however Item 1917(3) ).

The first version of the name ‘Mamallapuram’ appears in the European
literature of this bibliography as ‘Mahamalaipur’ (Item 1830), and this is
followed by Mamallaipur (Item 1844(1) ), Mamallaipuram (Item 1844(2) )
and Mahamalajapura (Item 1847(2) ). The name is said to be derived
from ‘Mahamalla’, one of the birudas of Narasimhavarman 1, to whom
most modern scholars attribute the founding of Mahabalipuram (see how-
ever Item 1962(7), in which this biruda is claimed for Rijasimha). . In
the songs of Tirumangai Alwar, Mahabafipuram is apparently referred to

as Kadal-mallai Talasayana, which has been variously interpreted. (see
Items 1917(3), 1933(2), 1937(2) ); ‘Kadal-mallai’ literally means ‘the hill

near the sea’, and might be thought to be an allusion to the
great granite outcrop in which the bulk of the monuments
have been sculpted. Perhaps there is some connection between this
‘mallai’ and the ‘mallai’ which enters into such versions as Mahamalaipur,
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Mamallaipur, or Mamallaipuram, cited above as ea}'ly European versions
of Mamallapuram; but the entire question seems to me obscure and
unrewarding. There is also the question of a possible equation between
Ptolemy’s Melange or his Maliarpha on the one hand, and Mahabalipuram
on the other. Melange, however, which was located by Ptolemy as in
the territory of the Aruvarnoi (Tamil, Aruvanadu), and was the next
emporium north of Podouke (Pondicherry), lying between it and the
Tyna (Palar) River, is clearly Mavilangai, or Ma-ilangai, and designates
either the capital or the port (more likely the former) of the petty king
Nalliyakkodan, who ruled a territory comprising roughly the Villupuram
and Tindivanum Districts of Madras State, between the Palar and Pennar
Rivers. If Melange refers to the port and not the capital (as Hsuan-
tsang attached the name of the capital Kanchi to the port, Mahabalipuram),
then it can probably be equated with the Sopatma of the Periplus, modern
Marakkanum on the border of Chingleput and Tindivanum Districts; it
is in any case not Mahabalipuram.

Maliarpha is probably the Mahluph of Mar Solomon of Basra (1222
A.D.), in other words Mylapore (Tam. Mayilarppu-il), the famous district
in the south quarter of the city of Madras.

Fourth: that the Great Bas-relief represents Arjuna’s Penance was the
received Vaishnavite tradition at the place, and was accepted by most
early writers including Items 1798, 1803, 1813, 1814, 1838, 1844, 1848,
1869, 1881, 1910, 1911 and 1912. Victor Goloubew, in Item 1914(3) first
mooted the ‘Descent of the Ganges’ theory and this was promptly acccepted
b—y—many more recent writers, including Items 1916(2), 1921, 1927, 1929,
1958, 1960, 1961, 1962(1), but was rejected by Items 1917(3) and 1922 in
favour of the older view. Item 1951, by T. N. Ramachandran, is a
powerful attempt to re-establish the case for ‘Arjuna’s Penance’, one
followed by Stella Kramrisch in Item 1955(1), and by 1962(7). It would
perhaps be true to say that most modern writers incline towards the
‘Descent of the Ganges’ theory, though when scholars of the calibre of
Ramachandran (Item 1951) and Nilakantha Sastri (Item 1961(3) ) find
themselves on opposite sides of the fence, lesser men would probably be
advised not to state their views too expressly.

Meanwhile a few aberrant explanations have been offered. That the
Great Bas-relief represents the theme of naga worship goes back to Item
1783, where it was first argued by Fergusson, while in Item 1914(2) we
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find Vogel making®the suggestion that it represents the worship of a
sacred tirtham. In Item 1931(1) Ayyangar subscribes to the view that
it represents Siva announcing the supremacy of Vishnu among the gods.
In Item 1929 Longhurst records the view that it represents the scene of
Siva’s wanderings in the Himalayas in the form of Bhikshatana, but
renounces this, in Item 1956(2), in favour of the ‘Descent of the Ganges’
theory. Venkataswami, in Item 1947, says it represents a Jain legend,
the story of the sons of Sagara who while digging a moat round the
Rishabhadeva Temple on Mount Kailasa, managed to flood the world
of the nagas beneath. Lastly Bazou, in Item 1955, following Item 1873,
claims it represents a scene of ndga worship which he calls the ‘Ascent
of the Nagas’. The present writer has sought to explain certain aspects
of the Great Bas-relief in the note accompanying Item 1929 in this
bibliography.

Most scholars today agree that Mahabalipuram was built by the
Pallavas; though for early sentiments connecting the monuments with
Chinese, Siamese, and Greeks, see Items 1700(ca), 1788(2), and 1800 res-
pectively. More recently Sewell in Item 1882(2) thought that they might
be the work of the Chalukyas of Kalyanapura, or at least of the Kurumbas
working under Chalukyan guidance.

Dispute arises rather over the matter of the origins of the Pallavas,
and as to which of them built our monument. In Item 1880 Fergusson
suggests that the Pallavas may have come from the north (because of

the derivation of certain architectural elements from Deccanese Buddhist
rockcut architecture). A similar suggestion is vaguely conveyed in Item
1855(2).

That the Pallavas came originally from Persia is first mooted by
Venkayya in Item 1907(2). That they had some sort of connection with
the Romans was the belief of Jouveau-Dubreuil, whose first chapter in
Item 1917(2) is headed ‘The Roman -origin of Pallava art’. In Item
1955(4) Dr. Cornelius seeks to prove a racial connection between them
and the Lybians or Badarians of the Nile Delta area. A propos this
last, a certain ‘Egyptian’ quality in the Mahabalipuram sculptures is, I
think, very apparent. It is a frequent cause for comment among visitors.

Whatever the ultimate origins of the Pallavas may have been, there
is general agreement among scholars today that during the first two or
three centuries of the Christian era they had a polity somewhere in the







