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MAHABALIPURAM: A SAGA OF GLORY
TO TRIBULATIONS

by

K. H Vorg and Sundaresh

Summary

Mahabalipurar, g world heritape site, also Tamons as the sixth century centre of Pallava art
and architecture in South India, was alse a seaport right from the beginning of the Christian
era, The epigraphical sources confirm Pallava kings® active contacts with Ceylon, China and
the Southeast Asian countries. A few Roman coins of Theodosins (4th century AD) found
from the region suggest that Mahabalipuram alse had trade contact with the Reoman world
arpand Christian era. Ut came o the glovy oply aller the Palluve stavted building the
structural and monolithic temple architecture in this area. Mababalipuram was dotted with
"Beven pagodas’ once up on a time as referved by the earlier mariners. Now all but omg, ~
Shore Temple’ is standing tall overlooking the Bay of Bengal, vest all believed to have been
submerged in the sea as per the local traditions and the foreign accounts.

The recent (March 2003} wnderwater archacological explovations carried ot by National
Institute of Ciceanography, Goa has revealed many structural remains including a fallen wall,
with three coarses, seatfersd dressed stone blocks, a few steps leading to a platiorm and
remaing of ‘many more fallen wall sections. These apparently man-made structures are
present in 5 - 8 m water depth, about 800 w from the present shoreline. The structures were
badly damaged due to vaderwater strong currents and swells, The duta Indicates that 2 large
area comprising of building complex has been snbmerged.

Based on the archaeslogical evidences around Mahabalipuram, the earliest possible date of
these structures could be around1500 years BP,

The major and important factor affecting Mababalipuram coast i erosion 88 a recent siudy
has indicated the rate of coastal erosion in and arovnd Mababalipuram as 55 cwiyr.
Tamilnady has other evidence of such sever evosional regime prevailing which may be the
reason for our loss of heritage sites like Mababalipuram,
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Intraduction:

MAHABALIPURAM, situated on the shore,
about 35 km south of Chennai on the cast
coast of India (Fig.1), is a World Heritage
Site, famous for its architectural marvels like
Shore temple, Rathas (Chariots) carved out
of single rock, Arjuna’s Penance and other
caves with rock cul art sculphues. These
beautiful monolithic temple struchmes 'were
built during 8" Century AD by the Pallava

ings Narasimha Varman and his successors,
Marstimha  Varman 1L Rsisimha L
Mahabalipurany was well known to mariners
as "Seven Pagodas® since early times,
however al present, only ope the Shore
temple built around 8™ cesury by a late king
of Pallava dynasty, exists. The 2003
underwater explorations by National Institote
ot Oceanography has revealed presence of
many structural remains inchiding a fallen
wall, with three coarses, scattersd dressed
stone blocks, a few steps leading to a
platiorm and remains of many more fallen
wall sections in 5 — B m water depth which
are believed to be man-made. The present
paper-details the findings and indivate retreat
of the shoreling due to erosion, caused by
hydrodynamic regime as cause of their
submergence.

Backerouml:

Mahabalipyram 15 also  koown  as
Mamallapatiana, Mamallapuram,
Mavalipuram;, Mavalivaram, Mavellipore,
Mauvellipooram, Mahabalipur and s0 on,
Mahabalipuram, literally meaning ‘the city
of grear wrestler' as also ‘city of the Great
Bali” in the memory of incidence wherein
Vistrar' s Drwarl dvatar, Vosmone |, boumbled
the demon king Bali and caused his splendid
beachiront palices tov collapse beneath the
sed.

Another name, by which Mahabalipuram was
known 1o carlier mariners, at least siice
Marco Polo’s days, 15 “seven pagodas™ as
seven tall structares were visible from far
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while approaching. Carr (1869) refers to the
account given by William chambers after his
second visit to Mahabalipuram in 1776 that ™
according to the natives of the place, the
morg aged people among them, remembered
to have seen the tops of several pagodas far
out in the sea, chinch being covered with
copper, probably gilt, were particularly
visible at sunrise as their shining surface used
to reflect the sun’s ravs,. but that now the
effect was no longer produced, as the copper
had - since become incrosted with mould and
verde grease”,

Since at present only one temple is clearly
visible from sea, the folk twadition of the
region, recorded by European travellers in
18" and 19" century (Ramaswamy, 1989,
Rabe. 2001), suggests that out of 7'temples 6
have beensubmerged and what is remaining
now s knpwn as “Shore temple™ it was
presumed that others must be submerged
beyond the breakers.

SIMILARLY, Ramaswami (1980) refers to
interesting narration: by Robert Sotheby’s
‘Curse of Kebama® about the submerged
remains of Mahabalipuram as follows:

OFf the ancient kings, which Baly in
his power

Made in primeval times: and built
above them

Acity, like the Cities of the Gods,

Being like u God himself, For many
an age

Hath COcean warr'd against his
prlaces,

Tl elm'd they lie beneath the
waves;

Not overthrown, so well the awful
Chiet

Had latd their deep foundations..

When now the Anciemt Towers
appeared at fast,

Their golden sumwmits I the Boon-
day Hyhi,

Shone over the dark green deep that
rofled between




Migration & Diffusion, Vol 4, Jiswe DNuwmbir 16, 2003

Fi bec L1y i
B
%
b el
P
14 &
% %

""& oy M
SChavai
.. ¢ e
i

i, R / ey .
Sy Tarmil Naciu%ﬁj?mm 1y 'y \

e

9 i o /
»' iy O : !
%, %, A ;
% 5 / 7
% ] A @-%
5 4 S 1
; P ;
& 3 | ;o
5 : [
) 1 H i
b % 7 ¥
- 7 A § :
CT i / 11
.1:_ i r i
", ; y
K % 1] i i

2
Mahabalipuram ugdoss [ /

v . l
bl f%i?aisfﬁ Temipbi w1l "
- 1 Tt et ! ’:-;

fid
18

i

5o
LN

I

iy Agen

38

i / D i Fa
o oy Dbt
Fie %

{ ; { 7 E—— -

i i i F iy Comboir

i / i 4 (e ;

YR Map prepared béged on MHU Bo i3 15

Fig. 1 Fugure showing the survey area st Mahabslipuram




Migrution & Diffusion, Vol. &, lssue Napiber 16, 2003

For dowies, and pinmacles, and spives
were seen

Pecring above the sew. -a morsfud
sight!

SCHOLARS with- different viewpoints have
deseribed “seven pagodas’ differently. Robert
Sewell (1882} says that “the seven pagodas is
the English name for the remarkable group of
monolithic temples, caves and soulptures
known to the locals by the name of
‘Maliabalipuram, Mavelipiram and to the
Enghish as Mavellipore” eic”,

The Tist volume of the Manual of the
Administration of the Madras Presideney,
published in 1888, mentions the names. of
seven pagodas from the sailor’s point of
VIEW, *“The seven  pagodas of
Mauvellipooram, about 7 miles to the north
of Sadras, are not discernible except when
well inwith the land, Two of them are near
the ses, one of which, standing on g rock, &8
washed by #t and 15 now nearly destroved,
although this pagoda, it is said, formerly
stood gt ¢ considerable distance inland, the
sen having epcroached greatly on the Jand,
Four of them are in the valley near the foot of
the south island (probably five rarhas) and
the other on s exireme point.  The woods
often intercept the view of those in the valley,
particularly when they bear to the west
(Ramaswami 1980},

Archacolopy of the Mahabalipuram: There
are number of references suggesting that
Mahabalipuram was a flowrishing busy poit
in the beginning of the Christian: era and
continged to be so till the Pallava period, Le.,
8™ century AD. Ramaswami (1989) mentions
fhiat before  the Patlava period,
Mahabalipuram: actually was place of
pilgrimage. Mahabalipuram was under
control by Pallava kings from Kanchipuram,
the capital of Pallava dynasty, from the Third
Century to Ninth century AD,
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Geological Setting:

The shoreline at Mababalipuram s
characteristically  ord MME -~ SEW.
River Palar joins the sea on the southern side
of Mahabalipuram near Sadras. The
Buckingham canal back waters, about 1.5 km
west ofthe Mahahalipueam, with outlets a1
Covelong on the north and Kalpakkam in the
south i§ also significant. Vasavasanmudram -
a flovrishing port town during early centuries
of the Christian era, 18 located on a streich
between Covelong innorth and Vayalur in
south, having vast hinteriand area;

The shelf off Mahabalipuram is about 40 km
wide and the shelf break occurs around 135
m depth and covered by carbonate-dominated
sediments in the outer shelf and sandy silt
and silty clay in the other parts (Vaz, 1996).
The continental shelf of Mahabalipuram has
two fold ‘morphological divisions separated
by a terrace at -120 m (Mohapatra ¢t al
2002).

THE INMNER SHELF in this region is mostly
covered with sandy zediments (Selvaraj and
Ram Mohan, 2003), In the near shore zone
off Mahabalipuram, the seabed is uneven
with rocky outcrops of granitic boulders with
occasional sand patches and it gradually
slops down towards east. There is a shoal
called Tripalur reef, which is in the form of
submerged rocks. A ridpe I8 noticed
southeastern side of the temple o abowt -
10 -m water depth’ that extends from South
and narrows towards Nerth and i more than
2 km in length and 0.5 km in width, Al some
places the top of ridges gets exposed during
fowest tide waves break on them.

Shorelines / Sea level changes on the eawt
coast are well studied. Merh, (1987) has
reported  that during mid-late  Holocene
period 2-3 time sea levels fluctuated between
2 1o & m along the both coasts of India
Banerjee, (2001) has documented sei level
fluctuation on the East Coast during last 5000
years.
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A PRELIMINARY, joint underwater
explovation  programme by Scientific
Exploration  Soclety, UK and Marine
Archaeology Centre, NIO, Goa for three days
in Aprd 2002 bhad provided clues: on
possibilities of man mad stroctures  off
Mahabalipuram, hence a detailed exploration
programme was planned for 2003 (Technical
report 2002), Owing to unavoidable reasons,
it was not possible 1o carry out joint
programme, hence preseni work was carried
out by Marine Archaeology Centre only,

Hesulls angd Disvussions:

While visual exploration was cammied out
through 91 dives, lasting for more: than 60
hours at 25 locations to search the submerged
structural  remains, detailed survey  was
restricted to 5 locations where a large number
of manmade structures were noticed (Fig 2 )
Underwater measurement of distances and
bearing  were carrled ot at  bmporiant
locations. At selected location videography
was also carried out.  The findings are
deseribed below in detail.

The seabed off Mahabalipuram i depth
ranging from 6 - 15 'm  is highly undulating
with wvariation in height from 1 16 6 m:
Granitic rocks with patches of coarse-grained
sand carpet the floor.

The findings of interest from archacological
point of view from the area include section of
walls, some of them >10 m in length, fallen
walls, rectangolar and squsre scattered stone
blocks, and a rectangular platform with steps
leading to the structure ete. At some places
the remaing are in badly damaged condition
as also thick marine growth of sponges,
shells, barnacles and mussels is invariably
found associated.

The area is comprised of several structures.
The main structure in location 1 is at 6 m
water depth and located about 700 m E of
Shore Temple,, The upper portion of the
structure, being very shallow, is visible from

a boat during lowest tide. The structure
covers an area of approximately 75 x 35 m.
The structure is broader on the northern side
where a heap of stone blogks are also
obhsarved, while on the southern side
scattered small stone structures of various
stzes were observed (Fig 3). The Structure
has several N — S orfented wall sections. The
width of the main structure varies from 34 m
to 16 m, All the construction work appears
to-be on granitic sione blocks. A wall, about
25 moin dength and 65 om o m o width with two
to four coarses is noticed. The dimensions of
the block with which the construction has
been dode varies between 95 1651 9 oma
and 45 x 50 x 50 om. Huge rectangular
blocks measuring approvdimately 2 2 1 x 1.5
my owere also pobved on the top of the
structure along . wiih few blocks havisg
joinery projections (Fig 4). As structures are
covered with marine growth, few blocks were
cleaned and chiselling marks were observed
on ‘them, One more wall, about 54 m in
length was seen on the northern side aleng
with ‘two -parglie] walls on southern side of
the main structure with steps like structire
leading from down to up. There was a small
platform along with a wall towards north-
easterny side of the main stracure.  Further
northern side remains of wall sxtended vp 1o
15 m in length,

ON THE WESTERN side of the main
strycture, remains of wall were noticed on
raised platform. Some of the stone blocks of
western side were cleaned, One of the blocks
shows that it has the joinery projections for
interconnecting the blocks while
constraction.  The maximum lengh of wall
section: observed 18 325 m. however; other
six shorter walls are also noticed. Huge
square and rectangular stone blocks are
noticed at the centre of the strugture, at 2
height of 4 m from the seabed.  The entire
structire’ has 2 thick marine growth of
sponges, shells, barnacles and mussels,

Second important structure is about 100 m N
of the site I, where the remains of a N-8S wall,
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Fig. 4. Stone block with the joinery projections at
site | off Mahabalipuram.
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Fig.5. Figure showing the section of the fallen wall at site Il off
Mahabalipuram
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having about 50 m length and 60 cm widih,
with 2 courses and about 10 om thick
maring growth of sponges and barvacles was
noticed (Fig 5 ) Here also huge stone blocks
were conspicuous by their presence.

AN INTERESTING find, & huge natural
rock, >100 m” in size with chisel marks and
query marks was observed on the eastern side
of the site [ at -8 m. Stone blocks used for
constriction were probably extracted from
here. Another wall of L shape having two
courses was alsoobserved. There were three
maore lings of dressed stone blocks noticed at
this site running towards northern side of the
pouk.

A structure located about 200 m towards the
MNE of the site 1 in 5 — 8 m water depth is
considered very important due to presence of
remains of wall, dressed stone blocks and the
materal boulders, Some of the stone blocks
appear to have figurines carved on them,
however their further identification was not
possible due to thick marine growth. One of
the miost important finding of this location i3
a wall running more than 10 m with a width
of 2.5 m. Similarly a E — Wowall, 5 m in
length and 2 m in width along with ‘many
fallen dressed stone blocks found scattered
around 1t was also noticed. There are two
hillock types of natural rocks noticed at one
place 50 m apant with some dressed stone
blocks. scattered around . Similar dressed
stone blocks were also noticed on the eastern
side of the structure. At some places the
structures extend right frow the sea bed o
above the sea surface.

The presence of natural rocks, surrounded by
several wall sections, on the south-castern
side of site I, in 6 - 8 m water depth, is
another interesting location.  Here o wall
having seven courses of small stone blocks of
1.5 m height and 2 m length with 65 &m
width was soticed,  Also a Connecting wall
having only one course of about 5 m in
length, part of which was buried in the

sediment, is also observed, Apart from these,
some hoge rocks were noticed but due o
extensive marine growth it was not possible
to-check them theroughly,

It was difficult to prepare layout plan for all
sites as the structures are in badly damaged
conditions and are covered with thick
biological growth, however it was possible to
prepare the same for site 1, which gives some
useful information. The plan indicates that
this: construction could be of a big complex
as the huge stone blocks and several fallen
wall were noticed dw sinu. It appears that
construction has been carried out on 4 raised
platform with several walls and & floor made
of granite blocks. An opening between two
walls with steps has been noticed which
probably may be the enfrance to the complex
from the southern side.  The natural rock
boulders noticed on SW side are similar in
shape and size to those found on land af
Mahabalipuram. Similarly, stvle of
construction observed in the structures
underwater s identical to one observed on
adjacent land. Tt was not possible, however,
to verify the binding material of underwater
structuré due 1o extensive marine growth and
their damaged condition. There were many
wall sections observed at different locations
including at  “guarry area’ on a huge rock
The dressed stone blocks required for the
construction were probably extracted from
the quarry found near by. In fact, most of
the religious / ceremonial constructions
mcluding the present Shore Temple, at
Mahabalipuram, have been built with granite,
The stone was extensively used for the
construction of temples: -during Pallava
regime.

THE UNDERWATER inspections off
Mahabalipuram clearly show the presence of
wall sections, fallen and scattered long walls,
structures at various locations, large mumber
of dressed stone blocks of rectangular and
square type of building materials at several
places and perhaps a quarry. Many of them
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appear to be nwmn made i nature.  Some
times the extension of these structurés-can-be
noticed at least a few hundred metres parallel
to the shore 4t various depths befween 5 to 10
m. A few continuous remains of walls have
been noticed at all the places  The presence
of dressed and regular blocks running
sometime more than 25 m in length suggest
that they are part of some building complex.
At several places high platforms and steps
leading to platforms are also noticed (Fig 6).

THE PRESENCE of man-made strutiures of
Mahabalipuram in 6 — 8 m water depth raises
many interesting questions, such as when
they were constructed-and hovw and why they
happened to be there. If we had found some
artefact or antiquity providing brefutable
clnes; then answer would have been easy,
Even some datable sample would have
helped in solving this jigsaw puzzle. In the
absence of datable evidences, the structurss
found underwater can be dated only based on
the local traditions and -available literature.
The local tradition and the people of
Mahabalipuram believe that five temples
similar to the Shore Temple have been
submerged in the sea.

Ancient Tamil literature does not directly
mention . Mahabalipuram, but 4 poem,
Perumpanarrupadai, (dedicated to
Tondaiman  Ilamtiralvan, a king of
Kanchipuram), describes a8 port  called
Nirppeyarva which could either be identified
with Kanchipuram or Mamallapuram, The
place has been dated to the end of 2™ century
AD (Ramaswami 1980y Sinnlarly, early
foreign travellers also do not mention this
site, but the author of Periplus of Erythrean
Sea (Schoff, 1974} has mentioned a port
called as Sopatma, which could be identified
with Sadras, situated about 20 km south of
Mahabalipuram. which was ‘a small port
during early centuries of Christian Era.
Ramaswami (1980) mentions that Pallava
king Mamalla who sets his workers working
on the rock for the first time here in 7
Century AD, thercafler this place names- as

T

Mamallapuram.  The name Mahabalipuram,
therefore, is of a very late origin.  As early
Tamil literature do not mention the name
Mahabalipuram, it is reasonable to infer that
the tradition of submergence of these
structures is not carlier than 1000 years are
so. If the shore temple is the last surviving
temple, which is about 1200 years old, then
other temples submerged in the sea should be
of the same age.

The  archasology of  Mahabalipuram
commences from the early centuries of the
Christian era a8 & Tow Ronan, Chinese ool
were found (Ramaswami 1980). Two Pallava
coins bedring legends read as Seiharl and
Srintdhi  have been veported inoand around
the Mahabaliporam (Davalan,1992) One of
the inscriptions of Narasimha | mentions that
he (Narasimha [y is the first person to
imtroduce the construction of caves, tempies
i granite stones.  The zendth of homan
habitation around Mahabalipuram was during
Pallava dynasty, therefore, the dates of these
temples may not be earlier than the 1500
years BP.

Considering these evidences, it may be
concluded that Mahabalipuram was a port
before Pallavas. Tt became the principal port
during Pallava rule sad they had vovages to
Sri Lanka and South East Asian Countries,
The port was coutinued till early British
period where a mention of British ship
anchored at Mahabalipuram (Ramaswami
1980). With these it may be nmentioned that
Mahabalipuram was an active-port since last
2000 years BP.

RANABWAMI (1980) refers 1o the several
apocountss  of  Buropemans  about  the
subimergence of the ¢ity and the tradition thiat
‘a large city and 5 magnificent pagodas have
been swallowed up at this place by the sea’,
Robe (2001}, Chambers {1788y CGrabam
Hancock (2002), Mohan and Rajamanickam
(2002) believe that out of seven temples
carved out of granite during 8" century AD
only ‘one has sarvived and the rest have
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Fig.6 Figure shows the steps leading to the
platform found at Mahabalipuram.
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submerged. However, based on the facts that
the rock art sculpture was encouraged by the
Pallavas at this place and most of them were
made during that period, these structures may
be dated as 1500 - 1200 years BP.

THE EARLIEST stone constructions. in India
have been reported during Harappan period,
Le. around 2500 °BC (Joshi and Bisht, 1994)
especially in Gujarat and other coastal areas.
In Tamil Nadu it is only during Pallava
regime { 800 AD) stone was extensively used
for the construction of temples and
residential houses were of bricks and wood,
The stone blocks are not very repgular and
mud mortar was used for the ‘construction
during harappan period.  However, stone
pillars, statues are made on finely dressed
stones. In the case of Mahabalipuram, the
stones are mnicely dressed and chiselled
properly.  As archaeology of Tamil Nadu
does not refer to stone masonry prior to the
4% . 5% comtury AD. Therefore, the dates of
submerged structures may be dated to later
than early centuries of Christian era.

1t 15 also intriguing as how the structures got
submerged. A common thinking would be
to gecount for sea level rise. The sea level has
fluctuated between 2 — 6 m about 2 - 3 times
during mid-Holocene period on both the
coasts of India (Merh, 1987). The sea level
fluctuations bas documented on the Eaw
Coast of India: for the last 5000 wears
{Banerjee, 2000). However, by it self sea
level rise theory do not satisfy the
submergence  aspect  satsfactorily. An
alternative explanation is required for the
BUrpese. In continuation of general
background on history of sea lovel changes
Krishnan (Krishnan, 1968) and Mohapatra
and Prasad (1999 point out that the major
and important factor affecting
Mahabalipuram coast is erosion. Severs
groston at  Kalpakkam,  south  of
Mahabalipuram due to long shore sediment
drift (Mohapatra. and Hariprasad, 1999) has
also been reported, A recent study (Ramaiyan
et al1997) suggests the rate of coastal erosion
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in and around Mahabalipuram s 53 cm/yr, If
the same rate has prevailed since last 1500
years, which is possible; then shoreline at that
time might have been around 800 m eastward
and all the structures noticed underwater
would have been on the land. 1 the rate of
coastal -erosion derived for Poompuhar,
located125 km to south, are applied for
Mahabalipuram, then the structires i 510 8
m must be on the land 1500 ¢
BP{Sundaresh et al, 1997y

nterestingly, due to construction of semi:
circular -breakwater recently, the shoreline
over a stretch of 3 ko towards north of Shore
Temple experiences -accelermted erosion
(Chandramohan e ak 1997). There is no
evidence of tectonic activity on the coast
during last 1200 vears BP as shore temple
has not been affected (Mohapatra and
Hariprasad, 1999)

IT IS INTERESTING to note here that a 12°
century AD city known as Dunwich in Baldc
Sea, Europe, is lying between 5 -16 m water
depth as & result of coastal erosion
{Bacon, 1978),

From above discussions, it may be attributed
that coastal erosion followed by nvasion of
sea has playved a major role in submergence
of these structures and sea level changes
might have played a contribuwtory role.
However, further data on this aspect need 1o
be collected and analysed 1o confirm this.

Conclimiong:

‘Shore Temple’ — believed to be only
surviving ‘pagoda’ out of seven pagodas
constructed by Pallava king was always
beckoning to underwater archaeologists for
dive and find out the truth. The legend was
too popular and well known to ignore. The
first ever underwater explorations provoked
for  further investigations,  detailed
explorations reported here, though fail to
provide clinching evidence in favour, they do
provide substantial material to carry out
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further research, may be with higher shift in the region will also help in
technology and  better  preparedness. understating cause of submergence.
Meanwhile, further research on shoreline
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