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ABSTRACT 

The Pallava dynasty, which flourished in South India between the 
fourth and ninth centuries CE, played a formative role in shaping the 
region’s architectural, artistic, and intellectual heritage. The rock-cut 
monuments and structural temples of Mahabalipuram and 
Kanchipuram represent not merely remarkable achievements in 
engineering and craftsmanship, but also the material expression of a 
sophisticated knowledge system rooted in Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa 
Shastra, Agamic traditions, and cosmological thought. This paper 
examines Pallava temple architecture through the framework of the 
Indian Knowledge System (IKS), focusing on the relationship 
between spatial orientation, sacred geometry, iconography, sculpture, 
ritual practice, and metaphysical concepts. It argues that Pallava 
temples were conceived as integrated sacred environments in which 
architecture, mathematics, aesthetics, theology, and ritual were 
closely interconnected.  

The study employs historical and textual analysis, interpretation of 
architectural and religious traditions, and a comparative examination 
of selected Pallava monuments to identify the indigenous principles 
that informed their design and construction. The findings reveal that 
Pallava architectural practice was not an isolated artistic development 
but the continuation and creative refinement of established Indian 
traditions of sacred space and knowledge. The architectural 
innovations of the Pallavas subsequently provided an important 
foundation for the temple-building traditions of the Cholas and 
Vijayanagara period, particularly in the development of temple 
forms, sculptural programmes, spatial organisation, and ritual 
architecture. The study further situates Pallava architectural and 
cultural influence within the wider historical landscape of South India 
and its interactions across the Bay of Bengal, including connections 
with Sri Lanka. By bringing together architecture, history, art, and 
indigenous knowledge, the paper demonstrates that Pallava temples 
should be understood as enduring repositories of India’s intellectual, 
spiritual, and artistic heritage. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Between the fourth and ninth centuries CE, the 
Pallava dynasty emerged as one of the most 
influential cultural powers of South India, making a 
lasting contribution to the region’s architecture, 
sculpture, religion, and intellectual traditions. The 
rock-cut and structural temples of Mahabalipuram 
and Kanchipuram represent the remarkable creativity  

 
of the Pallava period, combining artistic refinement, 
engineering skill, religious devotion, and 
philosophical thought. These monuments were not 
simply places of worship; they were carefully 
conceived sacred spaces in which architectural form 
and spiritual meaning were closely connected. Their 
orientation, proportions, sculptural programmes, 
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iconography, and spatial organisation reflect a 
sophisticated understanding of sacred architecture. 
Viewed through the framework of the Indian 
Knowledge System (IKS), Pallava temple architecture 
can be studied in relation to Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa 
Shastra, Agamic traditions, and cosmological ideas 
that connected the built environment with divine and 
cosmic order. 

The study examines how these interconnected 
knowledge traditions shaped the architectural and 
artistic expression of the Pallavas. Vaastu Shastra 
provided principles of spatial planning, orientation, 
proportion, and harmony; Shilpa Shastra informed 
sculpture, iconography, measurement, and artistic 
craftsmanship; while Agamic traditions contributed to 
the ritual, theological, and functional dimensions of 
temple design. Through historical analysis, textual 
interpretation, and comparative study of selected 
monuments, the research explores how these 
principles were transformed into enduring 
architectural forms at Mahabalipuram and 
Kanchipuram. It further considers the wider influence 
of Pallava innovations on the later temple traditions 
of the Cholas and Vijayanagara rulers, while placing 
Pallava cultural influence within the broader networks 
of South Asian interaction, including historical 
connections with Sri Lanka. The study argues that 
Pallava temples should be understood as living 
repositories of indigenous knowledge, where 
architecture, art, mathematics, ritual, and philosophy 
came together to express a profound vision of sacred 
space and cosmic harmony. 

2. Objective of the Study:  

The main objectives of the study are- 

1. To study the architectural and artistic 
contributions of the Pallava dynasty within the 
framework of the Indian Knowledge System 
(IKS), with particular emphasis on Vaastu 
Shastra, Shilpa Shastra, and Agamic traditions. 

2. To examine the principles of spatial planning, 
temple orientation, sacred geometry, iconography, 
sculpture, and ritual practices reflected in Pallava 
temple architecture. 

3. To analyse the relationship between Pallava 
architectural practices and the broader 
philosophical, cosmological, aesthetic, and 
spiritual ideas embedded in indigenous Indian 
knowledge traditions. 

4. To assess the significance and enduring influence 
of Pallava temple architecture on the subsequent 
architectural traditions of South India, particularly 
those of the Cholas and Vijayanagara, while 
highlighting its wider cultural importance. 

3. Research Questions 

Based on the Stated Research Objectives, the Study 

Formulates the Following Core Research Questions: 

1. How did the Indian Knowledge System, 
particularly Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa Shastra, and 
Agamic traditions, influence the architectural and 
artistic development of Pallava temples? 

2. In what ways do the orientation, spatial 
organisation, iconography, sculpture, and ritual 
features of Pallava temples reflect indigenous 
concepts of sacred space and cosmic order? 

3. How did Pallava temple architecture integrate 
architectural knowledge, artistic expression, 
mathematics, religious philosophy, and ritual 
practice into a unified sacred environment? 

4. To what extent did Pallava architectural 
innovations influence the later temple-building 
traditions of the Cholas and Vijayanagara, and 
what do they reveal about the continuity of 
indigenous Indian architectural knowledge? 

4. Research Gap 

Pallava temple architecture has been widely studied 
from historical, artistic, archaeological, and 
architectural perspectives, much of the existing 
scholarship tends to examine individual monuments, 
stylistic development, sculptural features, or political 
and religious contexts separately. Comparatively less 
attention has been given to understanding Pallava 
architecture as an integrated knowledge tradition in 
which architectural planning, artistic practice, ritual, 
cosmology, mathematics, and religious philosophy 
functioned together. In particular, the relationship 
between Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa Shastra, and Agamic 
principles and their practical manifestation in Pallava 
temples has not been sufficiently examined through 
the broader framework of the Indian Knowledge 
System (IKS). 

A further gap exists in understanding the continuity 
and transmission of Pallava architectural knowledge 
beyond the Pallava period. While scholars 
acknowledge the influence of Pallava architecture on 
later South Indian temple traditions, the specific ways 
in which its principles of spatial organisation, sacred 
orientation, iconography, sculpture, and ritual design 
contributed to the architectural developments of the 
Cholas and Vijayanagara remain comparatively 
underexplored. The wider cultural significance of 
Pallava architectural practices in relation to South 
Asian cultural interactions, including connections 
with Sri Lanka, also requires greater historical 
attention. Therefore, this study seeks to address these 
gaps by bringing together historical, architectural, 
artistic, textual, and IKS-based perspectives to 
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interpret Pallava temples not merely as monuments of 
the past, but as enduring repositories of indigenous 
knowledge, cultural memory, and sacred architectural 
thought. 

5. Research Methodology:  

This study is based on secondary data sources, 
including articles, books, journals, research papers, 
websites, and other resources. It adopts a qualitative, 
historical, and analytical approach based exclusively 
on secondary sources, including scholarly books, 
monographs, research articles, academic journals, 
archaeological publications, conference proceedings, 
dissertations, archival materials, and credible digital 
resources. Relevant literature on Vaastu Shastra, 
Shilpa Shastra, Agamic traditions, the Indian 
Knowledge System (IKS), Pallava history, temple 
architecture, sculpture, iconography, and religious 
practices is critically reviewed and interpreted. The 
research employs historical, textual, descriptive, and 
comparative methods to examine selected Pallava 
monuments, particularly those of Mahabalipuram and 
Kanchipuram, with attention to their architectural 
planning, orientation, spatial organisation, sculptural 
programmes, iconography, ritual spaces, and 
cosmological symbolism. The collected information 
is critically evaluated and cross-checked across 
different sources to identify historical continuities and 
architectural developments, including the influence of 
Pallava innovations on the later temple traditions of 
the Cholas and Vijayanagara. Through this 
methodology, the study seeks to interpret Pallava 
temples not merely as historical monuments but as 
enduring repositories of indigenous architectural, 
artistic, ritual, philosophical, and cultural knowledge. 

6. Historical Background of Pallava Architecture 

The Pallavas played a decisive role in the evolution of 
South Indian temple architecture, particularly in the 
gradual transition from rock-cut monuments to fully 
developed structural temples. During the reign of 
Mahendravarman I (c. 600–630 CE), the Pallavas 
introduced and popularised rock-cut cave temples, 
establishing an architectural foundation that was 
further developed under his successor, 
Narasimhavarman I (c. 630–668 CE). His reign 
witnessed the creation of the celebrated monolithic 
Rathas and impressive sculptural compositions at 
Mahabalipuram, including the monumental Descent 
of the Ganges, which reflects the Pallavas’ mastery of 
stone carving, narrative art, and religious symbolism. 
The architectural tradition reached a more mature 
structural form under later rulers, particularly 
Narasimhavarman II (Rajasimha, c. 690–728 CE), 
whose reign saw the construction of sophisticated 
temples such as the Kailasanatha Temple at 

Kanchipuram. These developments demonstrate that 
Pallava architecture was not a sudden transformation 
but a gradual process of experimentation and 
refinement in which technical skill, artistic 
imagination, religious belief, and indigenous 
architectural knowledge came together to create a 
distinctive South Indian temple tradition. Beyond 
their artistic value, these temples functioned as 
centers of theological discourse, artistic excellence, 
and socio-religious integration.1 

6.1. Indian Knowledge System and Pallava 

Temple Architecture 

Pallava temple architecture can be better understood 
when viewed through the wider framework of the 
Indian Knowledge System (IKS), where architecture 
was closely connected with mathematics, aesthetics, 
religious philosophy, ritual practice, cosmology, and 
the organisation of sacred space. Rather than being 
shaped solely by artistic experimentation, Pallava 
temples appear within a long indigenous tradition of 
architectural and artistic knowledge expressed 
through Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa Shastra, Agamic 
literature, and related traditions of sacred design. 
These bodies of knowledge provided important 
principles concerning the selection and preparation of 
sites, orientation, spatial planning, proportion, 
measurement, construction, iconography, sculpture, 
and ritual use. In Pallava monuments, such principles 
can be seen in the careful organisation of temple 
spaces, the placement of images and sculptural 
panels, the relationship between the sanctum and 
other architectural elements, and the symbolic 
association of the temple with the cosmic order. The 
transition from Mahendravarman I’s rock-cut caves to 
the monolithic Rathas and monumental sculptural 
compositions of Narasimhavarman I, followed by the 
mature structural temples of Narasimhavarman II 
(Rajasimha), demonstrates a continuous process of 
experimentation, adaptation, and refinement rather 
than a simple change in architectural style.  

The temples of Mahabalipuram and Kanchipuram 
therefore represent a synthesis of practical 
craftsmanship and intellectual thought, in which the 
architect, sculptor, ritual specialist, and patron 
participated in creating spaces that were 
simultaneously functional, aesthetic, symbolic, and 
sacred. From this perspective, Pallava architecture 
becomes an important expression of indigenous 
knowledge in practice, showing how ideas relating to 
proportion, geometry, artistic representation, religious 
symbolism, and ritual were translated into enduring 
stone monuments. Its significance also extends 
beyond the Pallava period, as several architectural 
and sculptural features developed during this phase 
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contributed to the later evolution of South Indian 
temple architecture under the Cholas and, in 
subsequent centuries, the Vijayanagara rulers. 

6.2. Vaastu Shastra:Spatial and Cosmic 

Alignment 

The architectural achievements of the Pallavas can be 
meaningfully understood through the principles of 
Vaastu Shastra, the traditional Indian knowledge 
system concerned with the relationship between built 
spaces, nature, human life, and the cosmic order. In 
temple construction, spatial orientation was not 
treated as a purely practical matter; the alignment of 
the temple with the cardinal directions carried 
religious, symbolic, and cosmological significance. 
The selection of a suitable site, determination of 
orientation, proportions of the structure, and 
arrangement of sacred spaces were guided by ideas of 
harmony and balance between the earthly and the 
divine. Vaastu traditions were also closely associated 
with astronomical and astrological knowledge. 
Varahamihira, in his Brihat-Samhita, refers to 
architectural and Vaastu principles within a wider 
body of knowledge transmitted through ancient 
Indian intellectual traditions.  

In the construction of a temple, attention could be 
given to auspicious times, celestial considerations, 
and ritual procedures connected with establishing the 
sacred foundation, including the placement of the bīja 
or symbolic seed associated with the temple’s 
consecration. Within the Pallava context, these 
principles help explain why temple architecture was 
conceived as more than the construction of a physical 
building. The temple functioned as a carefully 
ordered sacred space in which direction, proportion, 
ritual, and cosmological symbolism worked together 
to create a meaningful relationship between the 
human world and the divine. The monuments of 
Mahabalipuram and Kanchipuram, therefore, may be 
viewed not simply as examples of technical and 
artistic excellence but also as material expressions of 
a broader Indian understanding of architecture as a 
means of establishing harmony between space, 
nature, society, and the cosmos. The planetary regents 
are incorporated into the temple’s layout, and their 
images are sculpted onto its walls, influencing the 
structure’s dimensions and even the lifespan of both 
the donor and the temple itself.2 

A Hindu temple is traditionally understood as a 
microcosm of the universe, a sacred representation of 
the cosmic order expressed through architectural 
form. Every element of the temple, from the selection 
of the site to the arrangement of its spaces, carries a 
symbolic and religious meaning. The chief architect, 
known as the Sthapati, occupies an important position 

in this tradition and is traditionally associated with 
Vishvakarma, regarded in Hindu thought as the divine 
architect and master craftsman. The knowledge 
governing temple construction is commonly 
connected with Vaastu Shastra and is also described 
in traditions as Sthapatya Shastra-Veda, emphasising 
the systematic organisation of space according to 
established principles of proportion, orientation, 
harmony, and purpose. This architectural knowledge 
was not isolated from other branches of traditional 
Indian learning; rather, it developed in close 
relationship with astronomical, calendrical, and ritual 
knowledge. Its conceptual connections with the 
Vedangas, particularly Jyotisha (astronomical and 
astrological knowledge) and Kalpa (ritual and 
ceremonial practices), demonstrate the integrated 
nature of the Indian Knowledge System. In this 
perspective, temple architecture was both a practical 
discipline and a sacred intellectual practice, bringing 
together geometry, craftsmanship, cosmology, 
astronomy, ritual, and religious philosophy to 
transform physical space into an environment 
representing the relationship between the earthly 
realm and the divine. The Sulva-sutras, contained 
within the Kalpa-sutras, provide proportional 
guidelines for constructing Vedic altars, forming the 
foundational principles upon which Hindu temple 
architecture is based.3 

The spatial organisation of Pallava temples can be 
understood in relation to the Vaastu Purusha Mandala 
(see Fig. 1), an important conceptual framework 
within Vaastu Shastra. The positioning of the 
sanctum, mandapas, subsidiary shrines, entrances, 
and other architectural elements was associated with 
principles of proportion, orientation, balance, and 
sacred order. The Mandala is traditionally represented 
as a geometric grid, most commonly in a square form, 
symbolising the ordered structure of the universe and 
the relationship between earthly space and cosmic 
forces. Its divisions provide a conceptual basis for 
organising architectural space in accordance with the 
cardinal directions and associated cosmological 
principles. Rather than functioning merely as a 
technical ground plan, the Mandala expresses the idea 
that a temple should establish harmony between the 
human environment and the larger cosmic order. This 
principle could also be applied to the planning of 
settlements, villages, towns, and other inhabited 
spaces, demonstrating the broader scope of Indian 
spatial thought. In the context of Pallava architecture, 
the concept is particularly significant because it helps 
explain the temple as a carefully structured sacred 
environment in which geometry, direction, 
symbolism, ritual, and cosmology were brought 
together. Thus, the Vaastu Purusha Mandala provides 
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an important interpretive framework for 
understanding how Pallava architects transformed 
physical space into an ordered representation of the 
universe. The site is divided into nine sections 
governed by deities, influencing spatial arrangements 
for harmony and balance.4 This meticulous alignment 
reinforced the philosophical underpinnings of Pallava 
temples, ensuring that each element contributed to the 
sacred spatial continuum. 

 
Figure 1.Vaastu Purusha Mandala 5 

6.3. Shilpa Shastra: Aesthetic and Structural 

Precision 

Shilpa Shastra, the traditional body of Indian 
knowledge concerning sculpture, craftsmanship, 
artistic practice, and the proportioning of sacred 
forms, played an important role in shaping the 
aesthetic and structural character of Pallava temple 
architecture. By the latter half of the seventh century, 
Pallava architects and sculptors had developed 
increasingly defined architectural forms, moving 
beyond experimentation towards a more organised 
and sophisticated temple vocabulary. The principles 
associated with Shilpa Shastra provided a conceptual 
framework for maintaining proportion, symmetry, 
iconographic accuracy, and visual harmony in both 
architectural and sculptural elements. Pallava 
monuments demonstrate this attention to detail 
through their carefully carved deities, narrative 
panels, ornamental motifs, pillars, and architectural 
components, where artistic expression was closely 
integrated with structural design. Like the distinctive 
components of a Gothic church such as the nave, 
aisles, chancel, and spire Hindu temples possess their 
own specialised architectural elements, each 
traditionally identified by specific Sanskrit 
terminology and associated with particular functions 
and meanings.  

In Pallava temples, these elements were not arranged 
arbitrarily; their form, proportion, placement, and 

decorative treatment contributed to the overall sacred 
character of the monument. Thus, Shilpa Shastra 
provides an important lens for understanding Pallava 
architecture as a disciplined synthesis of 
craftsmanship, geometry, iconography, aesthetics, and 
structural knowledge, rather than simply as an 
expression of artistic creativity. The temple structure 
as a whole is referred to as the Vimana, which 
consists of two primary parts: the Shikhara (the 
towering superstructure) and the Garbhagriha (the 
sanctum sanctorum or inner chamber) located at its 
base.6 The Shore Temple at Mahabalipuram 
exemplifies adherence to these principles, showcasing 
symmetrical balance, narrative relief panels, and 
intricate carvings that depict Hindu myths and cosmic 
events. The sculptural motifs enhance the temple’s 
aesthetic appeal and serve as visual scriptures, 
reinforcing religious teachings through art. 

6.4. Agama Traditions: Ritualistic and 

Theological Framework 

Agama Shastra forms an important component of the 
traditional Indian knowledge framework governing 
temple worship, sacred architecture, iconography, 
consecration, meditation, and ritual practice. Rather 
than functioning solely as a manual of religious 
observance, the Agamic tradition connects temple 
design, the creation and placement of sacred images, 
ritual procedures, philosophical ideas, and devotional 
practice into an integrated system. Agamic literature 
developed through different Shaiva, Vaishnava, and 
Shakta traditions and was transmitted in Sanskrit and, 
in the South Indian context, through regional textual 
traditions as well. Its historical development was 
gradual and complex, making it difficult to assign the 
entire corpus to a single period or author. For the 
study of Pallava architecture, the Agamas are 
particularly significant because they provide a 
conceptual framework for understanding the 
relationship between the temple, the deity, the ritual, 
and the devotee. Their architectural and ritual 
principles help explain how sacred spaces were 
planned, how images were conceived and installed, 
and how the physical temple was transformed into a 
ritually activated centre of worship. Thus, the Agamic 
tradition offers an important perspective for 
interpreting Pallava temples not merely as 
architectural monuments, but as carefully organised 
sacred environments in which architecture, sculpture, 
ritual, philosophy, and religious experience were 
brought together.7 

The Agama Shastras constitute a comprehensive body 
of ancient Indian scriptures that systematically 
articulate the principles governing the planning, 
construction, consecration, and ritual functioning of 
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Hindu temples. These texts provide an important 
foundation for the architectural and ritual traditions of 
Hindu sacred spaces, linking physical design with 
religious symbolism, spiritual practice, and the 
broader concept of cosmic harmony. By prescribing 
principles related to temple layout, proportions, 
sacred images, orientation, installation, and worship, 
the Agamic traditions helped establish a coherent 
relationship between architecture, ritual, theology, 
and sacred space. In this sense, the Agama Shastras 
are essential for understanding temple architecture not 
merely as a process of construction, but as the 
creation of a spiritually meaningful environment 
grounded in established Indian knowledge traditions. 

6.5. The Four Padas of Agama Shastra 

Each Agama is systematically divided into four 
distinct sections, known as Padas, each addressing 
specific aspects of temple architecture and spiritual 
practice: 

Kriya Pada: This section provides detailed 
guidelines on tangible aspects such as temple 
construction, sculpting, carving, and the consecration 
of idols. It serves as a precise manual for artisans and 
architects, outlining the methodologies for creating 
sacred spaces and divine representations. 

Charya Pada: Focusing on rituals and ceremonies, 
this segment outlines the daily observances, festivals, 
and the code of conduct for devotees and temple 
functionaries. It ensures that the practices within the 
temple align with established spiritual protocols. 

Yoga Pada: Dedicated to the discipline of yoga, this 
section delves into the practices aimed at achieving 
spiritual enlightenment, emphasizing meditation 
techniques and paths to attain higher states of 
consciousness. 

Jnana Pada: This part explores the philosophical and 
spiritual underpinnings of temple worship, offering 
profound insights into metaphysical concepts and the 
ultimate pursuit of knowledge and liberation. 

The Agama Shastras dictate that temples must be 
constructed according to strict guidelines to align 
with cosmic principles. Key elements of a pilgrimage 
Sthala (temple site), Tirtha (temple tank), and Murti 
(idol) emphasize the integration of location, sacred 
waters, and divine representation. 

The scriptures provide detailed guidelines on aspects 
of temple construction and idol creation, including 
deity positioning and material selection. Unlike the 
Vedic texts that focus on rituals like Havan, the 
Agama Shastras serve as a comprehensive blueprint, 
significantly influencing the spiritual and cultural 
landscape of Hinduism.8 

6.6. Symbolism in Pallava Art and Architecture 

Temple construction is a multidimensional discipline 
that combines art, science, and craftsmanship, 
integrating mathematics, logic, geography, and 
religion. Historical knowledge of temple architecture 
is primarily preserved through inscriptions on stone, 
metal plates, palm leaves, and manuscripts. 
Traditionally, construction techniques were passed 
down orally among architects. A significant surviving 
record of Pallava temple construction is a palm leaf 
manuscript detailing the building processes and 
design principles used by Pallava artisans.9 

The Pallava dynasty's architectural evolution spanned 
three centuries (A.D. 600–900) and is classified into 
two phases: the 7th century, characterized by rock-cut 
architecture, and the 8th–9th centuries, marked by 
structural temples. Their rock-cut architecture took 
two main forms mandapas (pillared halls) and Rathas 
(monolithic shrines). Mandapas were open, columned 
halls with recessed cellars, while Rathas were 
monolithic imitations of structural temples. The 
earliest phase, under Mahendravarman (7th century), 
primarily featured mandapas, reflecting a primitive 
yet influential architectural style. Though structural 
buildings from this period have perished, their 
designs were preserved through rock-cut imitations. 
The early Pallava mandapas, numbering fourteen, 
typically consisted of a pillared portico leading to 
sanctuaries within.10 

Pallava temples were not merely places of worship 
but symbolic representations of cosmic order. Key 
architectural elements include: 

6.7. Mandapas (Pillared Halls) 

Spaces for religious discourses, symbolizing the oral 
transmission of sacred knowledge. The rock-cut caves 
of Mamallapuram, known as mandapas, range from 
15 to 20 feet high and display intricate architectural 
planning. Notable examples include the Varaha and 
Adivaraha Mandapas, each containing a single shrine 
cell, and the Mahishasuramardini and Ramanuja 
Mandapas, which have three shrine cells. The 
Pancha-Pandava Mandapa, the largest, features a 
central shrine with a cloistered mandapa supported by 
two rows of pillars. The design of the pillars, roll 
cornices, and the integration of figure sculptures are 
distinctive elements, especially the lion motifs found 
on the Mahishasuramardini and Varaha Mandapas, 
showcasing artistic mastery. These halls were 
adorned with narrative reliefs and intricately carved 
pillars that reinforced spiritual wisdom.11 

6.8. Gopurams (Towering Gateways) 

Representing the transition from the material world to 
the divine realm, these towering entranceways 
functioned as metaphysical thresholds guiding 
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devotees toward spiritual enlightenment. The 
gopuram, a multi-tiered entrance gateway, is a key 
feature of Dravidian temple architecture, introduced 
by the Pandyas in the 14th century AD. Typically 
rectangular and rising like a truncated pyramid, it is 
crowned with structures resembling Buddhist 
chaityas. Notable examples include gopurams at 
Meenakshi Temple in Madurai, Ranganathaswamy 
Temple in Srirangam, and Ekambareswarar Temple 
in Kanchipuram, built by Vijayanagara rulers in the 
16th century AD. The tallest gopuram, or 
Rajagopuram, serves as a significant landmark and 
entrance.12 

Gopurams have an odd number of tiers and resemble 
bell towers. The nine-tiered gopuram of 
Ekambareswarar Temple, built by Krishnadevaraya, 
stands 48.4 meters tall, with a base measuring 25 by 
18 meters. It features an internal staircase and is 
constructed using rubble masonry and granite blocks 
at lower levels, and burnt clay bricks at upper tiers. 
The floors utilize the Madras terrace system with 
wooden rafters and sculptures depicting Hindu 
mythology.13 

6.9. Sculptural Narratives 

The intricate carvings of Mahabalipuram depict 
episodes from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and 
Puranas, effectively conveying religious and 
philosophical teachings. Renowned for their detail 
and symbolism, Pallava art shines in the monumental 
bas-relief known as the Descent of the Ganges, or 
Arjuna’s Penance. This vast relief illustrates the 
sacred descent of the Ganges from the heavens, 
featuring divine beings, mythical creatures, and 
human figures. The central panel showcases the 
goddess Ganga descending gracefully, surrounded by 
scenes that highlight her journey's impact on life and 
nature. Its scale and artistry underscore the brilliance 
of Pallava craftsmanship.14 

Dharmaraja Ratha and Arjuna Ratha mark the early 
phase of South Indian temple architecture. 
Dharmaraja Ratha, the tallest and most developed, is 
a three-tiered structure with an octagonal sikhara and 
garbhagriha on each level. It features pillared 
verandahs, a pyramidal pinnacle, and sculpted 
depictions of Shiva, Harihara, Brahma, Subrahmanya, 
Narasimha Pallava, and Ardhanareeswara. 
Inscriptions name it Atyanthakama Pallaveswara 
Griham, suggesting its dedication to Shiva. It is the 
earliest Madakoil-style temple in Tamil 
Nadu.Draupadi Ratha, the smallest and simplest, 
mimics a hermit’s hut and is dedicated to Durga. Its 
rear wall features Durga atop Mahishasura, while a 
warrior performs navakanda in front.Nakula-
Sahadeva Ratha, with its apsidal (Gajaprishta) form, 

resembles an elephant, emphasized by a nearby 
elephant sculpture. It has three levels with a wagon-
shaped sikhara, similar to later Pallava and Chola 
apsidal temples.15 

6.10. Water Tanks and Reservoirs 

Water tanks and reservoirs formed an important part 
of traditional temple complexes, reflecting the close 
relationship between sacred space, nature, and ritual 
practice. Their presence was not merely functional 
but also carried deep religious and symbolic 
significance. Water was regarded as a source of 
purity, renewal, and life, and temple tanks provided a 
sacred setting for ritual bathing and other religious 
observances. The careful placement of these water 
bodies within or near temple complexes also 
connected the temple environment with the wider 
landscape, including rivers and natural sources of 
water. In this way, temple architecture expressed an 
understanding of the relationship between human life, 
the natural environment, and the divine. The 
integration of water with temples therefore represents 
an important aspect of the traditional Indian approach 
to sacred architecture, where practical needs and 
spiritual meanings were brought together in a 
harmonious environment. 

6.11. Pallava Influence on Subsequent Dynasties 

The architectural innovations of the Pallavas 
established an important foundation for the later 
development of South Indian temple architecture. 
Their experiments with rock-cut caves, monolithic 
forms, sculptural reliefs, and structural temples 
created architectural models that were adapted and 
further developed by subsequent dynasties. From the 
ninth to the thirteenth centuries CE, the Cholas 
expanded this tradition on a much larger scale, 
developing monumental temples with imposing 
vimanas, elaborate sculptural programmes, spacious 
temple complexes, and refined bronze images. Their 
achievements demonstrate how earlier Pallava ideas 
could be transformed into more extensive and 
monumental forms while retaining important 
elements of the Dravidian architectural tradition.  

In the later period, particularly between the fourteenth 
and seventeenth centuries CE, the Vijayanagara rulers 
continued and reinterpreted several features of South 
Indian temple architecture, including elaborate 
sculpture, monumental gateways, expansive temple 
complexes, and the integration of temples with urban 
and settlement planning. The temple complexes of 
Hampi provide striking examples of this later 
architectural development. Thus, the Pallava 
contribution was not limited to a particular group of 
monuments or a single historical period; it helped 
establish an enduring architectural vocabulary that 
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successive South Indian dynasties adapted to their 
own cultural and religious contexts. The Pallava 
legacy can therefore be viewed as an important stage 
in the evolution of Dravidian temple architecture, 
demonstrating how architectural knowledge, artistic 
techniques, sacred symbolism, and spatial planning 
were transmitted, transformed, and enriched across 
generations. 

7. Historical Importance of the Study: 

The historical importance of this study lies in its 
attempt to understand Pallava temple architecture not 
merely as a collection of ancient monuments, but as 
an important expression of the intellectual, cultural, 
artistic, and religious life of early medieval South 
India. The Pallavas played a significant role in the 
development of South Indian temple architecture by 
experimenting with rock-cut caves, monolithic 
structures, sculptural reliefs, and structural temples, 
particularly at Mahabalipuram and Kanchipuram. 
Examining these monuments through the 
interconnected traditions of Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa 
Shastra, and Agamic thought helps reveal the 
knowledge, beliefs, skills, and principles that shaped 
their construction. Such an approach also highlights 
the relationship between architecture, sacred 
geography, cosmology, ritual, sculpture, and social 
life, providing a broader understanding of the 
historical context in which Pallava temples emerged. 

The study is also historically significant because 
Pallava architectural achievements influenced the 
subsequent evolution of South Indian temple 
traditions. Many architectural and sculptural ideas 
developed during the Pallava period were adapted and 
further elaborated by later dynasties, particularly the 
Cholas and Pandyas, and contributed to the wider 
development of the Dravidian architectural tradition. 
Furthermore, examining Pallava architecture within 
the framework of the Indian Knowledge System helps 
recover indigenous approaches to design, proportion, 
craftsmanship, sacred space, and environmental 
harmony that are often discussed separately in 
modern scholarship. The study therefore contributes 
to a more integrated understanding of South Indian 
history by connecting architecture, art, religion, 
technology, philosophy, and indigenous knowledge. It 
also demonstrates that Pallava temples remain 
valuable historical sources for understanding cultural 
continuity, knowledge transmission, and the enduring 
relationship between India’s architectural heritage 
and its wider civilisational traditions. 

8. Major Findings of the Study: 

The study “Echoes of Eternity: Pallava Temple 
Architecture and Its Foundations in Vaastu, Shilpa 

and Agamic Traditions” arrives at the following 
major findings: 
1. Pallava architecture represents an important 

expression of the Indian Knowledge System 
(IKS). The study finds that Pallava temple 
architecture brought together architectural 
knowledge, craftsmanship, religious philosophy, 
ritual practice, aesthetics, and cosmological ideas 
rather than developing as an isolated artistic 
tradition. 

2. The Pallavas played a crucial role in the evolution 
of South Indian temple architecture. Their 
experimentation with rock-cut caves, monolithic 
monuments, sculptural reliefs, and structural 
temples marked an important stage in the gradual 
development of the Dravidian architectural 
tradition. 

3. The principles associated with Vaastu Shastra 
provided an important conceptual framework for 
sacred spatial organisation. Temple orientation, 
site selection, proportions, spatial arrangement, 
and the relationship between different 
architectural elements demonstrate the importance 
of balance, direction, and sacred order. 

4. The idea of the Vaastu Purusha Mandala provides 
a useful framework for understanding sacred 
spatial planning. The study indicates that the 
organisation of temple spaces can be interpreted 
in relation to geometric order, cardinal directions, 
cosmological symbolism, and the relationship 
between terrestrial and celestial realms. 

5. Pallava temple architecture reflects a close 
relationship between architecture and cosmology. 
The temple was conceived not merely as a 
physical structure but as a symbolic 
representation of the universe, where architectural 
space created a meaningful connection between 
the human, natural, and divine worlds. 

6. The principles of Shilpa Shastra contributed 
significantly to Pallava sculptural and 
architectural expression. Proportion, symmetry, 
iconographic conventions, artistic precision, and 
craftsmanship were important in the creation of 
both architectural elements and sacred images. 

7. Pallava sculpture demonstrates the integration of 
artistic creativity with religious meaning. Deities, 
narrative scenes, symbolic figures, and decorative 
motifs were not merely ornamental; they 
communicated religious ideas, myths, 
philosophical concepts, and cultural values 
through visual form. 
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8. Agamic traditions strengthened the ritual and 
functional dimensions of temple architecture. The 
study finds that temple construction, consecration, 
placement of sacred images, worship, festivals, 
and ritual activities were closely connected with 
the broader Agamic understanding of the temple 
as an active sacred environment. 

9. Temple architecture reflects the integration of 
different branches of indigenous knowledge. 
Architecture, geometry, measurement, sculpture, 
astronomy, ritual, philosophy, and religious 
practice operated in an interconnected manner, 
demonstrating the interdisciplinary character of 
the Indian Knowledge System. 

10. Water bodies formed an important part of the 
sacred architectural environment. Temple tanks 
and reservoirs had both practical and ritual 
significance, providing water for religious 
practices while symbolising purification, renewal, 
fertility, and the relationship between sacred 
architecture and the natural environment. 

11. Mahabalipuram represents a significant stage of 
Pallava architectural experimentation and 
innovation. Its rock-cut caves, monolithic Rathas, 
and monumental sculptural reliefs demonstrate 
the creative development of architectural forms 
and the increasing sophistication of stone 
craftsmanship during the Pallava period. 

12. Kanchipuram represents the maturation of Pallava 
structural temple architecture. The development 
of substantial structural temples demonstrates a 
shift from experimental rock-cut and monolithic 
forms towards more organised architectural 
compositions in which structural planning, 
sculpture, ritual, and sacred symbolism were 
closely integrated. 

13. Pallava architecture established important 
foundations for later South Indian temple 
traditions. The architectural vocabulary developed 
under the Pallavas was subsequently adapted, 
expanded, and monumentalised by later dynasties, 
particularly the Cholas and Pandyas. 

14. The influence of Pallava architectural ideas 
extended into the Vijayanagara period. Although 
separated by several centuries, later South Indian 
temple traditions continued to develop themes of 
monumental architecture, elaborate sculpture, 
sacred spatial organisation, temple complexes, 
and the integration of religious structures with 
wider settlement patterns. 

15. The study identifies continuity rather than simple 
imitation in the development of South Indian 

temple architecture. Later dynasties did not 
merely reproduce Pallava models; they adapted 
earlier architectural principles to changing 
political, religious, technological, and cultural 
circumstances. 

16. Pallava temples function as repositories of 
indigenous knowledge and cultural memory. 
Their surviving architectural and sculptural 
features preserve evidence of traditional 
approaches to design, craftsmanship, religious 
symbolism, spatial organisation, and sacred 
practice. 

17. The Pallava architectural tradition demonstrates 
the inseparability of aesthetics and functionality. 
Beauty, structural stability, religious symbolism, 
ritual requirements, and spatial utility were 
brought together within a unified architectural 
conception. 

18. The historical significance of Pallava architecture 
extends beyond individual monuments. The study 
reveals that Pallava temple building contributed to 
a broader cultural process through which 
architectural knowledge, artistic techniques, 
religious ideas, and sacred traditions were 
transmitted and transformed across generations. 

19. Pallava architecture provides an important basis 
for reinterpreting South Indian history through the 
IKS framework. Studying monuments through 
indigenous concepts such as Vaastu, Shilpa, and 
Agamic traditions offers a more interconnected 
understanding of architecture than an approach 
limited to stylistic or dynastic classification. 

20. The Pallava legacy remains relevant to 
contemporary heritage studies. Renewed 
engagement with traditional knowledge can 
contribute to discussions on heritage 
conservation, sustainable architectural practices, 
craftsmanship, cultural education, and the 
preservation of India’s diverse architectural 
traditions. 

9. Conclusion 

Pallava temple architecture represents a remarkable 
synthesis of artistic creativity, engineering skill, 
religious thought, and indigenous knowledge within 
the broader framework of the Indian Knowledge 
System (IKS). The development of Pallava 
architecture, from rock-cut caves and monolithic 
monuments to sophisticated structural temples, 
reflects the gradual refinement of ideas associated 
with Vaastu Shastra, Shilpa Shastra, and Agamic 
traditions. The careful organisation of sacred spaces, 
orientation, proportions, sculptural programmes, and 
ritual elements reveals an architectural vision in 
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which the temple was understood not simply as a 
physical structure but as a symbolic representation of 
cosmic order.  

The monumental sculptures and narrative reliefs of 
Mahabalipuram and the structural temples of 
Kanchipuram demonstrate the intellectual depth, 
technical precision, and artistic sensitivity of Pallava 
craftsmen and architects. Their architectural 
achievements subsequently influenced the temple 
traditions of later South Indian dynasties, particularly 
the Cholas and Pandyas, who expanded and 
transformed these foundations into increasingly 
monumental temple complexes. The Pallava 
contribution therefore represents an important stage in 
the continuity and development of South Indian 
architectural heritage. In the contemporary context, 
renewed interest in the Indian Knowledge System 
also offers opportunities to reconsider traditional 
principles of spatial harmony, sustainable 
construction, craftsmanship, and heritage 
conservation. Studying the Pallava legacy from this 
perspective not only deepens our understanding of 
India’s architectural past but also highlights the 
continuing relevance of indigenous knowledge for 
cultural awareness, responsible heritage preservation, 
and future generations. 
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