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Colin Mackenzie, the Madras School 
of  Orientalism, and Investigations 

at Mahabalipuram

Jennifer Howes

The largest extant archive of  information pertaining to the ‘Madras 
School of  Orientalism’ that was gathered by a single individual 

is undeniably the Mackenzie Collection in the British Library’s Asia 
Pacific and Africa Collections.1 Colonel Colin Mackenzie (1754–1821) 
gathered this vast collection over the course of  his four-decade career 
in India. Most of  the material he gathered in the South while engaged 
in surveys following British military campaigns. Most famously, he 
was in charge of  the Survey of  Mysore (1799–1810) after the Fourth 
Mysore War. When Mackenzie died on 8 May 1821 his collections 
were so disorganized as to be virtually unusable. His widow sold them 
to the East India Company in 1822, and the task of  cataloguing them 
fell to Horace Hayman Wilson. The resulting catalogue focused on the 
manuscripts and gave only cursory lists of  other materials Mackenzie 
had collected. This is why, on page 581 of  Wilson’s 1828 catalogue, 
he devoted just one page to listing the 2,630 drawings sent to London 
as part of  the Collection. In the late 1960s Mildred Archer attempted 
to individually catalogue the Mackenzie drawings (Archer 1969, 472–
552), but by that time they were housed in a different part of  the India 
Office Library from the Mackenzie Manuscripts. This arrangement has 
continued, and as a result few researchers have taken an integrated view 
of  the manuscripts and drawings Mackenzie collected concomitantly.

Unfortunately, despite the renewed interest in the Mackenzie 
Collection that began in the 1970s the information contained in the 
Mackenzie drawings has been largely disregarded. This paper will 
consider the contribution of  Mackenzie’s draftsmen to the Collection 
and, by extension, to scholarship on the Madras School of  Orientalism. 
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I will examine one small corner of  the Collection where written accounts 
converge with drawings and mapping to give a meticulous record of  
a particular South Indian site that is of  interest to art historians and 
landscape archaeologists today: Mahabalipuram, the famous Pallava 
site about 50 kilometres south of  Chennai, in modern Tamil Nadu. 
Now known as Mamallapuram, after the Pallava king responsible for 
its construction, it is protected by the Archaeological Survey of  India, 
and is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Its sculpted stones and temples, 
built in the seventh century ad, are so numerous and diverse in form and 
technique that they constitute a unique record of  the architecture, art, 
and iconography utilized in northern coastal Tamil Nadu during that 
period. There are many unanswered questions about Mahabalipuram’s 
monuments, which are frequently raised in standard texts and courses 
on Indian Art History. The Mackenzie drawings and maps from 
Mahabalipuram, when examined alongside the manuscripts, provide 
immediate answers to some of  these.

Because Mackenzie documented so many monuments at 
Mahabalipuram, I have chosen to focus here on the information he 
gathered at the Shore Temple, and on the monumental carved cliff  face, 
both of  which are subjects of  controversy. It has long been debated 
whether the Shore Temple was constructed as a Shaivite or a Vaishnavite 
place of  worship. As for the rock face, since the early nineteenth century 
it has been questioned whether the narrative contained in its sculptures 
depicts the story of  ‘Arjuna’s Penance’ or the ‘Descent of  the Ganges’. 
By connecting some of  the drawings gathered by Mackenzie’s draftsmen 
with written accounts gathered by his Indian assistants, I will demonstrate 
the varied methods that Mackenzie employed in the field between 1799 
and 1816. In so doing, I will reveal the importance of  the Mackenzie 
drawings to research on the Madras School of  Orientalism, and supply 
overlooked data about the two monuments that show conclusively how 
local people interpreted them before the colonial period.

Mackenzie was not the only person to gather drawings at 
Mahabalipuram during the period. Other Europeans such as Thomas 
and William Daniell, Samuel Davis, and George Chinnery had been 
to the site and drawn Western-style landscapes of  its monuments either 
before or contemporaneously to Mackenzie.2 However, their objectives 
were completely different from Mackenzie’s; all sought to produce views 
of  monuments that would conform to Western artistic tastes, and were 
unconcerned with the monuments’ meanings or history. For example, 
regarding the sculpted cliff  face, William Daniell remarked that it was 





F
ig

u
r

e
 3

.1
 

H
ar

ka
ra

 m
ap

, 1
78

8



78 The Madras School of  Orientalism

carved with ‘various extravagant fictions of  Hindoo fable…’ but he did 
not know what exactly these stories were about (Daniell and Caunter 
1834, vol. 1, 30–1). The Daniells came to Mahabalipuram for just enough 
time to draw some of  its monuments, and did not make detailed local 
enquiries about the meaning of  the sculptures. They were self-employed 
artists who earned a living by selling exotic pictures of  India to a British 
market, not researchers intent on amassing information about places 
they visited. By contrast, Mackenzie was a participant of  the Madras 
School of  Orientalism whose aim was to understand these monuments 
through years of  dedicated research.

During the first decade of  Mackenzie’s career, until about the mid-
1790s, he independently collected most of  his information and was the 
main artist of  his drawings. There are some surviving examples of  material 
that others collected on his behalf  during this early period. One of  these, 
shown here in Figure 3.1, is a map drawn in 1788 by a harkara, or personal 
spy. It is not only one of  the earliest drawings Mackenzie collected, but 
also the oldest extant record of  an Indian assistant’s contribution to 
the Mackenzie Collection. As Mackenzie’s career progressed, he was 
able to enlist the help of  military draftsmen and Indian assistants to 
gather information. The training of  these assistants, who came from 
two distinct cultural groups, determined the variety of  materials and 
investigative modes that made up Mackenzie’s collections.

Mackenzie’s assistants

Let us begin by considering the role of  Mackenzie’s Indian researchers 
and translators. These men were responsible for collecting and 
translating thousands of  inscriptions, manuscripts, and oral histories 
now held in the British Library. From the late 1790s onward Mackenzie 
employed the Kavali brothers as translators. The most lauded of  these 
men, Kavali Venkata Boriah Brahmin (1776–1803), was Mackenzie’s 
first head translator. In 1799 he translated several documents, one of  
which is the earliest documentation in the Mackenzie Collection about 
Mahabalipuram. According to a biographical account written by one 
of  Boriah’s younger brothers, Kavali Venkata Ramaswami Brahmin, 
Boriah was working for Mackenzie as a writer in 1795, or possibly 
earlier (Cavelly 1829, 155). Through Boriah, Mackenzie also met his 
other younger brother, Kavali Venkata Lakshmiah Brahmin, who, when 
Boriah died unexpectedly in 1803, became Mackenzie’s head translator. 
Mackenzie employed at least seventeen other translators between 1804 
and 1821.3 Research on his assistants has only recently come to the 
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foreground,4 and it is hoped this work will trigger more investigations. 
These assistants deserve more study in light of  recent debates over the 
nature of  early colonial knowledge.5

The other group of  men Mackenzie employed at Mahabalipuram 
were draftsmen, copyists, and surveyors. Most of  them were the ‘Indian 
born’ children of  European soldiers, who were educated at the Madras 
Orphans’ Asylum. Established in 1789, the Asylum put into practice a 
new system of  education by training students to become teachers within 
the Asylum itself  (Bell 1813). When students left, at about the age of  
fifteen, they were placed into apprenticeships. It was hoped, ‘The Indian 
born offspring of  Europeans, educated in the public schools at Madras, 
might be rendered very useful to the public, and happy in themselves 
if, instead of  being suffered to fall a sacrifice to idleness and vicious 
course,…some line of  active employment were to be marked out for 
them’ (Phillimore 1946, 283–4).

Boys who exhibited aptitude for mathematics and drawing were 
selected by the East India Company to become military surveyors. This 
involved a seven-year indenture period that began with training at the 
Madras Observatory School, where they learned surveying techniques 
before being sent into the field. The Asylum and the Observatory School 
provided the Madras Presidency with a supply of  cheap but adequately 
trained survey staff. In the words of  Michael Topping, the founder of  
the Observatory School,

My reasons for preferring Native Assistants to Europeans are the following:
 First, every European…would cost the Company as much, at least, as six 
Natives; besides tents, conveyances, and a liberal allowance, each European 
practitioner must have an Interpreter to attend him….
 Secondly, each European would require a long and previous seasoning, 
before he could sustain the rigors of  an Indian sun and climate; it is indeed 
hardly to be expected that one European in ten, after leaving Europe at a mature 
age, could be brought to endure, for a constancy, the fatigues of  so laborious an 
employ in the torrid zone (Phillimore 1946, 283–4).

Unfortunately for these ‘Indian born’ young men, having grown up in 
the tropics was still no guarantee of  survival. We know little about their 
backgrounds, and the detail we have about their lives depends on whether 
they survived their indenture. For example, John Newman, judging from 
the number of  extant drawings bearing his signature, was Mackenzie’s 
most prolific draftsman, but all we know about his background is that he 
was educated at the Orphans Asylum and the Observatory School, and 
worked with Mackenzie until his death in 1818.
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Although draftsmen such as Newman and translators such as Boriah 
and Laksmiah all worked at Mahabalipuram, there is no apparent overlap 
in their work. The oral accounts were gathered in 1799 and 1803, and 
the draftsmen were sent to Mahabalipuram in 1808 and 1816. It appears 
Mackenzie compartmentalized these two different kinds of  assistants to 
the extent that they never met. Nonetheless, the draftsmen were aware 
of  the translators’ work and Mackenzie clearly intended that these two 
different bodies of  information should be viewed together.

Mackenzie and ellis

There is evidence of  scholarly interactions between Mackenzie and 
Francis Whyte Ellis in both the drawings and private papers Mackenzie 
collected. In particular, in an album of  Mackenzie drawings titled ‘A 
Collection of  Original Specimens in Fac Simile of  the Ancient Written 
Characters of  India’ are drawings of  a copper plate inscription owned 
by Ellis (Figure 3.2).6 John Newman prepared these drawings on 
2 September 1809. They demonstrate that Mackenzie and Ellis collected 
similar material and actively shared information. Mackenzie had a 
substantial collection of  inscribed copper plates in Madras (Wilks 1810–
17, vol. 1, xi), and so too must have Ellis, who commented that ‘Major 
Mackenzie is digesting the very extensive information he possesses, and 
more is daily collecting’ (Trautmann 2006, 109). Indeed, Mackenzie’s 
mountain of  information was heaped high in Madras, where his atelier 
of  copyists and translators were based until 1817. Mackenzie’s decision 
that Newman should draw Ellis’ copper plate inscriptions establishes 
the fruitful interaction between the two scholars.

Mackenzie and Ellis shared the view that Indians should hold a 
pivotal role in the translation of  manuscripts and inscriptions, as 
evidenced in correspondence between them. In 1806, when Ellis was the 
judge and magistrate at Kumbakonam, he wrote a letter to Mackenzie 
expressing his views on how translations should be performed for 
scholarly purposes. In particular, he suggests bringing together ‘English 
and Hindu Scholars, to have by these means, translated such works of  
merit as I could most readily procure, from Sanscrit and Tamil in every 
branch of  literature’.7 He continues with a detailed proposal about how to 
create and structure a school for translators, suggesting funding sources 
and how the payment of  monthly salaries to the pandits supervising the 
translations would form the backbone of  such a school.

The principle Ellis outlined, to employ Indians with a full knowledge 
of  English grammar to work alongside Europeans at translating South 



Figure 3.2 Drawing of  F.W. Ellis’ copper-plate inscription by John 
Newman, 2 September 1809
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Indian texts and inscriptions, became the basis for training language 
teachers at the college he established at Fort St George in 1812 (see 
Ebeling, Chapter 9). Since the mid-1790s Mackenzie had been employing 
Indians proficient in English, such as Boriah, to translate texts. From the 
age of  fourteen to eighteen Boriah worked and studied almost entirely in 
an English medium (Cavelly 1829, 155) and he thus wrote English with 
impeccable fluency. It was Mackenzie’s good fortune to have found such 
a dedicated, intelligent, and educated translator. Perhaps this compelled 
Ellis to write to Mackenzie about his proposal in 1806. Ellis’ letter makes 
clear that the two were familiar with each other’s work and with their 
respective methods.

Mackenzie also shared his research with other individuals connected 
with the Madras School of  Orientalism. This is evidenced by an account 
by John Leyden of  his journey to Mahabalipuram with Mackenzie, 
Ellis, and Thomas Strange in October 1803:

My curiosity having been greatly excited by the accounts which I have heard of  
the Hindu sculptures and excavations at Mavalipooram or the Seven Pagodas, I 
embraced an opportunity of  visiting it in company with Major Mackenzie, Sir 
Thomas Strange & F.W. Ellis Esqr, gentlemen whose company and conversation 
I was sure would amply compensate for any disappointment which I might 
experience from the view of  these ancient caves and ruins.8

Leyden’s account of  the site is more descriptive than interpretive. He 
does not mention any of  Mackenzie’s translators, but we know that 
before October 1803 Boriah and Lakshmiah had both collected extensive 
information about the site, which must have stimulated the interest and 
enthusiasm of  Mackenzie and his colleagues. The accounts translated 
by Lakshmiah and Boriah were obviously of  interest to Strange because 
Mackenzie had them copied into a volume of  drawings he gave to 
Strange.9 As for Ellis, he and Mackenzie were keen to prove the claims 
in the indigenous accounts that Mahabalipuram’s remains were partially 
submerged under the sea, and they unsuccessfully tried to explore the 
area below the shore line (Babington 1869, 46).

Between 1799 and 1817, in the gaps between his work in Mysore, 
Barramahal, Java, Calcutta, and the Upper Provinces, Mackenzie was 
based in Madras, as were his translators and draftsmen. Mahabalipuram’s 
proximity to Madras meant Mackenzie could occasionally visit the site 
and send out his Madras-based assistants to gather information. He 
probably first learned about Mahabalipuram from an article William 
Chambers published in 1788 in the Calcutta-based journal Asiatick 
Researches, which described it in the 1770s. Mackenzie’s accounts of  
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Mahabalipuram were gathered over seventeen years in three phases. First, 
there were the written accounts Boriah and Laksmiah gathered in 1799 
and 1803 that were translated into English. Second, in 1808 Mackenzie 
sent out his ‘Indian born’ assistant surveyors to make a map of  the site, 
reproduced here in Figure 3.3. Third, in 1816 draftsmen were sent to 
gather drawings, plans, and elevations of  the monuments and make line 
drawings of  the sculptures and inscriptions on some of  them.

Mackenzie’s documentation from Mahabalipuram illuminates the 
process behind gathering information from there, and shows which 
topics Mackenzie considered particularly relevant to his research. 
It is significant that the written accounts were gathered first, and the 
maps and drawings afterward to record the monuments mentioned 
in the written accounts. It shows that indigenous accounts of  the site 
determined what the surveyors and draftsmen took special notice of. 
To demonstrate this, these three stages of  documentation need to be 
examined in chronological order. The indigenous accounts from the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries also provide glimpses of  how 
locals interpreted Mahabalipuram during the precolonial period.

the Written accounts oF 1799 and 1803
In 1799 Mackenzie deputed Boriah to collect the first written account 
of  Mahabalipuram. Titled ‘Account of  the Ruins & Sculptures at 
Mahavellypooram’, it was based on information provided by residents 
of  Mahabalipuram village. In 1799 this village was little more than a 
few huts located between the sculpted ‘Arjuna’s Penance’ cliff  face and 
the Shore Temple, described by Boriah as ‘a small place only inhabited 
by [a] few poor people residing in Cadjan [palm leaf] cottages’.10 
Boriah’s account is quite general and fills only six pages. Perhaps these 
investigations were considered preliminary, intended to supplement the 
information in an article published by J. Goldingham the year before in 
Asiatick Researches: ‘Some Account of  Sculptures at Mahabalipooram’. 
The article, written from the perspective of  a European traveller, may 
have stirred Mackenzie’s curiosity and prompted him to send Boriah to 
collect preliminary information.

Boriah’s younger brother Laksmiah gathered the second written 
account in May 1803, which is into two parts. One deals specifically with 
descriptions and interpretations of  the monuments, the other with the 
site’s history as described by the locals. Before he left for Mahabalipuram 
Laksmiah received a letter from Mackenzie outlining how to go about 
his enquiries and what to ask the locals.
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You should make yourself  however acquainted at first with the most respectable 
people of  the place & of  the Pagodas: & the Mootadars Managers of  the District 
& endeavour with civility to get their good will & carefully avoid to give offence 
by any indiscreet interference beyond your own business.
 You may then at your leisure proceed to enquire into the different points I 
wish to be informed of.11

Mackenzie then gave a list of  questions for Laksmiah to ask the 
locals. These cover everything from the naming of  monuments and 
circumstances of  their construction to the local history and types of  
festivals celebrated in the area. It was an opportunity for Laksmiah 
to flesh out the preliminary investigations made by Boriah in 1799. 
Mackenzie probably intended to send Boriah back to Mahabalipuram 
for this, but on 7 January 1803 he died at age twenty-seven. Mackenzie 
obliquely refers to Boriah’s death in his letter to Laksmiah: ‘Take care of  
yourself  & your younger brother & endeavour to improve & encourage 
him in useful pursuits particularly the study of  the Sanscrit’.12

Laksmiah’s two accounts of  Mahabalipuram, which fill twenty-
four hand-written manuscript pages, are additionally unique because he 
spoke to villagers from two rival communities. He began by describing 
the village of  Mahabalipuram, the same site that Boriah had visited 
four years earlier. It had changed, however, and Laksmiah’s description 
provides extra detail about it: ‘All the houses of  Mahavellypooram are 
thatched with Palmyra leaves & straw excepting two tiled houses of  the 
Vistava Bramins S: of  the Rock—no other Bramins except Vistavooloo 
reside here’.13 The village had increased in size and become wealthier, 
with two houses built out of  more permanent materials. Laksmiah’s 
account also tells us the villagers were Vaishnava Brahmins. He also 
visited another village further north, where the bus stand and associated 
buildings of  modern Mamallapuram stand today. The people of  that 
village, then named ‘Patchee Teertom’ by Laksmiah and ‘Purchary’ 
on the 1808 survey map of  Mahabalipuram, were Shaiva rather than 
Vaishnava, and gave Laksmiah information that sometimes questioned 
or contradicted what he had been told by Mahabalipuram villagers. 
These contrasting accounts from the two communities give incredible 
insight into precolonial interpretations of  the monuments. (Henceforth, 
I will refer to one or the other of  these two villages when quoting oral 
accounts.) Soon after Laksmiah collected these accounts Mackenzie 
went to the site in the company of  Strange, Ellis, and Leyden. No 
doubt, the information Laksmiah and Boriah gathered had stimulated 
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Mackenzie’s enthusiasm for the site, and helped to generate much 
interesting conversation during this visit.

With our current understanding of  Mahabalipuram, the local 
histories gathered by Boriah and Laksmiah in 1799 and 1803 might 
come across as little more than myths. However, these oral accounts 
supply unique information about how local people viewed the site during 
the precolonial period. One example of  the value of  this information is 
found in Laksmiah’s historical account of  Mahabalipuram, dated May 
1803:

The kings of  Conjeveram ruled over the country in former ages with the greatest 
benevolence one better than the other.
 In this present Callee Yoog several kings had passed there was a king called 
Raloocotty Lingama Nagoodiya who ruled the country 400 years ago. In his 
time he erected palaces upon the hill built of  bricks which are now ruined & only 
some bricks remaining are the only token of  these buildings. In the reign of  this 
rajah a vast number of  stone cutters came to this place of  Mahavellipooram from 
the [blank space] in consequence of  a great famine to visit the rajah who then 
employed them to cut all these rocks into sculptures representing muntapums 
radums or chariots pagodas & other curious works carved according to the rules 
of  the Sillpee Sastrum or the Art of  Building & Sculptures.14

Although this account estimates the monuments were constructed 
several hundred years later than the established reign of  the Pallavas, it 
does say that the ruler responsible for their construction was descended 
from the ‘kings of  Conjeveram’. Indeed, the Pallava kings responsible for 
Mahabalipuram’s construction were based at Kanchipuram. As Bernard 
Cohn and Nicholas Dirks have shown, these kind of  local accounts need 
to be viewed as histories, since they contain helpful historical meanings 
that are valuable within their own cultural contexts.

the 1808 site survey

The first map to be made at Mahabalipuram using European survey 
techniques was gathered in 1808 (Figures 3.3 and 3.4). Although the 
map is unsigned, we know from a letter written by Mackenzie on 10 May 
1808 that he was at Mahabalipuram when the map was created.15 A 
small team of  assistant surveyors would have accompanied him. It is 
drawn to the scale of  1 inch to 200 yards, and an arrow points north. 
Some lines drawn along the same parallel as the coastline indicate the 
use of  trigonometry to determine distances. The map is coloured to 
distinguish sandy areas from areas with vegetation, and rocky outcrops 
are indicated through dark brown patches. Foundations of  man-made 



F
ig

u
r

e
 3

.4
 

D
et

ai
l o

f 
th

e 
m

ap
 o

f 
M

ah
ab

al
ip

ur
am

, M
ay

 1
80

8



88 The Madras School of  Orientalism

structures are shown in pink. Significant points on the map are labelled 
with numbers and letters that refer to a key along the lower edge. The 
map even indicates where local people built their houses, and shows an 
old grid layout of  abandoned streets between the carved cliff  face and 
the sea, an area labelled ‘14’.

The largest of  the 1808 drawings is a panorama in two parts of  
the sculpted cliff. It was probably made by one of  the draftsmen who 
worked on the map (Figure 3.5). An inscription at the bottom is signed 
by Mackenzie:

Ancient Sculptures on the Rocks at Mavelliporum. The Tap-as of  Arjoon on 
the Mountain of  Indra Keiladree, in honour of  Param-Iswar: Iswar appears to 
him, in all his proper attributes, and in honour of  the constancy and valour with 
which Arjoon had resisted the various illusions to try his fortitude, he grants him 
the celestial weapon Pasu-Putt-Astrum; (by which he and his brethren were to 
subdue their enemies) amidst the assembly of  applauding Devatas who hasten 
to behold the glorious spectacle, and confer gifts and their peculiar weapons on 
that heroe. The story is related to the 3rd Purvum of  Maha Barut—as narrated 
by C.V. Leitmyah.16

This label is a quote taken from Laksmiah’s 1803 account of  ‘the Gods, 
Goddesses, Radums or Chariots, Muntapums and other Sculptures Now 
Remaining at Mahavellyporam’,17 which clearly informed the survey 
work in 1808.

draWings oF the MonuMents in 1816
Most of  the drawings Mackenzie collected of  sculpture from 
Mahabalipuram were made in 1816 and bound into an album titled 
‘Antiquities of  Mavellipore or Maha Bali Pooram’. At least two copies 
of  this album were prepared; one is in the British Library18 and the 
other was deposited in the Asiatic Society’s library in Calcutta (Bion 
1884, 183). This was the year Mackenzie prepared for his departure to 
Calcutta to take up his post as India’s first Surveyor General. Between 
1816 and 1817 he had to organize his entire collections for the move. 
During that period he and his assistants toiled to complete a variety 
of  other investigations, including the excavations at Amaravati (Howes 
2002). The dated drawings in the Mahabalipuram album securely 
identify the 1816 drawings as being prepared in June and July.19 These 
drawings (Figures 3.6, 3.7, and 3.8) illustrate the various techniques 
employed by Mackenzie’s assistant surveyors. Some show plans or 
elevations of  particular monuments while others are line drawings of  
specific sculptures.



F
ig

u
r

e
 3

.5
 

D
ra

w
in

g 
of

 th
e 

sc
ul

pt
ed

 c
lif

f 
fa

ce
 a

t M
ah

ab
al

ip
ur

am
, 1

80
8



F
ig

u
r

e
 3

.6
 

P
la

n 
of

 th
e 

V
ar

ah
a 

C
av

e,
 M

ah
ab

al
ip

ur
am

, 1
81

6



F
ig

u
r

e
 3

.7
 

E
le

va
ti

on
 o

f 
th

e 
V

ar
ah

a 
C

av
e,

 M
ah

ab
al

ip
ur

am
, 1

81
6



F
ig

u
r

e
 3

.8
 

Sc
ul

pt
ur

e 
fr

ag
m

en
ts

 f
ou

nd
 n

ea
r 

ho
us

es
 a

nd
 a

 s
cu

lp
tu

re
 o

f 
a 

gr
am

a 
de

va
ta

 f
ou

nd
 in

 t
he

 S
ho

re
 T

em
pl

e,
 M

ah
ab

al
ip

ur
am

, 
20

 J
ul

y 
18

16



Colin Mackenzie, the Madras School of  Orientalism 93

Unlike the written accounts taken by the Kavali brothers in 1799 
and 1803, Mackenzie’s draftsmen did not sign the map and drawings 
collected in 1808 and 1816. Many of  the drawings bear signatures of  
copyists Mackenzie employed in Calcutta, such as Pyari Lal, Shaikh 
Abdullah, John Gould, John May, and Najibullah. The only draftsman 
who worked at the site who is named in any of  the Mahabalipuram 
drawings is John Newman (Figure 3.9), on one showing a small temple 
partially buried in the sand and dated 30 July 1816, which was copied 
by John May in Calcutta on 13 April 1819. We can only speculate about 
which other surveyors prepared the 1816 Mahabalipuram drawings.

In 1816 Mackenzie’s draftsmen prepared drawings of  inscriptions 
from the site. In particular, the inscriptions on the sides of  the 
Dharmaraja Ratha were copied out and recorded into Mackenzie’s 
album of  Mahabalipuram drawings. By gathering these facsimiles, he 
could enlist his translators to study and translate the inscriptions in 
another location (Figure 3.10).20 Again, Mackenzie at this time was 
preparing to move his entire household, his collections, and many of  
his assistants to Calcutta. Immediately after his 1815 appointment as 
Surveyor General he took on the Herculean task of  tying up loose ends 
of  his many investigations in the South. Numerous draftsmen were 
sent to Mahabalipuram and to Amaravati, the two key sites that had 
piqued his antiquarian curiosity. In that same year he was pressuring 
his translators to complete formidable quantities of  work.21 Gathering 
facsimile inscriptions from Mahabalipuram was part of  Mackenzie’s 
last-minute preparations before the move.

We know that Lakshmiah moved to Calcutta along with other 
translators in Mackenzie’s employment and remained in his post as head 
translator until Mackenzie’s death. That these South Indian translators 
could read the Grantha script found at Mahabalipuram is verified in an 
account published by Benjamin Guy Babington in 1828. Babington’s 
approach to scholarship favoured epigraphical research as a means 
to provide reliable historical evidence about the ‘legendary accounts 
of  the Brahmans…because they have not even preserved the memory 
of  the language and character of  the inscriptions which here abound’ 
(Carr 1869, 45–6). Babington acknowledged the role Mackenzie’s 
assistants played in deciphering Mahabalipuram inscriptions because he 
knew one of  Mackenzie’s translators, who apparently did not move to 
Calcutta: ‘One of  the Jain Brahmans in the employ of  Colin Mackenzie 
had such a knowledge of  ancient characters somewhat similar to this 
[inscription in the Ganesha/Arjuna Ratha] that on visiting the spot with 
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me, he succeeded in deciphering a great part of  this inscription’ (Ibid., 
56–7). Unfortunately, written translations of  the inscriptions from 
Mahabalipuram were not preserved with the drawings, maps, and oral 
accounts. If  translations of  the Mahabalipuram inscriptions were written 
down, they lie buried in another corner of  the Mackenzie Collection.

interpretation oF MonuMents: the shore teMple

For contemporary archaeologists examining the monuments at 
Mahabalipuram, one of  the most important and enigmatic structures 
is the Shore Temple. Built in the early eighth century during the reign 
of  Narasimhavarman II Rajasimha, this temple, which sits on the 
shoreline, perpetually lustrated by the sea, is one of  the site’s few free 
standing, non-monolithic Pallava structures. At its centre is an east-facing 
garbhagriha containing a linga. To its west is a larger sanctum containing 
a sculpture of  Vishnu Narayana reclining on his serpent, Vaikuntha/
Sesa (Figure 3.11). Further west again is a third sanctum holding 
another linga. This unusual triple sanctum has made it impossible to 
determine whether the Shore Temple was constructed for Vaishnava 
or Shaiva worship. The accounts gathered by Boriah and Laksmiah at 
Mahabalipuram and Patche Tirtham provide a clearer idea of  how the 
Shore Temple was viewed around 1800.

The indigenous accounts shed scant light on this unusual temple’s 
sectarian origins but speak volumes about conflicts between the two 
rival villages. Boriah gathered his 1799 account of  the temple from 
the Vaishnava Brahmins living in Mahabalipuram, the village closest 
to the Shore Temple. He began by describing the temple, mentioning 
the sanctum in the garbhagriha and the larger sanctum to the west 
containing the image of  Vishnu:

1/4 mile east from this village there is a curious pagoda built out of  black stones 
close to the sea shore, upon which are carved many pictures within the walls[.] 
In the centre of  this Temple is placed a Lingum which was broken into 2 pieces 
during the troubles of  the French; on the West of  this Lingum is a stone Statue 
10 feet long laying along on the ground which some say is Vistoo & others 
say Rajah Bally who was confined there by Seevoo; the waves of  the sea beat 
at all times against the gate of  this pagoda; near it there is a stone pillar, 50 
yards East from the sea shore, standing from out of  the waves which appears 
very curious.22

Two features of  this account are of  interest: First, despite Boriah’s ability 
shown elsewhere to sleuth out local names of  the various structures, 
the Vaishnava villagers of  Mahabalipuram give no name for the Shore 
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Temple. Second, one wonders whether the French were connected 
with breaking this temple’s linga. Possibly they sought to remove it as 
a trophy, but this would have been out of  character; the compulsion to 
take pieces of  important sculpture from temples was more typical of  the 
British during that period.

The second temple the Vaishnava Brahmins described to Boriah, of  
more recent construction than the Shore Temple, was referred to as the 
‘Pagoda of  the Superior God of  Mahavellypooram’.23 Today it is called 
the Talasayana Perumal Temple. Its sanctum contains ‘the God Stala 
Sayana Swamy…placed lying down with his head to the South & feet 
to the North’. Standing at Stalasayana Swami’s feet is a sculpture of  the 
Muni responsible for convincing the God to reside at Mahabalipuram. 
There is also a subsidiary goddess shrine and another shrine to the Alvar 
saints.24 The main image in this temple is thus a reclining Vishnu, like that 
in the Shore Temple. Boriah described the Stalasayana Swami Temple as 
having a double sanctum, ‘one for Vistoo and the other for the Goddess 
Nalamunganancheeroo’.25 The festival for Stalasayana Swami was held 
in the month of  Avani (August/September).26 The people who showed 
Boriah these monuments categorically told him that this newer temple 
dedicated to Vishnu was more important than the Shore Temple.

With the hindsight of  Boriah’s 1799 account, Lakshmiah’s 1803 
investigations at Mahabalipuram were far more detailed. In Mackenzie’s 
instructive letter to Lakshmiah he asked him to ‘remark particularly [on] 
the old Pagoda near the sea and enquire into its history and why the 
symbols of  Vistnoo and Seevan are seen together at this temple’.27 In so 
doing, Laksmiah exposed a complex rivalry between the two communities 
that had been going on for some time. While Boriah had spoken only to 
the Vaishnava villagers residing nearest to the Shore Temple, Lakshmiah 
extended his enquiries to the Shaiva villagers at Patche Tirtham. They 
lived less than a mile north of  the carved cliff  face, where the town 
of  Mamallapuram sits today. The residents told Laksmiah, ‘In the 
time of  Croostalayloo [Krsna Raya?] a great difference arose between 
the Veestnoo Bramins of  Mahavellipooram and the Seevoo Bramyns 
of  Patchee Teertom about the religious opinions of  their sects’.28 This 
rivalry apparently led to several malicious incursions to desecrate each 
other’s temples. The Shaivite Brahmins at Patche Tirtham claimed:

In consequence of  this dispute the Vistnoo Bramins[,] to prevent the Seevoo 
Bramins annual procession thither with their God[,] supposing if  they broke 
down the images[,] that then after no one would come from Patchee Teertom 
having thus resolved they broke down the two gods also tore their Stala 
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Pooranum & the Histories of  the Ancient Kings. They threw into the sea to 
prevent any future kings enquiring into the histories if  they were preserved; 
this being told soon to the Patchee Teertom People they broke down the Vistoo 
Pagoda at Patchee Teertom in revenge of  the Seevoo Pagodas destroyed by the 
Mahabalipooram people.29

Laksmiah’s accounts of  the monuments at Mahabalipuram, then, 
recognize a violent sectarian rivalry.

Lakshmiah’s investigations at the Shore Temple were not as 
successful as hoped. To begin with, neither community provided an 
account of  the Shore Temple’s name:

E. of  the village near the sea shore is a pagoda of  Eswar; but its particular name 
is not known since the destruction of  the Stala Pooranum when the people here 
were asked about this they gave different names but none that can be depended 
on with certainty—On my enquiring very particularly of  this the Vistava 
Bramins at last acknowledged they really did not know the true name as the 
Stala Pooranum was destroyed.30

In 1803, the Shaivite Brahmins of  Patche Tirtham identified two temples 
as important to them. One was a disused Shiva temple on the road from 
Patche Tirtham toward Mahabalipuram village, marked ‘a’ on the 1808 
map, and today referred to as the Trimurti Temple, and the other was the 
Shore Temple (Figure 3.12). In 1803, the image of  Shiva was still in the 
sanctum of  the smaller temple ‘a’, but, ‘The nundy or ox the Vehanum 
of  Eswur [was] said to be carried away to Madras by Lord Clive’.31. 
Although the people of  Patche Tirtham regarded the Shore Temple as 
important, they could not answer Laksmiah’s question about its sectarian 
origins. The Shore Temple’s state of  dereliction meant that neither of  the 
two communities he spoke to still regarded it as important. Although 
Western accounts focus on the Shore Temple as Mahabalipuram’s 
most important temple, the accounts gathered by Mackenzie’s Brahmin 
assistants show that two hundred years ago the most important temples 
were those geographically closest to the respective Vaishnava and Shaiva 
communities. There had been a loss of  knowledge about the Shore 
Temple, which had diminished its importance, but it was considered 
more important to the Shaivite community at Patche Tirtham than to 
the local Vaishnavite community. With this in mind, one can surmise 
that around 1800 the Shore Temple was considered a Shaivite temple.

interpretation oF MonuMents: the sculpted cliFF

Another monument at Mahabalipuram has been an ongoing topic of  
scholarly interpretation over the last century: the sculpted cliff. Both 
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Boriah and Laksmiah translated local accounts of  it, and Mackenzie’s 
draftsmen drew it in 1808 and 1816. This documentation is extremely 
valuable in light of  debates that began in 1911 about whether the rock 
face’s carvings depict the story of  Arjuna’s Penance or the Descent 
of  the Ganges. The written accounts, map, and drawings collected 
by Mackenzie provide important information about how the local 
community interpreted this monolithic sculpture before European 
investigations and new interpretations began.

Three drawings of  the sculpted cliff  will be considered here. The 
first is a panorama drawn in 1808 (Figure 3.5). The second was drawn 
in 1816 and gives a detail from the cliff  face showing Arjuna standing 
on one leg with a four-armed Shiva figure standing next to him. It bears 
the following caption, which corresponds with the description gathered 
by Lakshmiah in 1803 (Figure 3.13).32

W. of  the road on the E. side of  the rock is represented Arjoonoodoo [Arjuna] 
praying to Eswur [Ishvar] standing with his two hands closed held over his head 
& with a venerable Beard. Eswur pleased with his austere devotion appears 
to him with four hands holding three weapons Damroogum Treesoolum & 
Pasoopadum; between Seevoo & Aurjoonoodoo Veeswa Kurma [Vishvakarma] 
stands holding the Baudida the Adze or Instruments used by Hindoo artificers 
on his shoulder & another instrument in his hand.33

The third drawing is of  a different sculptural detail showing a seated 
ascetic (Figure 3.14).34 A written description for this drawing appears 
in Boriah’s 1799 account, titled ‘Account of  the Ruins & Sculptures at 
Mahavellyporam’35: ‘At this place there appears at the bottom of  those 
a figure of  an aged Bramin which people say is Dronacharey [Drona], 
teacher of  the Bow Men in the Mahabharat; this picture appears more 
curious than the rest, being exceeding by expressive of  an emaciated 
old man’.36 The correspondence between the subject matter of  these 
three drawings and the sculptural details described in the accounts taken 
by the Kavali brothers suggests the draftsmen sent to gather drawings 
in July 1816 were told specifically to illustrate passages from the 
written accounts.

In 1911, J.P. Vogel proposed an alternative interpretation of  the story 
on the sculpted cliff  face. He wrote an article saying that it did not depict 
the story of  Arjuna’s Penance, but rather represented the ‘Descent of  
the Ganges’. His paper begins by explaining how this research was ‘the 
outcome of  a one day’s visit to the place’, and says, ‘Previous writers 
placed too great a reliance on local traditions and native interpretations, 
which, strange though it may seem, form by no means a safe guidance 
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Figure 3.13 Sculpture of  Arjuna on the cliff  face

through the labyrinth of  Brahmanical iconography’. After expressing 
these doubts about local knowledge, Vogel then pointed out several 
reasons why he felt the carved rock face at Mahabalipuram could not 
show the story of  Arjuna’s penance, saying ‘All that is typical in that 
episode is absent here’ (1911, 49). The article provides no alternative 
interpretation.



Figure 3.14 Sculpture of  a seated ascetic on the cliff  face
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Doubts about the sculpture’s subject matter arose at the same 
time with both French and British scholars. In 1914, soon after Vogel’s 
article appeared, Victor Goloubew of  the Ecole Francais D’Extreme 
Orient published an article titled ‘La Falaise d’Arjuna de Mavalipuram 
et la Descente de la Ganga sur la Terre, Selon le Ramayana et le 
Mahabharata’. Goloubew wrote that he and his colleague Jouveau-
Dubreuil had identified the sculpted cliff  as depicting the story of  the 
Ganges’ descent as told in the Mahabharata. This is the first written 
instance of  this interpretation in archaeological literature relating to 
Mahabalipuram, which subsequently became one of  the two received 
interpretations of  the cliff  face’s iconography. That it began as a reaction 
by European scholars against indigenous interpretations has not been 
properly discussed. One more recent theory about the identity of  the 
cliff  face’s narrative is that it depicts both the Descent of  the Ganges and 
Arjuna’s Penance simultaneously (Kaimal 1994).

All of  these interpretations falter if  one wants to understand how 
this complex narrative carving was interpreted in the late precolonial 
period. At the time of  Mackenzie’s investigations, it was clearly identified 
by local people as depicting the story of  Arjuna’s Penance from the 
Mahabharata. This interpretation was supported by a piece of  evidence 
noted by Mackenzie but completely missed by scholars interpreting the 
sculptural programme on the cliff  face. Immediately above the cliff  face 
is a monolithic stone ratha, which during the precolonial period was 
called the Arjuna Ratha. Like the five famous rathas to the south, this 
monolithic temple is carved from a single boulder. It sits directly above 
and to the north of  the carved cliff  face and is marked ‘d’ on the 1808 
map (Figures 3.4 and 3.5). A path connects it with the area in front 
of  the rock face. The Kavali brothers’ accounts document a change 
in this ratha’s name. In 1803 Lakshmiah described it as the ‘Arjoona 
Radum or the Chariot of  Arjoonoo, cut out of  one stone the people say 
that herein formerly was one Image of  Sevoo; but some years ago an 
English Gentleman carried it away [and] afterward the village Bramins 
placed a Ganasa in its place’.37 The same temple is described in Boriah’s 
account from December 1799 as ‘a temple cut out of  one stone from 
bottom to top; & a lingum placed in it which appears exceedingly neat 
& well polished—the people here told me that Rajah Arjoon prayed to 
this temple of  Seevoo they had cut in the rock’.38 The linga within the 
Arjuna Ratha was obviously removed some time between December 
1799 and May 1803.39
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Following the linga’s removal, a Ganesha image was placed inside 
the Arjuna Ratha. Today the same ratha still contains a Ganesha image, 
as mentioned in Laksmiah’s 1803 account. Guidebooks from the mid-
nineteenth century onwards all refer to this temple as the Ganesha 
Ratha. Although the Archaeological Survey of  India recognizes that 
the temple formerly contained a linga, its significance two hundred 
years ago as a place where Arjuna venerated Shiva, is not recognized 
(Mahabalipuram 1952, 24). The identification of  this monolithic temple 
above the ‘Arjuna’s Penance’ cliff  face as the ‘Arjuna Ratha’ certainly 
helps to corroborate the precolonial interpretation of  the sculptural 
programme.

conclusion

Although Colin Mackenzie is recognized as a key contributor to the 
Madras School of  Orientalism, research on the Mackenzie Collection has 
disregarded the rich data contained in the maps and drawings assembled 
by his draftsmen. The drawings provide insight into Mackenzie’s field 
methods. An excellent case in point is his research at Mahabalipuram. 
When the surveyors’ drawings, maps, and plans are examined alongside 
the accounts gathered by Mackenzie’s translators, the combination 
reveals unprecedented early information about the site’s interpretation, 
and allows some of  Mahabalipuram’s most enigmatic monuments to be 
viewed in a new light.

Whilst it is impossible to know the original Pallava interpretations 
of  monuments such as the carved cliff  face and the Shore Temple, 
thanks to Mackenzie’s varied collecting habits it is possible to find out 
how local people interpreted them before colonial investigations began 
in the nineteenth century. Indians provided Mackenzie with translations 
of  oral histories while ‘Indian born’ men drafted the maps, plans, 
and drawings. The translations were collected first and the maps and 
drawings afterwards. The subject matter of  the drawings was clearly 
determined by the content of  the oral accounts. This is especially evident 
from particular drawings, such as the sketch of  the carved cliff  face that 
bears a descriptive label quoting Laksmiah’s 1803 account of  the same 
monument (Figure 3.5). The oral accounts provided direction for the 
draftsmen when Mackenzie commissioned the drawings and plans.

Although the translators carried out their work several years before 
the draftsmen, Mackenzie unmistakeably intended for their findings to 
be viewed together. Proof  of  this is in an album he presented to Strange, 
another key player in the Madras School of  Orientalism, when he 
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was the Chief  Justice of  Madras (1799–1816), perhaps intended as a 
memento before Strange’s return to England. The album’s first twenty-
seven folios contain five of  the Mackenzie drawings of  Mahabalipuram 
and all of  the translated accounts by Boriah and Lakshmiah.40 Strange 
must have had a strong personal interest in Mahabalipuram’s history and 
monuments, possibly aroused by his 1803 visit there with Mackenzie, 
Leyden, and Ellis. Their projects were connected and inevitably informed 
each other. Ellis and Strange regarded Mahabalipuram as an important 
historical site and this affirmation of  its importance must have motivated 
Mackenzie’s research. Mackenzie obviously intended to share material 
from his Mahabalipuram research, including the collection of  drawings, 
with his colleagues who we today consider proponents of  the Madras 
School of  Orientalism.

Ellis and Mackenzie’s belief  in the importance of  indigenous 
information branched into another area at Mahabalipuram. The 
indigenous accounts Mackenzie’s assistants gathered convinced both 
men that part of  the site was submerged under the sea, as described in 
Laksmiah’s historical account of  1803: ‘The City of  Mahabalipooram 
was drowned in the sea…. The People here say that the same Gilt 
Temples were observed in the Sea some time ago belonging to the 
Ancient City’.41 Apparently, Ellis and Mackenzie believed that the legend 
of  a submerged city was true and tried to prove its existence. Babington 
spoke disparagingly of  ‘the fruitless attempts made by the late Mr Ellis 
and Colin Mackenzie to ascertain the existence of  sunken buildings by 
careful soundings made off  the shore’ (1869, 46). One can imagine these 
two men strenuously wading along the shoreline, united in their belief  in 
a submerged city. This same legend was rekindled after the tsunami on 
26 December 2004, and although archaeologists have now ascertained 
that no new structures were revealed, we know through the Mackenzie 
Collection that this legend has endured for hundreds of  years.

Notes
 1. Until recently, the British Library’s Asia Pacific and Africa Collections 
(henceforth APAC) were called the Oriental and India Office Collections.
 2. In the British Library’s Asia Pacific and Africa Collections, see 
WD4460 (Chinnery); WD1720, 1721, 1764, 1765 (Daniell); and WD4541, 
4542 (Davis).
 3. These men are named in H.H. Wilson’s Descriptive Catalogue of  the 
Mackenzie Collection, in the section titled ‘Class XII—Letters and Reports’, 
pp. 569–73.
 4. Wagoner, 2003; see also Ramachandra Rao 2003.
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 5. Wagoner 2003: 783–6. The influence of  indigenous information on 
early colonial knowledge from North India is addressed in C.A. Bayly’s 
Empire and Information (1996). Also see Trautmann 2006.
 6. British Library, APAC, WD1067, fols 134–5.
 7. British Library, APAC, Mack Gen 40, fol 254.
 8. British Library, Additional 26568, fol. 6.
 9. British Library, Additional 29324, fols 1–13.
 10. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fol. 281.
 11. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fol. 287.
 12. Ibid., fol. 288.
 13. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fol. 313.
 14. Ibid., fol. 294.
 15. National Library of  Scotland, Ms 3380, fol. 98.
 16. British Library, APAC, WD2624.
 17. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fol. 299.
 18. British Library, APAC, WD1068.
 19. The dated drawings are mainly in the British Library’s bound 
Mahabalipuram album. British Library, APAC, WD1068.
 20. The Dharmaraja Ratha inscriptions were fully translated by Srinivasan 
in 1975.
 21. See Wagoner, this volume.
 22. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fols 281–2.
 23. Ibid., fol. 282.
 24. Ibid., fol. 311.
 25. Ibid., fol. 282.
 26. Ibid., fol. 313.
 27. Ibid., fol. 287.
 28. Ibid., fol. 295.
 29. Ibid., fol. 295.
 30. Ibid., fol. 312.
 31. Ibid., fol. 299.
 32. Ibid., fol. 303.
 33. Ibid., fol. 305.
 34. British Library, APAC, WD1068, fol. 18.
 35. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fol. 281.
 36. Ibid., fol. 284.
 37. Ibid., fol. 301.
 38. Ibid., fol. 284.
 39. Goldingham also mentions the Arjuna Ratha and the linga 
(1798, 69).
 40. British Library, Additional 29324. The illustrations in this article at 
3.5 (the sculpted cliff  face) and 3.11 (sculpture of  Vishnu, Shore Temple) 
were copied into Additional 29324, at fols 21 and 26.
 41. British Library, APAC, Mackenzie General 21, fol. 296.
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