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PALA ART

Pala art is a distinct style of art that developed under the Pala dynasty, which ruled over the eastern
regions of the Indian subcontinent, including Bengal and Bihar, from the 8th to the 12th centuries CE.
The art form primarily focused on Buddhism, reflecting the religious and cultural context of the time.

Historical Context

The Pala dynasty was a major power in the eastern parts of India, especially in Bengal and Bihar. The rulers of
this dynasty were devout Buddhists and patrons of Buddhist art and culture. Their reign saw the proliferation of
monasteries, temples, and universities, such as Nalanda and Vikramashila, which became important centers of
learning and artistic activity. Pala art flourished during this period, as the dynasty supported the creation of
religious art and architecture.

Major Features of Pala Art

1. Sculpture
» Material: The most common materials used in Pala sculptures were black basalt stone, chlorite, and

schist. These materials allowed for fine detailing and smooth finishes, contributing to the distinctive
look of Pala sculptures.

» Style: Pala sculptures are characterized by their slender, elegant figures, often depicted with soft,
serene expressions. The figures are generally well-proportioned, with a sense of fluidity and grace. The
drapery is meticulously carved, often clinging to the body and creating a sense of realism.

» Iconography: The sculptures predominantly depict Buddhist deities, such as
various forms of the Buddha, Avalokiteshvara (the Bodhisattva of
Compassion), Tara (a female Bodhisattva), and other important figures in
Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. The deities are often shown in meditative
postures, with their hands forming mudras (symbolic hand gestures).

» Details and Ornamentation: The sculptures are richly adorned with intricate
details, such as ornate jewelry, crowns, and floral patterns. The lotus

. A . : . Avalokiteshvara
pedestal, which symbolizes purity, is a common feature in these sculptures.

2. Painting and Manuscripts
» Medium: Pala paintings were often created on palm leaves or vellum and

used in manuscripts. These manuscripts were important religious texts, and the illustrations served to
enhance their spiritual and aesthetic value.

» Style: The painting style is known for its delicate line work and
vibrant colors. The figures are generally slender and elongated, with
an emphasis on grace and beauty. The use of earthy tones, such as
ochres, reds, and browns, along with gold, is common.

» Themes: The themes of Pala paintings are largely religious,
focusing on Buddhist deities, scenes from the Jataka tales (stories
of the Buddha's previous lives), and other spiritual narratives. The
paintings often include elaborate borders and decorative elements,
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enhancing the overall composition.

3. Architecture
» Monasteries and Temples: The Pala period saw the construction |

of numerous monasteries (viharas) and temples, many of which
were decorated with intricate carvings and sculptures. These
structures were often built using stone, and their designs reflected ==
the architectural style of the period, with stupa-like structures, -
elaborate doorways, and sanctuaries for the enshrinement of F¥
deities.

» Stupas: Stupas (dome-shaped structures serving as Buddhist
shrines) from the Pala period are notable for their architectural
innovation and the inclusion of intricate carvings. The designs

often feature multiple tiers, each decorated with sculptural reliefs.

Symbolism in Pala Art
> Buddhist Iconography: Pala art is deeply rooted in Buddhist

symbolism. Each deity or figure is depicted with specific attributes

that convey their spiritual significance. For example, the Buddha is
often shown with a halo (a symbol of enlightenment) and seated in a lotus position, which represents
purity and detachment from the material world.

» Mudras: The hand gestures or mudras used in Pala art are highly symbolic. For instance, the "abhaya
mudra," where the right hand is raised with the palm facing outward, represents protection and
fearlessness. The "dhyana mudra," where both hands are placed in the lap, signifies meditation and
concentration.

Influence and Spread of Pala Art
1. Influence on Hindu Art

> Shared Iconographic Elements: The Pala period fostered a cross-pollination of Buddhist and Hindu
iconography, resulting in a shared aesthetic for portraying deities. This is evident in the portrayal of
Hindu gods and goddesses like Vishnu, Shiva, and Durga, who were depicted with a similar grace,
serenity, and idealized beauty characteristic of Pala Buddhist figures. A prime example is the 10th-
century sandstone sculpture of Vishnu from Deopara, now housed in the Indian Museum, Kolkata. The
deity is shown standing in a graceful tribhanga pose, adorned with elaborate jewelry, reminiscent of
Pala Buddhist bronzes.

» Temple Architecture: The Pala period's distinctive architectural style, especially seen in Buddhist
monastic complexes, significantly impacted Hindu temple construction in the region. This is evident in
the adoption of black stone (basalt or chlorite schist) and intricate carvings, seen in temples like the 9th-
century Siddheswara Mahadeva temple in Barakar, which exhibits stylistic similarities to Pala Buddhist
structures, and the cave temple of Kahalgaon, the Vishnupada temple of Gaya, and the Surajgarha ,
temples, showcasing the incorporation of intricate carvings.

» Syncretism in Iconography: In some instances, Pala art displays syncretic images that combine
Buddhist and Hindu elements. For example, deities like Avalokiteshvara (a Bodhisattva in Buddhism)
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were sometimes depicted with attributes associated with Hindu gods, reflecting a blending of religious
identities in art.

2. Influence on Jain Art
» Sculptural Style: Jain art in eastern India during and after the Pala period was influenced by the

stylistic conventions of Pala sculpture. The serene expressions, graceful postures, and intricate detailing
seen in Pala Buddhist sculptures were also applied to Jain tirthankaras (spiritual teachers) and other
figures.

» Manuscript Illustration: The tradition of manuscript illustration, which was highly developed under
the Palas for Buddhist texts, also influenced Jain manuscript art. Jain manuscripts from regions
influenced by Pala art often exhibit similar stylistic features, such as the use of fine lines, vivid colors,
and detailed representations of figures.

» Depiction of Tirthankaras: The representation of Jain tirthankaras in Pala-influenced regions was
characterized by a focus on meditative poses and an aura of spiritual tranquility, similar to the depiction
of Buddha figures in Pala art.

3. Influence on Tibetan and Nepalese Buddhist Art
» Trans-Himalayan Influence: The Pala style of art was directly transmitted to Tibet and Nepal through

the close cultural and religious exchanges between these regions and the Indian subcontinent. Tibetan
and Nepalese Buddhist art, particularly in sculpture and painting, was deeply influenced by the Pala
style. This influence is evident in the depiction of Buddhist deities, the use of specific mudras (hand
gestures), and the overall aesthetic approach.

» Adoption of Pala Iconography: Many Tibetan thangkas (Buddhist scroll paintings) and Nepalese
paubhas (similar to thangkas) adopted the iconographic conventions established by Pala artists. This
includes the specific ways in which Bodhisattvas, Buddhas, and other figures are depicted, as well as the
use of certain symbols and motifs.

» Development of Vajrayana Imagery: The Pala influence was particularly strong in the development of
Vajrayana (Tantric) Buddhist imagery in Tibet and Nepal. Complex deities, mandalas, and ritual
implements found in these traditions often trace their origins to the artistic developments that took place
under the Pala dynasty.

Decline and Legacy

The decline of the Pala dynasty in the 12th century did bring an end to their direct patronage of Pala Art, yet the artistic
legacy they cultivated endured. The artistic vocabulary, techniques, and iconography developed during the Pala period
became deeply ingrained in the region's artistic consciousness. Subsequent dynasties, like the Sena dynasty, inherited
and adapted these artistic traditions, incorporating Pala elements into their own distinct styles. This transmission of
artistic knowledge and practices illustrates the profound and lasting impact of Pala Art, even after the dynasty's political
decline. It highlights the resilience of artistic traditions and their ability to evolve and adapt, ensuring the continuity of a
rich artistic heritage in the region.

Conclusion,

Pala Art's profound influence on Bihar's rich history is undeniable. Through its religious and cultural
expressions, artistic innovations, and far-reaching cultural dissemination, Pala Art has shaped Bihar's
identity and contributed significantly to its artistic and cultural heritage. The enduring legacy of Pala Art is
a testament to its lasting power to inspire, connect, and enlighten generations to come.
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