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EWA DEBICKA-BOREK® AND OFER PERES

Introduction’

Sacred spaces in South Asia present a fascinating paradox: while temples and
shrines assert their unique sanctity through distinctive origin myths and local-
ized divine presence, their religious significance is often profoundly shaped by
their connections to other sacred sites. Such relationships manifest in various
forms—shared mythological narratives, coordinated ritual practices, or inter-
linked pilgrimage circuits—weaving together sacred geographies that transcend
the confines of individual locations. Yet sacrality itself is neither static nor abso-
lute; it is a fluid construct, perpetually negotiated, redefined, and transformed
by the interplay of social and political forces, religious innovation, and cultural
change. Likewise, the networks that bind sacred sites are not immutable but
evolving structures that shift as communities reimagine their religious landscapes
and forge new devotional pathways.

This volume sets out to explore the dynamic nature of Hindu sacred geogra-
phies in India. It brings together essays that study how sacrality emerges and
intensifies through connections between sacred spaces, focusing on the diverse
mechanisms, patterns, and strategies by which such connections are forged,
maintained, and reimagined across time.

South Asian sacred spaces stand at the center of a fast-growing body of schol-
arship. While earlier research predominantly focused on individual sacred sites,
recent decades have seen the emergence of more nuanced approaches that recog-
nize sacred sites as integral components of complex networks, shaped by multiple
forces and agents. Among such works, Diana Eck’s influential analysis of India’s
sacred geography stands out (Eck 1998, 2012). Her “grammar of sanctification”
identifies the patterns through which sacredness is inscribed onto space, with
particular emphasis on the embedding of mythological narratives in land and

1 Thisvolume is an outcome of the project “South Indian Temples: Nodal Points in Webs of
Connections” (Acronym SITes), generously funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft (DFG) and the Narodowe Centrum Nauki (NCN), grant no. 2020/39/G/HS2/03593,
in the context of “Beethoven Classic 4” Polish-German Funding Initiative in the Human-
ities and Social Sciences. Early versions of most chapters here were presented at the
27th European Conference on South Asian Studies (ECSAS) held in Turin, 26-29 July
2023.
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landscape, the replication of sacred sites, and the creation of meaning through
inter-referential relationships among sacred spaces. These concepts serve as key
reference points for the studies presented in this volume. Anne Feldhaus’s explo-
ration of connected places and regional identity in Maharashtra (Feldhaus 2003)
provides another critical framework, particularly her typology of Hindu “temple
clusters,” which is addressed in several chapters of this volume. Complement-
ing these perspectives is Knut Jacobsen’s analysis of pilgrimage networks and
“salvific space” (Jacobsen 2013), which highlights the pluralistic configurations of
Hindu sacred geographies. Jacobsen shows how multiple sites often share equal
sanctity rather than existing in strict hierarchies, fostering both competition be-
tween sites and their integration into systematic pilgrimage networks that reflect
regional cultural and geographical realities. Localized studies further enrich
this discourse, such as Gengnagel’s research on Varanasi’s religious cartography
(Gengnagel 2011) and Lazzaretti’s analysis of the city’s jyotirlingas (Lazzaretti
2017), which illustrates the “spatial transposition” of pan-Indian deities into local-
ized networks. Regarding the textual dimension of sacred geography, Michaels’s
seminal framework for studying individual pilgrimage sites (Michaels 1990) un-
derscores the importance of combining critical analysis of mahatmya texts with
the examination of their associated performative aspects. Recent contributions
by Ambach, Buchholtz, and Hiisken (2022) further emphasize the centrality of
mahdatmya literature in shaping the imagination and ritualization of sacred ge-
ographies, offering fresh insights into how these texts inform the conception and
enactment of spatial sacrality.

Building on these foundational insights—particularly the shared understand-
ing of sacred geography in Hindu traditions as multifaceted, decentralized, and
context-dependent—this volume adopts a distinctive approach by placing the
connections between sacred sites at the heart of its inquiry. Rather than treating
these links as secondary features of sacred places, we propose that the connec-
tions themselves—their formation, maintenance, and transformation—are cen-
tral to understanding both individual sites and the broader sacred landscapes
they constitute. By employing a multidisciplinary approach that integrates textual
analysis, visual studies, ethnographic observations of contemporary practices,
and attention to historical and socio-political processes, the volume significantly
advances the concepts of inter-referentiality and interconnectedness among
sacred sites.

The contributions assembled in the present volume explore a diverse array
of linking mechanisms: from sacred itineraries documented in sthalapuranas
and the exchange of sacred substances across distant locations, to processional
routes, temple clustering, and connections forged through modern media and
social movements. The detailed case studies, spanning a variety of regions and
historical periods, illustrate how these varied forms of connection not only bind
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sacred sites together but actively shape their religious significance and social
meaning. Collectively, they demonstrate that the links between sacred sites are
not merely by-products of sacred geography but are fundamental to how sanctity
is perceived, created, maintained, and transformed across time and space.

Among the recurring themes in this volume are the formation and dynamics
of temple clusters. As Feldhaus has shown, sacred Hindu sites are often grouped
in sets or networks, related to each other through shared rituals, mythology, or,
sometimes, simply a number (Feldhaus 2003). Sacred sites are often replicat-
ed, commonly in northern and southern ‘incarnations’ (e.g., Kashi, Uttarakashi,
Tenkasi), and deities can be transposed from their ‘original’ abodes to other sites
and form a set in a shared space, whether localized (as, for example, in the case
of Varanasi’s jyotirlingas, see Lazzaretti 2017) or spread over a vast territory (e.g.,
the car dham temples, Eck 1998: 180-82). Eck suggests that the duplication of sites
and deities highlights the importance of the original site/deity and functions as
a method of sanctifying the landscape, knitting together the sacred geography
of India (Eck 1998). Jacobsen explains the arrangement of sacred sites in discrete
groups as theological constructions for decentralizing Hindu pilgrimage centers,
and as a tool for integrating larger areas into the Brahmanical fold by forming
pilgrimage routes (Jacobsen 2013: 142—43). Feldhaus stresses the role of temple sets
as a phenomenon that enables devotees to conceptualize and experience sacred
geography, connecting local traditions to translocal narratives, and reinforce
a sense of regional identity (Feldhaus 2003). Moving beyond the identification
and classification of temple clusters offered by earlier scholarship, the studies in
this volume examine the mechanisms of cluster formation and transformation.
They demonstrate that sacred networks operate through nuanced organizational
patterns, beyond simple centralized or decentralized models, and emphasize
the temporal and processual nature of cluster formation, showing how these
networks emerge and evolve through the interplay of multiple agents, forms of
authority, and media. This dynamic understanding challenges static models of
temple clusters, showing them to be evolving systems that reflect and respond
to broader social and cultural transformations.

The role of religious narratives—written, oral, and visual—in creating and
sustaining links between sacred sites emerges as another key theme in this vol-
ume. Religious narratives, particularly of the mahatmya genre and its derivatives,
are known to have been charting sacred landscapes, functioning as ‘mapping
machines’ (Tally 2014: 3); the association of sites with mythological narratives is
astandard element in Eck’s “grammar of sanctification.” The studies presented in
this volume reveal here, too, a more complex dynamic at work. They identify an
ongoing cycle of influence, where narratives shape the understanding and experi-
ence of sacred spaces, while changes in physical landscapes, ritual practices, and
historical events are simultaneously woven back into these narrative traditions,
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generating new meanings and connections. This continuous interplay between
text and terrain, between story and space, creates an ever-evolving sacred geog-
raphy that reflects both the mythological imagination and the historical reality.

This volume includes a rich collection of visual material, reflecting our con-
viction that images are essential for comprehending the relationship between
mythological texts and sacred sites. Maps are a significant form of visual mate-
rial in this context, as they have the power to reflect connections in the physical
space that shape sacred hierarchies. Visual documentation of temple reliefs, wall
paintings, or architectural layouts offers insights into how myths are physically
embedded in architecture and landscapes. By presenting such materials, this
volume aims to deepen our understanding of how mythological narratives and
sacred spaces are mutually constitutive, both in their symbolic meanings and in
their tangible, physical forms.

The contributions and the structure of the volume

In structuring this volume, we have opted for a thematic approach (rather than
adhering to a geographical or chronological organization), which best showcases
the underlying relationships and dynamics that the contributors’ essays highlight,
allowing for a more fluid exploration of diverse ‘linking mechanisms’ across dif-
ferent regions, traditions, and periods. The arrangement of the chapters follows
three conceptual categories behind the grouping and networking of sites: routes
and movement, patterns and clusters, and relationships between temples shaped
by religious or social ideologies.

The first three chapters focus on the category of movement and its role in
linking sacred sites. The opening essay by Sravani Kanamarlapudi, “Sacred Itin-
eraries and ‘Intersacrality’ in Premodern Sthalapurdnas,” addresses the theme
of pilgrimage from a literary perspective. Kanamarlapudi explores how sacred
geographies are constructed in premodern South Indian literature, specifically
focusing on two vernacular sthalapuranas from the Srikalahasti corpus. By in-
troducing the concept of “intersacrality,” Kanamarlapudi demonstrates that the
sacrality of a site is not merely inherent but also relational—measured against
other sacred locations included in literary pilgrimage itineraries. Her analysis
of the Telugu Srikalahastimahatmyamu and the Tamil Cikalattippuranam reveals
that these sites gain value and sanctity through their connections with each
other. The chapter examines how the deliberate inclusion of certain locations
in these itineraries reflects both the theological and regional significance, thus
enriching our understanding of how sacred networks were established in pre-
modern South India.
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R. Sathyanarayanan, in his chapter “Ramesvaram Sacred Sand and Ganga
Holy Water: The Pilgrimage to Prayaga Starts from Rames$varam,” provides a fun-
damental analysis of the practice of tirtha-ydatra (a Hindu pilgrimage). Using the
Ramesvaram-Ganga pilgrimage as his main example, Sathyanarayanan shows
how the exchange of sacred elements—sand from Rame$varam and water from
the Ganga—creates profound conceptual links between distant sacred sites. His
study extends beyond the physical journey to explore the spiritual, cultural,
and symbolic forces that underpin pilgrimage practices in South Asia. Through
a meticulous analysis of a multitude of Sanskrit texts concerning this yatra,
Sathyanarayanan delves into the motivations, benefits, and challenges of this
pilgrimage, offering new insights into the concept of tirtha-yatra and its lasting
significance.

Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz’s chapter, “Tracing Ranganatha’s Journey,”
offers yet another perspective on the relationship between movement and sacred
geography. This essay explores historical and devotional narratives surrounding
the relocation of the Rariganatha processional image from the Srirangam temple
to Tirupati/Tirumala during the fourteenth century, at a time when the image
was hidden away to avoid desecration by the invading forces of the Delhi Sultan-
ate. Czerniak-Drozdzowicz shows how this event, a practical response to exigent
historical circumstances, had also been a powerful means of linking sacred sites
through literature and ritual. Focusing on two primary texts—the Koyil Oluku and
the Prapannamrta—the chapter looks into the ways in which these narratives
recontextualize historical events for theological and communal purposes. By il-
luminating the political and religious stakes involved in the image’s journey, the
essay opens a broader dialogue on the construction and preservation of sacred
geographies in South Indian Vaisnavism.

The three subsequent chapters center on patterns and clusters, exploring the
phenomena of temple clustering and inter-temple relationships, and their expres-
sion and development in textual traditions and ritual practice. Jonas Buchholz’s
chapter, “The City of Many Temples: Textual Representations of Kanchipuram’s
Saiva Temple Network,” examines how the Sanskrit and Tamil sthalapuranas
of Kanchipuram weave the city’s Saiva temples into an interconnected sacred
landscape. Through his analysis, Buchholz shows how the texts he engages with
emphasize both the equal status of many temples and the prominence of the Ekam-
ranatha temple as their central axis, suggesting a model of sacred geography that
is beyond the binary division of centralized/decentralized. His study demonstrates
how the literary strategies employed in these texts have shaped perceptions of
Kanchipuram’s sacred geography and continue to influence both the veneration
and preservation of certain sites, while allowing others to recede into obscurity.

The following chapter, “Murukan’s ‘Six Battle-Camps’: The Origin and Develop-
ment of the Arupataivitu Concept,” by Ofer Peres, offers a critical re-examination
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of the evolution of one of Tamil Nadu’s most iconic temple configurations—
Murukan’s six sacred abodes. Peres traces the formation and development of
the “six battle-camps” concept, unravelling the layers of textual, devotional, and
cultural history that have shaped its modern significance. Challenging the tra-
ditional view that the said concept emerged from the sixth-century Tamil text,
The Guide to Lord Murukan (Tirumurukdrruppatai), he argues that the current
notion of Murukan’s six sacred abodes fully crystallized only in the mid-twentieth
century. Through a detailed exploration of literary, theological, and devotional
sources, he traces the processes by which the “six battle-camps” were solidified
into their modern form. Peres demonstrates how devotional imagination and
human agency shaped the enshrinement of these six sites into a canonical pil-
grimage circuit, emphasizing the decisive role of practices of textual transmission
and commentary, and the influence of print culture in this process.

Ewa Debicka-Borek’s “Nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam: On Marking Sacred
Territory, God’s Manifoldness, and Polyphony of Narratives,” examines another
temple cluster—the nine shrines dedicated to various aspects of Narasimha, the
man-lion incarnation of Visnu, at Ahobilam (Andhra Pradesh). This chapter ex-
plores how the concept of a “sacred cluster” emerges from the narrative, ritual,
and spatial dimensions of these shrines, reflecting broader patterns in India’s
sacred geographies. Debicka-Borek investigates the interplay between textual
traditions like the Ahobilamahdatmya and local oral narratives, including those
of the Chenchus, alongside the visual representations of the “nine Narasimhas”
found in murals at the Varadaraja Perumal temple in Kanchipuram. These di-
verse sources—textual, oral, and visual—collectively establish the sacred status
of the nine sites, despite the differences in their origin and medium. Through
this convergence of representations, Debicka-Borek shows how these shrines
form a cohesive sacred cluster, reinforcing their religious significance across
different layers of tradition.

The volume then turns to examine how relationships between temples are
actively negotiated through competing claims of authority, local practices, and
modern media. Ute Hiisken’s essay, “Four Visnus in Kanchipuram: Cooperation
and Competition,” explores the intricate dynamics between four Vaisnava temples
in Kanchipuram: the temples dedicated to Dipaprakasa, Astabhuja, Yathoktakari,
and Varadaraja Perumal. These temples, linked by myths that present their pre-
siding deities as brothers, are examined through the lens of cooperation and
competition influenced by sectarian affiliations, ritual practices, and the agency
of local figures such as priests and devotees. Drawing on both her fieldwork
and textual sources, Hiisken illustrates how these temples navigate their rela-
tionships within Kanchipuram’s sacred geography, balancing cooperation with
rivalry. Her analysis reveals the dynamic interplay between myth and religious
practice, emphasizing the ongoing negotiation of power and status among these
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temples, and offering valuable insights into the broader complexities of the local
Vaisnava traditions.

In “Temple Arithmetic: Brother Temples of Kerala,” Olga Nowicka examines
a set of temples in Kerala known as nalampalam, each of which is dedicated to
one of the four brothers known from the Ramayana (Rama, Laksmana, Bharata,
and Satrughna). This temple set has been replicated in smaller, regional sets
within Kerala itself. Nowicka demonstrates how the temples of the main set,
spread across central Kerala, have been conceptually ‘clustered’ through mod-
ern narratives inspired by the mahatmya literature, and propagated via modern
technologies and social media. Her analysis shows how the interconnectedness
of these temples was shaped by contemporary narratives and pilgrimage net-
works, making this chapter a nuanced exploration of how sacred geographies
are re-imagined in the modern context.

Concluding this volume, Jigyasa Meena’s essay, “Sacred Spaces, Legitimacy,
and Connections: Socio-Political Mobilisation in Princely States of Southern
Rajputana,” expands the discussion to include the intersection of sacred sites
and socio-political movements. Through her detailed case studies of Bénésvara
Dhama and Managarha Dhama in colonial Rajasthan, Meena examines how
sacred spaces were transformed and utilized by reformist movements among
tribal communities, particularly the Bhils, during the late colonial period. Meena
demonstrates how these sites amplified the voices of marginalized tribal groups,
granting legitimacy to their socio-political mobilization, and how the political
use of these sites enhanced their own sacred status. Her chapter reveals the
reciprocal relationship between political action and sacred geography, as the
sacrality of these spaces was reinforced and elevated through their role in tribal
resistance and reform.

The studies collected in this volume throw light on how Hindu sacred land-
scapes are fundamentally shaped by the connections between the sites. These
connections—whether manifested through pilgrimage routes, ritual practices,
narrative traditions, or modern technologies—emerge as crucial agents of reli-
gious and social transformation. In examining how such links are created, main-
tained, and reimagined across different historical periods and cultural traditions,
the volume reveals sacred networks as dynamic systems that both reflect and
catalyse broader processes of religious and social transitions, continuously re-
shaping the meaning and experience of sacred space.
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SRAVANI KANAMARLAPUDI
University of Texas at Austin

Sacred Itineraries and ‘Intersacrality’
in Premodern Sthalapurdnas

A common narrative trope found in many premodern texts belonging to the genre
of sthalapurana (lit. “ancient myths of a place”) or mahatmya (since they usually
profess the “greatness” of a place)’ is that of a mythical devotee travelling through
multiple sacred sites before reaching the sacred place extolled by the text in
question, where the journey often, but not always, ends. For instance, in the early
modern vernacular sthalapuranas of Srikalahasti,? such as the sixteenth-century
Telugu Srikalahastimahatmyamu by Dhirjati and the seventeenth-century Tamil
Cikalattippuranam by Civappirakaca Cuvamikal and his brothers, the Tamil poet
Natkira (Telugu) or Nakkiranar (Tamil) travels from Madurai to ultimately reach
Srikalahasti where the curse placed on him by the god Siva is nullified and where
he is liberated by Siva’s grace (Srikd_lahastimahdtmyamu 3.178-222; Cikalattip-
puranam, nakkirac-carukkam, 78-135).2 Similarly, two vesya (courtesan) girls who

1 While the Sanskrit terms sthalapurana and mahatmya refer to Sanskrit texts, in this
essay they will also point to the corresponding genre in the vernaculars, such as the
sthalapuranamu or mahatmyamu in Telugu and talapuranam or manmiyam in Tamil.
For various scholarly perspectives on the differences in sthalapurana/mahatmya texts
composed in the Sanskrit and vernacular traditions, see Lanaghan 2006 30ff. and
Buchholz 2022: 26, who note that aesthetics, rasa theory, and poetic flourish are typi-
cally not emphasized in Sanskrit texts; as well as Ramesh 2020, for more thoroughgoing
observations on how Sanskrit and Tamil texts usually engage in prescriptive/didactic
and emotional aspects respectively. At the same time, Sanskrit mahatmyas across time
periods should not be thought of as following some standard template. The above
scholars are careful to point out exceptions to the general patterns they highlight,
but more importantly, we should also acknowledge striking differences in premodern
and contemporary mahatmya writing in the Sanskrit sphere itself, as Andrea Pinkney
suggests in her study of modern Uttarakhand mahdatmyas (Pinkney 2013).

2 Animportant Saiva temple site in the Telugu-Tamil borderlands of south India, spe-
cifically in the modern state of Andhra Pradesh. It is especially important in the Saiva
religious landscape as it hosts the vayulinga (linga of air), one of the paficabhiitalingas
(lingas of the five elements).

3 Foran accessible, though abridged, translation of Natkira’s story in the Srikalahastimahat-
myamu, see Narayana Rao and Shulman 2002, chap. 14.
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are ardent devotees of Siva, specifically of Srikalahasti$vara (name of the local
form of Siva at Srikalahasti), leave their home in Madurai to reach Srikalahasti
where, by Siva’s grace, they attain liberation (Srikalahastimahatmyamu 4.56-128;
Ctkalattippuranam, kanniyarc-carukkam, 83-147). During their peregrinations,
these characters pass through various sacred sites where they worship and per-
form appropriate rituals to the local resident deities.

While these examples refer to different devotees undertaking sacred journeys
in the Srikalahasti corpus, the case of the mythical sage Agastya is interesting
since we find the grand narrative of his (and his wife Lopamudra’s) journey
from the north to the south of the subcontinent captured and variously nar-
rated in different sthalapuranas.* This grand narrative is based on one famous
story connected with Siva and Parvatr’s wedding: when all the gods and other
celestial beings gather in the Himalayan abode of Siva and Parvati to participate
in their wedding festivities, the earth dangerously tilts to the north. Siva tells
Agastya that since only they both are capable of redressing the situation, Agastya
should proceed to the south and balance the earth. Agastya, though distraught
about missing the divine wedding, obliges, and, accompanied by Lopamudra,
he proceeds to the south, while also subduing on his way the arrogant Vindhya
mountains, which had risen so high into the sky that the movement of the stars
became difficult. In some versions of the story, Agastya’s journey down south is
impelled by Brahma and other celestial gods, who task the sage with just sub-
duing the Vindhya.

As mentioned, this central narrative appears in different versions across differ-
ent texts. According to one vernacular Srikalahasti text, Agastya and Lopamudra
depart Siva’s Himalayan abode and traverse the sacred rivers of Gautami and
Krishnaveni, as well as the sacred sites of Srisailam and Siddhavata (both in mod-
ern Andhra Pradesh),® before reaching (and later departing) Srikalahasti (Srikala-
hastimahatmyamu 1.108-10).° In the vernacular texts associated with other sacred

4 For some observations about Agastya’s “journey narratives” (to use the author’s phrase)
found specifically in Tamil talapuranams, such as the Tirukkurralappuranam (eigh-
teenth-century composition on Courtallam by Tirikataracappak Kavirayar) and the
Tirunélvelippuranam (nineteenth century, about Tirunelveli, by Néllaiyappa Kavirayar),
as well as in the Kantapuranam (fifteenth century, by Kacciyappa Civacariyar), see
Davis 2000: 109 ff.

5 While Sidddhavata just holds regional (not transregional) importance, it is quite signif-
icant in the landscape of Srisailam for being the southern “gateway” of Srisailam. As
Prabhavati Reddy points out, “after fulfilling ritual obligations at [Srisailam, pilgrims]
would continue the journey to the southern gateway Siddhavata” (Reddy 2014: 67).
At this point then, the Srikalahasti texts invoke an established pilgrimage route sur-
rounding Srisailam.

6 Agastya’sitinerary varies even within the Srikalahasti corpus. For further details, see
Kanamarlapudi forthcoming, chap. 4.
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sites, too, we find, for instance, Agastya going from Kashi to Kanchipuram in the
Kaficippuranam (an eighteenth-century Tamil talapuranam of Kanchi composed
by Civafiana Munivar); and in the fourteenth-century Telugu Bhimakhandamu
or Bhimesvarapuranamu (a text by Srinatha that glorifies Draksharama), we see
the sage expressing his nostalgia for Kashi in poignant poetry even while exuber-
antly praising Draksharama.” Within Sanskrit narrative traditions, as well, in the
famous medieval mahatmya on Kashi, the Kastkhanda, Agastya’s journey—here
deployed as a frame story within which the bulk of the Kastkhanda text is nestled
and through which Kashi is established as center of the cosmic universe®—is
framed between his (former) residence in Kashi and his final arrival at Srisailam
where the god Skanda relates to Agastya the glories of Kashi and thereby assuages
the sage’s grief at leaving Kashi.® A modified version of this story is also narrated
in the medieval Sanskrit Karaviramahatmya (a text glorifying Kolhapur and its
resident goddess Mahalaksmi in present-day Maharashtra), where Agastya and
Lopamudra’s journey is again leveraged as a frame story to recount the greatness
of Kolhapur and other sacred sites."

All these journey narratives from the Srikalahasti corpus (of various itinerant
devotees) and from the different sthalapurana traditions (of a single sage’s pere-
grinations) could certainly leave a dizzying effect on the reader. This, however, is
not the intended purpose of lining up these examples. Rather, I wish to underscore
the ubiquity of the narrative trope that lies at the heart of this essay: namely,
devotees in the sthalapuranas traversing multiple sacred sites and thereby giving

As per the Cikalattippuranam, the pious couple travel via places including Kedarnath
and Kashi in the north, and Draksharama in the Telugu south before arriving at
Srikalahasti (Cikalattippuranam, ponmukaric-carukkam, 7-10).

7 Inthis Telugu text, Agastya expresses his nostalgia for Kashi and praise for Draksharama
to the great sage Vyasa, who is himself banished from Kashi by Siva and is therefore
travelling—while stopping at various sacred spots on the way (Kuntimadhava, Puri,
Srikurmam, and Simhachalam, etc.)—to Draksharama, which, the text claims, is “south-
ern Kashi.” For an insightful discussion of this story and the source text, see Shulman
1998.

8 For a discussion of this frame story and for the dating of this voluminous mahatmya
to the late eleventh century, see Smith 2007.

9 For an extension of this story, see the sixteenth-century Telugu Pandurangamahat-
myamu by Ténali Ramakrsna. Here, after their conversation about the greatness
of Kashi, Agastya and Skanda go from Srisailam to the Mount Kailash, where they,
along with Parvati and other sages, hear from Siva the greatness of the Vaisnava site
Pandharpur (in modern Maharashtra). Agastya and Skanda’s journey to Siva’s abode is
instigated by the sage’s curiosity to know if there was any place that hosted the best of
gods, the best of sacred lands, and the best of rivers (velupu, ksetramu, and tirthamu)
all at the same spot (1.152).

10 For a detailed discussion of this frame story, see Lanaghan 2006, chap. 3.
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the texts an opportunity to discuss the (relative) greatness—or specifically the
sacrality—of the different sites that are included in the devotee’s journey.

The pervasiveness of this sthalapuranic narrative trope, then, serves as a rea-
son enough to elicit scholarly gaze; and to this end, my essay attempts to analyze
the logics of this trope. More specifically, the main thrust of this essay is to under-
stand what precisely the sthalapuranic journeys accomplish for the sthalas that
are the subject of sthalapuranas, for their mythical travelers, for their source texts,
for their composers, and/or for their audience. After some important theoretical
reflections on interpreting these journeys as ‘sacred itineraries’ and contrasting
them with the analytical category of ‘pilgrimage,” this chapter will consider the
following questions: Why the fascination with the trope of sacred itineraries?
What is achieved in variously inflecting this trope across different sthalapurana
texts? What sites are included in and excluded from the sacred itinerary, and
why? And most importantly, how does this trope serve (or reveal) the intended
ideological agenda of the sthalapurana compositions—that is, how does it aid in
glorifying the sthala connected with the sthalapurana in question?

In attempting to answer these queries, much of my data will come from two early
modern vernacular sthalapuranas of Srikalahasti that  have already alluded to:"'
the Telugu Srikalahastimahatmyamu by Dharjati, and the Tamil Cikalattippuranam
by the three brothers Civappirakdaca Cuvamikal, Karunaippirakaca Cuvamikal,
and Velaiya Cuvamikal."? By analyzing the journey narratives primarily drawn
from these texts, this essay will suggest that the trope of sacred itineraries throws
important light on the theology of place embedded in sthalapurana narratives.
More specifically, I argue that the sthalapurdna materials envision and articulate
the sacrality of the sthala in question predominantly in relation to the sacral-
ity of other sacred sites—that is, in relational terms rather than in absolute,
non-referential terms. As we will see, while sthalapuranas do claim, without
reference to other sacred sites, that the particular sthala grants liberation, they
express the sacredness of the site more forcefully in relative terms—thereby
elevating the sacredness of the concerned site over that of the others. The sthala,
then, is rendered and claimed as not simply a means of liberation but the most
expedient means of liberation. The sthalapuranas, in other words, understand

11 The Srikalahasti sthalapuranas are the focus of my currently ongoing dissertation
project on the Srikalahasti temple site and its narrative traditions—hence the priority
for the Srikalahasti materials in this essay. It is the many itinerant characters in the
Srikalahasti narratives that first sparked my curiosity about sacred itineraries in the
larger genre of the sthalapuranas. However, I also invoke the journey narratives from
other, non-Srikalahasti texts.

12 The composition of this Tamil sthalapurana was based on the Telugu text, yet there
are noteworthy variations in both these narrative works. For further details, see
Kanamarlapudi forthcoming, chap. 1.
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the sacrality of a sthala in relation to other sites, revealing what I refer to as
the sthalapuranic conception of “intersacrality.” Defining intersacrality as the
conceptualization of the sacrality of one site in relation to that of other sites,
I posit that the trope of sacred itineraries is an important narrative strategy that
exemplifies the sthalapuranic phenomenon of intersacrality.

Sacred itinerary vis-a-vis pilgrimage

Considering the nature of the journeys in the sthalapuranas would be a fitting
starting point in our analysis since this enterprise would allow us to concep-
tualize these journeys in relation to already familiar analytical categories of
human mobility. Indeed, the most relevant form of mobility that comes to mind
in the context of the sthalapuranic journeys, given their focus on visiting sacred
places, is the category of pilgrimage. Derived from the Latin word peregrinus,
which semantically ranges from a foreigner to someone on a journey, pilgrim-
age usually connotes religious journey or the journey of a pilgrim, especially to
a place considered sacred. As the medieval historian Richard Barber defines it,
pilgrimage is “a journey resulting from religious causes, externally to a holy site,
and internally for spiritual purposes and internal understanding” (Barber 1993: 1).

But pilgrimage need not, of course, entail or restrict itself to just one sacred
spot and/or a solo traveler. As Indira Peterson points out, pilgrimage can instead
be understood as the “journey undertaken by a devotee or group of devotees to
one or more shrines/sacred places which they have a desire or obligation to visit”
(Peterson 1982: 71). In her study of the Tevaram corpus’® of the three principal
Tamil Saiva saint-poets (Campantar, Appar, and Cuntarar; sixth to eighth century
C.E.), Peterson accordingly understands the journeys of the three saints record-
ed in the Tevaram songs as pilgrimages, for these songs were composed/sung
by the saints as they journeyed through various Saiva sacred sites in the Tamil
country." The Tevaram songs therefore are, in Peterson’s reading, “literature of
pilgrimage par excellence” (p. 69).

13 The Tevaram compendium of about eight hundred songs comprises the first seven
volumes of the twelve-volume Tamil Saiva canon called Tirumurai.

14 According to Peterson, “there is no reason to doubt that the songs record actual pil-
grimages made by Appar, Campantar and Cuntarar; the topographical accuracy of
description in the Tevaram is, in itself, enough to convince us of the concrete reality
of the places described” (Peterson 1982: 71). On the other hand, in her study of the
medieval Tamil Srivaisnava Alvar and their bhakti poems, Katherine Young suggests
that this may not necessarily be the case. Observing that the Alvar “refer to movement
only in very general or mental terms” and that the “descriptions of the sacred places

13



Sravani Kanamarlapudi

With sthalapurana texts narrating the sacred journeys of numerous reverent
devotees, it is tempting to also interpret the sthalapuranic journeys as pilgrimages
and the sthalapuranas as containers of (mythical) pilgrimage narratives. There
are, however, often important differences in the journeys of the Tamil saints
versus that of the sthalapuranic devotees—such as desire or intentionality on the
part of the traveler to undertake the journey and the traveler’s conviction about
the destination’s uniqueness or sacrality. In the case of the Tevaram, Peterson
comments on the motivation behind the saints’ journeys as follows: “Love of Siva
was the sole criterion for pilgrimage. The motivation of the saint’s journeys is
best described as their intense desire to experience Siva in all his variety, inas-
much as he manifests it in specific places and forms” (Peterson 1982: 73). As can
be inferred from their emotionally charged songs, then, the Tamil Saiva saints
were not only very deeply invested in their pilgrimage but were also convinced
about the sacrality of the approximately 260 places they sang about."” More gen-
erally, pilgrimage studies scholars have often underscored, among others, these
“essential elements of pilgrimage”: (1) “The experience of pilgrimage is seen in
advance as capable of creating an enduring memory one returns to in later
life’—an aspect that engenders the desire for a pilgrimage—and (2) “Celebrat-
ing a physical location as a site of symbolic or real access to powers beyond the
human realm”—an aspect that emphasizes the significance of the destination
(Greenia 2018: 10).

Inlight of such conceptualization of the category of pilgrimage, it is interesting
to consider the sthalapuranic journeys. Some of the sthalapuranic travelers do set
out on their journey fervently, a motivation born of their intense desire to visit
a certain holy place. The journey from Madurai to Srikalahasti by the two vesya
girls I alluded to in the introduction, for instance, was instigated by the girls’ in-
tense love for the Srikalahasti$vara form of Siva. Yet, such a motivation is more
often not the norm. To illustrate, consider the following (abridged) story of the
poet Natkira.'® When the Tamil poet arrogantly faults Siva’s poem, the god curses
him with leprosy. Natkira immediately repents for his sin to Siva and the latter,
pacified, suggests Natkira that the curse will be lifted when he sees Mount Kailash.

themselves are very formulaic,” she remarks that the journeys in the Alvar poetry
could be partly true (in case of the local temples) and partly imagined (in case of
temples in northern India); see Young 2014: 345 ff.

15 Indeed, the fact that these places elicited the saints’ poetical outpourings is already
indicative of the perceived sacrality of the sites. Significantly, the songs, in turn, con-
solidate the sites’ holiness: as Peterson observes (1982: 71), “the visit of the saint has
a positive and lasting effect on the talam (the pilgrimage site), for after such a visit
it is known as a “patal perra stalam,” “a sacred spot sung (by the nayanmar [i.e., the
Tamil Saiva saints])” and is specially loved by Tamil Saivites.”

16 For a more detailed version of the story, see Narayana Rao and Shulman 2002, chap. 14.
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Natkira at once sets out north from Madurai, visiting holy sites and rivers along
the way, including Tiruvanaikaval, the Kaveri, Tiruvannamalai, Kanchipuram,
Nellore, Simhachalam, Srikurmam, Puri, Gaya, and Kashi (Srikalahastimahat-
myamu 3.180-92). When proceeding further north while already increasingly
suffering from leprosy, the poet is caught by a demon, and he thereby prays to
the god Subrahmanya (Siva’s son) for rescue. Subrahmanya manifests himself
and rescues the poet, and when the latter informs the god of the purpose of his
journey, the god suggests that the poet can simply be cured at Southern Kailash
(i.e., Srikalahasti, as the Srikalahasti sthalapuranas like to proclaim):

The secret god (Guha, i.e., Subrahmanya) replied: “Siva may have said Kailasa,
but he didn’t specify the Kailasa of the North.

The Southern Kailasa will do just as well.

That will heal you.” And, after pondering the best way

to bring Natkira there,

he hid his own power within the lake and addressed

the prince of poets: “Bathe in this lake, and Kailasa will come
searching for you, as the proverb says.”

It was music to Natkira’s ears. With full awareness, he bathed

in the pond. By the time he lifted his head out of the water,

that mountain of Siva from the south came walking toward him,
along with its river, the Song of Gold (i.e., the Svarnamukhi river in
Srikalahasti)."”

As the god Subrahmanya rightly suggested, the poet is finally cured by the mere
glimpse of Srikalahasti. But it is important to note that the poet himself does not
halt at Srikalahasti during his travel north from Madurai although Srikalahasti
conveniently lies between Kanchipuram and Nellore which the poet visits. Natkira,
then, seems to be initially unaware of the greatness (or even the existence?) of
Srikalahasti; or perhaps the narrative avoids including this temple town in the
journey early on to finally make the grand revelation of its extraordinariness at
the very end. Furthermore, we must note an additional aspect regarding the poet’s
travel: while the journey from the poet’s base in Madurai to the north is punctu-
ated by visits to sacred sites and rivers, thereby resembling the pilgrimages of the
Tevaram saints, the journey is hardly underpinned by a desire to visit the various
sacred spots; rather, it is to nullify the unfortunate curse of leprosy that the poet
painstakingly embarks on the journey. Natkira, then, is neither enthusiastic for
the journey nor is aware of the significance of Srikalahasti. Many sthalapuranic

17 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.213-15. Translation by Narayana Rao and Shulman (2002:
199-200).
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travelers likewise undertake their journeys without a desire for the journey
and without a prior conviction about the destination’s significance. As I further
discuss below, Agastya’s journey down south, which is narrated differently in
various sthalapuranas, and Vyasa’s journey from Kashi to Draksharama in the
Bhimesvarapuranamu are just a handful of examples that additionally illustrate
this phenomenon.

To be sure, the sacrality of the different sites visited prior to the destina-
tion is acknowledged and sometimes even underscored by the Srikalahasti
sthalapuranas,' and such recognition of the uniqueness of the pilgrimage sites
is, as pilgrimage studies scholars point out, often observed in the pilgrims’ ear-
nest for their journeys. Yet, as I discuss later, discourses about different sites’ sa-
crality are ultimate leveraged to elevate and proclaim the even greater sacrality
of the sthala extolled by the sthalapurana in question, and not to demonstrate
the eagerness of the sthalapuranic traveler to embark on his/her journey. In
Natkira’s story, too, what we constantly find is not an enthusiasm for the journey,
but practical anxieties about the feasibility of the journey given the poet’s phys-
ical disabilities on account of his worsening leprosy. Natkira therefore panics:

How many rivers, forests, mountains,
wild villages will I have to pass,

how many animals will I have to face,
how many lonely paths will I have to walk
before I can see Siva’s mountain?

No one has seen it, no one knows

where it is.

There are lions, tigers, wild elephants,
rhinoceroses, and all those fabled beasts,
to say nothing of the demons,

on those routes; snowstorms, too,

and cutting rocks. Can anyone travel

that way? Siva, flowing with mercy,

what shall I do?

Soon my body will lose sensation.

Then black spots will appear all over.

The skin will thicken, and blisters will break out.

18 To illustrate, in the case of Natkira’s story, see S'rikdlahastimdhdtmyamu 3.182,
3.184-85, and 3.189, where the Kaveri, Tiruvannamalai, and the Ganges are admired
with descriptions about their virtues and about the blessings they confer on their
worshippers.
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I will feel weakened, and turn ugly.

Flies will hover around my oozing pus and blood.
People will turn away in disgust when I beg for food.
So let me go now, while I can still walk,

to look for Kailasa. There is no escaping

God’s words."

To reiterate then, Natkira’s journey is instigated not by a desire for the journey
and not by a recognition of the pious nature of the sites included in the journey—
all these aspects undermining the interpretation of his journey as a pilgrimage.

In a similar light, consider also Agastya’s peregrinations, narratives about which
permeate the sthalapurana corpus in Sanskrit as well as in vernacular traditions.?
As William Davis notes, and as may be gleaned from the examples provided in the
introduction, most sthalapuranas use the famous myths associated with Agastya
including the humbling of the Vindhya mountains and/or the balancing of the
earth as framework for presenting their version of Agastya’s travel adventures
(Davis 2000: 109ff.). That is, when Agastya is urged by Siva or Brahma to head
south from Mount Kailash (the seer’s starting point according to the earth-balanc-
ing myth) or Kashi (often noted as Agastya’s starting point in the Vindhya-hum-
bling myth), the sage is distraught about missing the divine wedding of Siva and
Parvati or about leaving the holy, liberation-granting Kashi. Agastya is however
convinced by Siva or Brahma who explain to him that he would witness a repeat
performance of Siva and Parvatr’s wedding at the destination and/or that the
destination is as excellent a place as Kashi.?' Significantly, in this conversation,
Agastya too, like Natkira in the Srikalahasti myths, originally seems to be ignorant
of the site’s excellence, or its very existence in the south (Davis 2000: 212). The
seer is however made to oblige the command, even as he still laments his exile
from the north.?? The journey is then often explained as a process whereby the
distraught sage gradually overcomes his grief by halting at various sacred sites

19 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.175-77. Translation by Narayana Rao and Shulman (2002:
196-97).

20 As Davis points out (2000: 109 ff.), the “southern sage” Agastya’s journey myths are
especially aplenty in Tamil talapuranams, possibly since the sage’s legends are of-
ten connected with the beginnings of Tamil grammar and culture (Shulman 1980:
61f.).

21 Inthe Kaficippuranam, for instance, Brahma and the other gods hail Kanchipuram as
the southern equivalent of Kashi. See Kaficippuranam 63.185-249 translated in Davis
2000: 117.

22 To illustrate, see Bhimesvarapuranamu 2.91 translated in Shulman 1998. Here, even
as Agastya is at Draksharama, he “indulges his nostalgia for Kasiin several emotional
verses” (Shulman 1998: 199).
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and rivers to worship the lord before ultimately reaching the site connected with
the sthalapurana in question.?®

As David Shulman notes in the case of the Bhimesvarapuranamu, the sage
Vyasa’s journey from Kashi to Draksharama?®* is also similarly purposed: Vyasa
“heads south toward Daksarama (i.e., Draksharama), stopping at various shrines
on the way—Kuntimadhava, Puri, Srikarmam, Simhacalam—all described, rather
poignantly, as providing partial forms of much-needed “cooling” for the fiery
suffering of separation from Kasi, as a loving wife would fan her over-heated
husband” (Shulman 1998: 198). Again considering the fact that the journeys—or
rather the exiles from the holy Kashi—were not desired by the two travelling
sages and that the destinations were not intended by them in advance, it is hard
to categorize wholesale the sthalapuranic journeys as pilgrimages,? as has been
done in earlier scholarship (for instance, Shulman 1998). Rather, as Davis’s nu-
anced study of Agastya’s journeys southward also suggests, despite tempting
resonances between Agastya’s travels and the pilgrimages of the Tevaram saints
which Peterson discussed, we find fundamental differences in the sthalapuranic
journeys and the Tamil Saiva pilgrimages (Davis 2000: 197ff.). These differences
include the aspects I have already discussed (lack of desire for embarking on the
sthalapuranic journeys, lack of a prior recognition of the sthala’s sacrality, etc.),
as well as Davis’s additional important observation in light of an integral part of
the typical Indian pilgrimage experience, namely the pilgrim’s return trip,”® which
is a component that is usually not found in Agastya’s sthalapuranic journeys.?”’

It should also be noted, considering modern definitions of pilgrimage, that this
concept usually also emphasizes the journey of a devotee to a sacred religious site.
That is, the idea of pilgrimage usually indicates two kinds of experience: “that
of the journey, and that of being at the destination, the desired place” (Peterson

23 At this point, the sthalapurana often narrates how Agastya is not only finally pleased
with the destination but is also so moved by the sight of the place that he utters an
extended praise of the beauty and the merits of the sthala. For instance, Davis notes in
the case of the Tirukkurralappuranam (a sthalapurana of Courtallam) that “Agastya’s
approach to Courtallam occupies over forty verses of poetry that describe the beauty
of the town and the surrounding area” (Davis 2000: 111). We will return to this point
later in the essay.

24 See fn.7 for the context of Vyasa’s journey.

25 Thatis, if we understand the idea of pilgrimage in the way modern pilgrimage scholars
have theorized it.

26 Here, Davis draws upon Ann Grodzins Gold’s work on Rajasthani pilgrims; see Gold
1988.

27 Once he reaches the south, the seer never returns to the north. He must remain so ac-
cording to the Vindhya mountains myth, for if the sage returns and crosses northward,
the mountain range would again rise high into the sky and thereby disturb various
cosmic phenomena.
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1982: 71).22 While the sthalapurana narratives do contain extended descriptions of
both these aspects, it seems to me that the journeys are detailed not to mark the
events as instances of pilgrimage but since a journey is inevitable to transpose
a character to the sthala being glorified.?® As noticed in Natkira’s story wherein
the poet is magically transported from Kashi to Srikalahasti by Subrahmanya’s
grace, or rather Srikalahasti itself manifests in front of Natkira, it appears that
other sthalapuranic characters too would happily forego the travails of jour-
neying if the narrative allowed them to do so. But as I discuss in the next sec-
tion, giving this leeway and removing the journey narrative would deplete the
sthalapuranas of an excellent opportunity to proclaim the extraordinary sacrality
of the sthala being celebrated. In what I argue as an ingenious narrative strategy,
the sthalapuranas carefully craft the journey to a particular sthala via stops at
several significant holy sites so as to invoke the sacrality of the intermittent sites
in service of elevating the sacrality of the concerned sthala. The sthalapuranas,
in other words, craft careful itineraries—by a strategic inclusion of significant
sites—as part of their journey narratives, and the included sites are significant
in the sense that they are locally or transregionally venerated sacred sites and
rivers. I therefore read the carefully programmed sthalapuranic journeys not as
pilgrimages but as “sacred itineraries”—the word “sacred” to capture the fact
that the included intermittent spots are primarily chosen for their sacrality,
and the word “itineraries” to capture the idea that rather than being haphazard
or arbitrary, the sthalapuranic journey routes incorporate a carefully curated
line up of sacred sites and rivers before leading the itinerant to the sthala that
is the subject of the sthalapurana.

28 However, many contemporary studies of pilgrimage continue to debate whether the
journey or the destination is emphasized in different instances of historical and con-
temporary pilgrimage traditions. See, for instance, Bailey 2023.

29 Atleast in the case of the South Indian sthalapuranas, which are usually more poetic
than the typically descriptive Sanskrit sthalapuranas, these journeys also provide
a wonderful opportunity for the composer(s) of the sthalapurana texts to display their
poetic finesse in describing different landscapes and other topographical features.

30 Sometimes, regional, economic, and/or political motivations are additional factors to
consider when analyzing the logic behind the inclusion—or exclusion—of different
intermediate sacred sites. In the case of the Tamil talapuranam journeys, for instance,
places of politico-economic significance such as from the Kaveri delta region frequently
feature in the journeys since this region was the heartland of the Chola empire when
the so-called temple Hinduism flourished in southern India. See also Smith’s study of
the sthalapuranas of Kashi, where he identifies the political and ideological valences
embedded in the inclusion of Kolhapur and Srisailam in Agastya’s journey down south.
Smith hence points out that the itineraries typically trace “paths of Saiva patronage and
pilgrimage. The framework thus delineated is at once geographical and ideological”
(Smith 2007: 174).
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Intersacrality in the sacred itineraries of
premodern sthalapurdnas

Why exactly do sthalapuranas task their characters with embarking on their sa-
cred itineraries? We have already noted Peterson’s observation about the Tevaram
pilgrimages that the impetus for those journeys is an “intense desire [on part of
the Tamil Saiva saints] to experience Siva in all his variety” (Peterson 1982: 73)—
an observation convincing in the case of the Tevaram since in these poems “Siva
is the place, and, therefore, to sing of the place is to sing of Siva” (p. 81).>' That
is, with the Tevaram corpus homologizing a sacred place and its resident deity,
pilgrimages to different places allows Tamil Saivites to experience the various
local Sivas, whom the Tevaram rhetoric envisions as unique deities with distinct
local mythologies even though ultimately rendering them as identical with “Siva
Mahadeva of Great Traditional Hinduism” (p. 79). However, rather than equating
place and god, sthalapuranas, as the name suggests, typically prioritize the sthala
over the resident god*—that is, it is the sacred place that the text is primarily
concerned with, and the local deity is made significant because he resides at the
place.?® This idea has already been advanced in scholarly works on different holy
places of the subcontinent, such as when Diana Eck states that “Kashi is not such
a great tirtha [i.e., pilgrimage place] because all the gods are there; all the gods are
there because it is such a great tirtha” (Eck 1982: 157), and when Tamara Lanaghan
notes in the context of the Sanskrit Karaviramahdatmya an “ingathering [of] all

31 Peterson demonstrates this equivalence with several cogent examples based on which
she remarks: “there are numerous songs where there is a set of phrases describing Siva
and ending with the name of the place, couched in an ambiguous Tamil construction
or grammatical ending which leaves it unclear as to whether it is the Deity or the place
which the devotee must see, remember, praise, love, sing” (Peterson 1982: 81).

32 By prioritizing the sthala, sthalapurana texts primarily emphasize the extraordinary
sacrality of the site. At the same time, and possibly owing to this priority for the site,
these texts—particularly the vernacular ones—frequently also provide extensive,
exquisite descriptions of the natural features of the site. Tamil talapuranams, for
instance, typically have dedicated customary chapters called tirunattuppatalam (de-
scription of the holy country) and tirunakarappatalam (description of the holy city)
immediately following a prefatory section called payiram. For an interesting study of
these chapters in the Kaficippuranam, see Buchholz 2023.

33 Indeed, even if we consider the case of the twelve famous jyotirlingas (lingas of light) of
Siva, the earliest extant lists and stories of them are actually about the corresponding
sites, with many of the stories not mentioning the jyotirlingas at all; see Fleming 2009:
53ff. Consider as well medieval inscriptions of the Tamil region and their “strong sense
of the divine power of place”: the inscriptions “often refer to a deity as the “Lord of
such-and-such a place” rather than indicate whether it is Siva or Visnu” (Branfoot
2022: 269). These cases too illustrate how in many cases the sacred place has primacy
over the residing deity.
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things sacred, holy or laudatory in order to intensify Kolhapur’s own sacredness”
(Lanaghan 2006: 104, emphasis added). The same conception can also be observed
in vernacular sthalapuranas such as in the Srikalahasti materials which narrate
about the influx of Siva, Parvat, the gods, the ganas, the mountains Kailash and
Meru, and other celestial beings at the already holy land of Srikalahasti, thereby
making it further holier as “southern Kailash” (called daksinakailasamu in Telugu
or tenkayilayam in Tamil; Srikalahastimahatmyamu 1.90-97; Cikalattippuranam,
tenkailayac-carukkam, 57-68).>*

With this premise that a sthalapurana is predominantly concerned with
a sthala, and with the fundamental understanding that the major aspect of
a sthalapurana’s agenda is to assert the exceptionality of the concerned sthala
and thereby its resident deity, I posit that unlike the Tevaram pilgrimages, the
sthalapuranic sacred itineraries are not motivated by a desire to experience Siva
in his manifold local forms, for this would run counter to the sthalapurana’s
contention about the consummate nature of both the concerned sthala and its
god (that is, if the sthalapurana’s sthala and its deity can grant everything that
a devotee desires, then why visit other places or pray to other divine forms?).

If this hypothesis is granted, we are back to our unresolved question about
the impetus for the sthalapuranas’ preoccupation with sacred itineraries. Why
then does the sthalapurana genre insist on narrating various sacred itineraries?
Some of the purposes the itineraries serve are clear: first, the itineraries sketch
out journeys that audience or devoted pilgrims could potentially follow with
the assurance that they are tracing mythically or historically attested routes.*
As well, the process of reactivating a mythic knowledge of sacred journeys helps
keep the sthalapurana relevant for changing times.3 Furthermore, mapping itin-
eraries to a sthala and thereby gesturing at journeys directed to that place aids in
further consolidating the sanctity of the sacred site. That is, visits to a site—and

34 In this context, I should also point out the imprecision in referring to the Srikala-
hastimahatmyamu as (Sr)kalahastisvaramahatmyamu (i.e., a mahatmya of the lord
of Srikalahasti), as several scholars have erroneously done (Narayana Rao 2003: 426,
Sanderson 2012: 84, and others)—imprecise for the latter title elides the fundamental
fact that the text is a sthalapurana (i.e., a glorification of the sthala and not that of the
sthala’s deity).

35 This point mainly holds when the journeys are not simply literarily crafted, geograph-
ically illogical itineraries (quite often the case), but are pilgrimage routes that are
practical and/or historically attested (see, for example, fn.5). Here again, the distinc-
tion I try to make between practical pilgrimage routes and literarily curated sacred
itineraries comes to the fore.

36 Idraw upon my ethnographic fieldwork at Srikalahasti here. Alluding to the Srikala-
hasti sthalapuranas, the temple priests and local signboards remind devotees that the
sacred site was visited by Agastya and several other characters significant in Hindu
traditions.
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performance of rituals there (which, as we will see, sacred itineraries also sug-
gest)—can help reinforce the site’s holiness.>’

A basic need for sacred itineraries in sthalapuranas is also worth noting: giv-
en that sthalapuranas primarily deal with places, and that too in a relational
manner as I will further demonstrate, the journey narratives help the corpus
juxtapose different places in a way that other narrative themes or strategies
may not support. At the basic level, what sacred itineraries do is connect one
holy site with other religiously marked spaces, thereby presenting the site as
part of a larger religious landscape (Peterson 1982: 77). But significantly, such
connections do not mean that the concerned site and the other various places
with which it is connected are conceptualized equally, for this would undermine
the sthalapurana’s unabashed proclamation about the exceptionality of its sthala.
In fact, I argue that rather than placing the different sites on a level playing field,
a sthalapurana’s sacred itineraries hierarchize the sites—not by distinguishing
amongst the various sites, but by elevating the merits of the concerned sthala
over that of all the other sites included in the itinerary. The sacred itineraries
are thus carefully crafted by incorporating important religious sites which, in
helping the sthalapurana to extol its sthala, are ultimately rendered inferior to
the sthala. The particular sthala, in other words, draws from the sacrality of other
sites, but ultimately outshines them—and this, I posit, is what sacred itineraries
achieve for the sthalapuranas.

Given my reading of sthalapuranic journeys as sacred itineraries strategically
crafted to assert the intended sthala’s exceptionality, I develop this hypothesis
in the rest of this essay by demonstrating some of the ways in which sacred
itineraries distinguish between the concerned sthala and the other holy spots
they incorporate.

37 The idea that worshipful visits to a site can consolidate the site’s sanctity can actually
also be observed with places like tourist attractions and/or spiritual sites, as the ge-
ographer Noga Collins-Kreiner points out: places are not intrinsically sacred, rather
they are social constructions that get sacralized and are thereby marked as meaningful
(Collins-Kreiner 2010: 444). I hasten to add that in the context of the sthalapuranic
theology, however, the concerned places are considered inherently sacred, as we
already discussed. Theologically speaking then, what pilgrimages to the religious
sites supposedly do is not sacralize the sites but cement and consolidate the sites’
intrinsic sacrality. From an anthropological perspective, however, as Collins-Kreiner
suggested, it is primarily the reverent visitations to the site that make it sacred. For
other human practices that can mark a space as sacred, like performing a prescribed
ritual at a given time, see Chiara Letizia’s ethnographic work on South Asian river
confluences (2018). Letizia thereby argues that “a quality of a priori sacredness does
not exist”: sacredness is not “something intrinsic to a place, but rather ... a product of
ritual actions performed there” (Letizia 2018: 360).
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Emotional response

As I have been suggesting, sacred itineraries can help us unpack the ways in
which sthalapuranas hierarchize their respective sthalas vis-a-vis the other sacred
spots included in their itineraries. To start this unpacking, we can first consider
the responses of a sthalapurana’s mythic travelers as they make their way to the
sthala and as they halt at the other religious spots that they usually visit prior
to (i.e., on their way to) the sthala. The ailing poet Natkira (we may recall Siva’s
curse of leprosy here) in the Srikalahasti sthalapuranas, for instance, halts at
Kashi, where he takes a dip in the Ganges and honors the city’s deities, before
proceeding further on in his journey. The Srikalahastimahatmyamu tells us:

He bathed in the Ganges,

took darshan of the lord of liberation, Vi§vanatha (Siva at Kashi),
worshipped Visalaksi, Siva’s wife, who is the rain [that douses] the fires of sins,
devoutly praised the destroyer Lord Kalabhairava,

prayed to the abode of auspicious virtues, Dunthi Vinayaka,

and as his enthusiasm for the journey increased...*®

In contrast to this single verse for Kashi, once the poet sees the southern Kailash
or Srikalahasti and his curse of leprosy is lifted, we learn about the poet’s response
to the site in the form of a hundred-verse poem:

The leprosy was gone. He came near that Kailasa

on the banks of the Song of Gold [i.e., the Swarnamukhi river].
Bathing in its waves,

he composed a Tamil song, a hundred verses,

to Siva, first of all the gods.3®

Here, the Tamil song mentioned is a reference to the kayilaipati kalattipati antati
“ascribed to Nakkirateva Nayanar, in the eleventh volume of the Tamil Saiva can-
on (fifty verses on Kailasa intermingled with fifty verses on Kalahasti)” (Narayana
Rao and Shulman 2002: 200). Natkira’s composition of the kayilaipati kalattipati
antatireveals several important points: first, it gestures not only at the greatness

38 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.191 (my translation):
gangasnanamucesi visvapati moksasvami darsifici pa
pangaravrajavrsti nisvari visalakst’ sivam golci bha
ktim galantakw’ kalabhairavapatim girtifici dunthi dvipa
syum galyanagunalayum dala’ci yatrotsaha moppara’gan
39 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.216. Translation by Narayana Rao and Shulman (2002: 200).
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of Srikalahasti, which countered a curse that was to be invalidated by the (suppos-
edly northern) Kailash, but also at the poet’s final realization, thanks to the god
Subrahmanya who makes him realize, of the equivalence of the Mount Kailash
and Srikalahasti. The sthalapurdna thus presents us with a classic example of
the rhetoric of the duplication of a sacred place, a rhetoric that is often found in
what Diana Eck notes as the “grammar of sanctification” in the language of the
sthalapuranas (Eck 2012).%°

More importantly, I wish to highlight another noteworthy aspect of the
Srikalahasti sthalapuranas’ grammar of sanctification as captured in the sacred
itineraries that they narrate: whereas Srikalahasti elicits a hundred-verse poem
in its praise, other sites, including the greatly celebrated Kashi, are presented in
a strikingly simple, non-extravagant manner. Note for instance Srikalahastimahat-
myamu 3.188 where in a single gadya or prose passage we learn about the numer-
ous sacred spots that Natkira crosses: Nellore, the Gundlakamma, Krishnaveni,
and Gautami rivers, Pithapuram, Simhachalam, Srikurmam, Gokarna, Puri,
Krittivasa, Gaya, and several additional holy towns. Looking at the sthalapurana
genre’s sacred itineraries as a whole, then, we observe that while the sthala that is
the subject of a sthalapurana often elicits an emotionally charged, deeply affective
response from its visitor (Natkira’s poetic outpouring being a case in point), the
other sites for the most part simply receive seemingly mechanical rituals (like
Natkira’s ritual activities at the other sites).

To be sure, Natkira’s very brief stops at other sites and his extended poetic
outpouring at Srikalahasti can simply be interpreted as being prompted by his de-
teriorating and regained health respectively, rather than by the relative merits of
the different sites. However, when we cumulatively consider multiple sacred itin-
eraries from different sthalapuranas, it becomes evident that the sthalas extolled
by the sthalapuranas versus the other places included in the texts are consistently
attributed with different responses from the devotee-traveler: namely, with deep
emotional/poetic versus simple descriptive/prescriptive/informative responses,
respectively. This variation becomes evident from the very fact that sometimes
the other places are grouped together in descriptive gadya prose while the sthala
is granted numerous exquisite padya verses, as we saw in Natkira’s story.*'
In Agastya’s itinerary in the Srikalahastimahatmyamu, too, we find a similar

40 See also Feldhaus 2003, chap. 5, for a thorough discussion of the different modes of
linking sacred sites in a relativistic manner.

41 The padya/gadya distinction holds for premodern Telugu sthalapuranas as they are
mostly composed in the campi style, that is in mixed verse and prose. While beyond
the scope of this essay, it would be interesting to juxtapose this phenomenon found in
Telugu sthalapurana campius to what Phyllis Granoff refers to as “pilgrimage campus”
in medieval Sanskrit literary cultures. For instance, looking at the Yatraprabandha,
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situation, though with both the descriptive and the affective narrated in verses
rather than in prose and verse. This is how Agastya journeys across different
sites prior to reaching Srikalahasti:

He shattered the arrogance of the Vindhya mountains,

bathed in the Gautami and the Krishnaveni,

took darsan of the lord of Srisailam,

worshipped Jyoti Siddavateswara,

and as they (i.e., Agastya and Lopamudra) were approaching [Srikalahasti]...*?

And this is how the pious couple react to the sight of Srikalahasti:

Approaching [Srikalahasti], tearing asunder

the binding fetters of sins, with tears of joy

rolling from his eyes, with trembling voice,

he and his wife [saw Srikalahasti].*3

Seeing [Srikalahasti] along with his wife,

bowing while his body hairs stood on end,

he meditated with his eyes slightly closed like buds;
with the bliss of the darsan, the sage

worshipped Siva with a thousand names,

praised him with various exquisite words,

made many circumambulations,

chanted the five-syllable mantra joined with Om,
with mind intent on meditation, he remained silent,
he was overjoyed, unable to depart he stood there seeing,
wobbling his head, he was amazed inside,

42

43

a late sixteenth-century Sanskrit pilgrimage campti about Rama’s bridge (Skt. setu;
the bridge that Rama supposedly constructed across the ocean to Lanka) composed
by a south Indian brahmin Samarapungava, Granoff notes that the bulk of the text is
“arecord of the places visited, ... more importantly of the pilgrim’s emotional responses
to those places” (Granoff 1998: 106).

Srikalahastimahatmyamu 1.108 abridged (my translation):
vindhyaparvatagarvambu viruga’ trokki

gautami krsnavenyavagahanamulu

sesi sSrisailanathu darsifici jyoti

siddhavatanathu’ kolci vicceyunapudu

Srikalahastimahatmyamu 1.111 (my translation):

daggari péna’konu duritapu’

praggambula’ tréficivaici pramadasrutatul

drggolambula’ tora’ga’ga

dagguttikatoda’ tanapadatiyu’ tanun
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overcoming his grief at separation with the lord of Kashi,
bowing, with his wife, to $iva who was there as a fruit of Vasistha’s penance,
the best of sages worshipped Daksinamurti.**

These passages relate how Agastya performs appropriate rituals at the sites visited
prior to Srikalahasti, with no reference to his emotional state while performing
rituals at these sites, and how upon approaching Srikalahasti, the sage has a de-
votional outpouring for this sthala: we are informed that his voice trembled
(dagguttika-todan), his eyes shed tears of joy (pramadasrutatul), and his body hairs
stood on end (pulakaricitadehamu) as soon as he merely spotted the Srikalahasti
mountain peak from afar (i.e., before he even reached the sacred place).* Such
sudden change in devotees’ demeanor as soon as a sacred site just comes into
sight is in fact a frequently observed theme in not just the sthalapuranic sacred
itineraries but also in pilgrimage traditions across the globe, for the theme helps
convey the idea that the devotees are crossing into sacred space as soon as the
space is first glimpsed (Bailey 2023). We thus notice this phenomenon in the Sri-
kalahasti sthalapurdna narratives of not just Agastya and his wife, but also in the
myth of Natkira, whose leprosy was cured, as we noticed, as soon as Srikalahasti
was merely glimpsed. This rhetoric thus helps mark the threshold of Srikalahasti
as a juncture that sets apart the highly sacred space of this sthala.
Furthermore, once Agastya enters Srikalahasti and is enraptured by the space
and the local Siva, he is finally able to overcome his grief at his painful separa-
tion from Kashi, a feat that could not be achieved at the sites he visited prior to

44  Srikalahastimahatmyamu 1.113-14 (my translation):
kafici vadhuyutu’dai pula
kaficitadehamuna’ pranatu’dai dhyanificén
kificinmukulitanayanayu
gaficalu’dai mauni darsananandamutodan (1.113)
arcificé sivuni sahasranamambula
vividhavakpraudhi’ kavincé nutulu
sesé’ pekkulu pradaksinamulu japiyificé’
paficaksarambu sapranavamuganu
dhyananisthabuddhi maunamudra vahificé
nanandaparavasun dayyé’ pidapa’
tala’gipo’ calaka nilici ciicucu nundé’
talayt’ci vera’gande’ tanaku’tané
kasikanatha viprayogavyathavi
durw’ dagucu vasisthataporamanu
bhava matmavadhitito’ pranuti’ cesé
munisikhamani daksinamurti’ kolicé (1.114)

45 For the Tamil retake on this moment, see Cikalattippuranam, ponmukaric-carukkam,
11-12.
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Srikalahasti. In effect then, the single verse allotted for the other sites and the
multiple verses narrating the sage’s affective response to Srikalahasti corroborate
what Davis has observed in his study of Agastya: “The greatest of the laudatory
descriptions... are found when Agastya nears the end of the journey and ap-
proaches the temple town which is the subject of the talapuranam. What he sees
with his own eyes, and his reactions to the sight, ... are described in detail and
provide final proof of the excellence of the place” (Davis 2000: 110).

To wrap up this analysis, by narrating an emotional experience for their re-
spective sthalas, the sthalapuranas seem to facilitate for their audience, as Jay
Ramesh has already pointed out, a deeply felt connection to the concerned holy
sites, thereby offering an emotional experience to the audience as well (Ramesh
2020: 162). Furthermore, if what sthalapuranas aim at is developing for the reader
or listener an intense emotional entanglement with the sthala and its resident
deity, it makes sense that the texts refrain from lending an emotional rhetoric
for other sites (in order to create a single pointed emotional response for the
sthala alone). A sthalapurana’s sacred itinerary does acknowledge the sacrality
of other sites, however, and we hardly find any trace of disdain for any place,
but each sthalapurana simultaneously maintains the claim that the other sites
are just not as glorious as the sthala it is invested in.

Outcome at the concerned sthala vs. at other sites

Another way that a sthalapurana marks its sthala as superior to other sites can
be found in the declaration that the sthala serves as an expedient means of
liberation, a declaration that is ubiquitously found in the sthalapurana genre
(Ramesh 2020: 117). There are multiple ways this claim is usually advanced by
a sthalapurana: (a) the text can sometimes simply state the fact in poetic terms, *¢
such as when the Srikalahastimahatmyamu notes that Srikalahasti is a play area
for the goddess of liberation (moksalaksmiki viharasthanamu; Srikalahastimahat-
myamu 1.62); (b) the text can point out how the sthala can grant liberation to even
unconventional beings, such as when the Srikalahastimahatmyamu makes a case
that Srikalahasti can grant liberation to even animals;* and/or (c) the text can

46 Using a poetic mode to express abstract ideas such as liberation is commonplace in
much of religious literature.

47 Direct liberation to animals—that is, without the animal having to reincarnate in
human form for liberation—is an idea that contradicts classical, mainstream Hindu
thought that claims that only human birth can lead to liberation. Hence, animals attain-
ing liberation is a remarkable idea found in only a limited number of sthalapuranas,
including the Srikalahasti texts. For a detailed analysis of this theme, see Kanamar-
lapudi forthcoming, chap. 2.
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narrate the stories of various people who attained liberation at the sthala, such as
when the sacred itineraries in a sthalapurana narrate how the devotee-traveler
finally attains liberation, at the end of his journey, upon reaching the concerned
sthala. In the Srikalahasti texts, for instance, Natkira and the two vesya girls from
Madurai attain liberation at Srikalahasti after travelling through all the various
holy sites included in their itinerary (Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.222 and 4.128
respectively).”® To continue with the narration of Natkira’s story, here is the Telugu
text’s narration of how the poet is blessed with liberation:

Pleased with these hundred verses,*

the lord of Kalahasti, father of Kumara

and husband of the goddess Fragrant with Wisdom,

the god who cares for those in trouble,

revealed himself and said, “Your life

has been fruitful, master of poetic speech.

I'll give you whatever you choose. Ask,

I'll make you free from fear.” Natkira bowed

again and again to the god, his mind pulsing with joy.

He brought his hands together over his forehead

and tried to speak, but the words were choked

and fumbling in his ecstasy. Emotion and eloquence

struggled with one another as he prayed:

“Joy, in life, is never unmixed

with pain. That special happiness

one gets by letting go of the world—

make that mine.”>°

As he prayed thus, the wish-fulfilling tree for devotees,

the sickle that severs the bonds of ignorance,

the scissors that cut the cloth of existential pain,

the wish-granting gem for the goal of liberation,

one in a virtuous householder state of conjugal relationship with
the Himalayan daughter,

the god of the town of Kalahasti granted liberation.*’

48 Given the grand narrative of Agastya’s final settlement further down south in the
Potiyil Mountain, the Srikalahasti texts do not have the liberty to claim that Agastya
too attained liberation at Srikalahasti!

49 Reference to the kayilaipati kalattipati antati.

50 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.217-21. Translation by Narayana Rao and Shulman (2002:
200).

51 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 3.222 (my translation):
ani prarthimpa’ga bhaktakalpaka mavidyasttradatrambu ji
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The Srikalahasti text’s narration of Natkira’s sacred itinerary already informed
us that the numerous sacred sites the poet visited prior to Srikalahasti were
incapable in curing his leprosy or in eliciting an affective response from him.
But significantly, what the Srikalahasti texts further suggest is the other sites’
inadequacy in granting liberation, an important inadequacy that is of course
needed for the poet to remain embodied and continue his travel until Srikalahasti,
but also for reinforcing the claim about Srikalahasti’s superiority and status as
southern Kailash. This distinction of the ability of Srikalahasti and the apparent
inability of the other sites in granting liberation does arguably correlate with
the fact that while Natkira has a deep emotional outpouring at Srikalahasti, he
only performs seemingly mechanical rituals devoid of an affective reaction at
the other sites. Yet, what is perhaps only covertly conveyed via the emotion-
al/affective distinction becomes readily apparent in the different outcomes for
Natkira at Srikalahasti versus the other sites. The sthalapurana texts’ grammar
of sanctification therefore usually also includes the narrative theme of devotees
attaining liberation at the concerned sites.

Acknowledging and drawing from the sacrality
of the intermittent sites

Prioritizing one sthala over the other sites does not mean, as I repeatedly note,
the denunciation of or even indifference towards the other sites. At the same time
that sthalapuranas unabashedly eulogize their respective sthalas, they frequent-
ly also praise—or at the very least acknowledge—the merits of other sites. We
have already seen how Srikalahasti is equated to the holy Kailash (in Natkira’s
story) and compared with Kashi (when Agastya finally overcomes his grief at
leaving Kashi).”? Furthermore, even when narrating Agastya’s first glimpse of
the Srikalahasti mountain peak, the temple town is declared as the gem of the
jewel composed of the fame of Kashi, Mathura, and Kanchipuram—cities which
Hindu thought includes in the category called the saptamoksapurt or the seven
places that grant liberation:

Seeing Southern Kailash, the gem of the waistbelt
that is the wealth of the towns, such as Kashi, Mathura, and Kanchi,

vanakhedambarakartarimukhamu kaivalyarthadanamrta
Sanaratnambu tusarasailatanayajampatyasampannapa
vanagarhasthyamu kalahastipuradaivambiccé sayujyamun
52 InSrikalahastimahatmyamu 1.156, the seer explicitly tells the sages living in Srikalahasti
that they are extremely fortunate to reside in a place that is just the same as Kashi.
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which are famed in the whole of the earth girdled by the ocean,
the best of sages...>

So even while glorifying Srikalahasti, the Srikalahastimahatmyamu reminds us
of the sanctity and the fame of other sites.

In a similar manner, while the Cikalattippuranam, in its narration, notes that
Srikalahasti is the best place amongst all the divine abodes of Siva (Ctkalattip-
puranam, tenkailayac-carukkam, 1), it also praises other holy cities, along with
Srikalahasti, for their ability to grant liberation: the text notes that one born in
Tiruvarur, one who sees Chidambaram, one who dies at Kashi, one who medi-
tates on Tiruvannamalai, or one who resides in Srikalahasti attains liberation
(tenkailayac-carukkam, 5). Of course, this appreciation of the other sites does not
undermine the Ctkalattippuranam’s earlier claim about Srikalahasti’s superiority:
elsewhere, too, the text narrates how the two vesya girls traveling from Madurai
to Srikalahasti worship the local Siva in the holy Chidambaram but at the same
time yearn for Srikalahasti and the Siva residing there (kanniyarc-carukkam, 92).

Taken together, these examples clarify how sacred itineraries assert the sanc-
tity and superiority of a sthala over that of other sites. As we see, sthalapuranas
do not accomplish this through a simple, out-and-out biased admiration for the
sthala; rather they narrate programmed itineraries that rely on the glory of the
interim sites to finally glorify the concerned sthala. Srikalahasti’s glory is, for
instance, drawn from that of the saptamoksapurt cities of Kashi, Mathura, and
Kanchipuram; and its capabilities to grant salvation are juxtaposed with those
of Thiruvarur, Chidambaram, Kashi, and Tiruvannamalai. Being “like” Kailash,
Kashi, Chidambaram, and other places, then, Srikalahasti is characterized as
a space that replicates renowned sacred Hindu sites (Feldhaus 2003: 1591f.).

Simultaneously, strategies of narrative juxtaposition also aid in asserting Sri-
kalahasti’s superiority, as seen in the vesya girls’ pining for Srikalahasti even
while they reverently worship Siva at Chidambaram, revealing what scholars
have identified as the “better than” mode of discourse used by sthalapuranas to
claim that their site is better than another (Feldhaus 2003, chap. 5; Lanaghan 2006,
104). Thus, acknowledging and drawing from the sacredness of the intermittent
sites need not undermine the concerned sthala’s status, rather this strategy can
also serve to amplify the supposedly superlative sacredness of the sthala. In
other words, we see the “better than” rhetoric ingenuously narrativized in the

53 Srikalahastimahatmyamu 1.110 (my translation):
karici munindruw’du jalanidhi
kafictvalayaprasiddha kasimadhura
kafictmukhapuralaksmit
kafictmani yamyabhagakailasagirin
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sthalapuranic sacred itineraries. Thus, Srikalahasti may be “like” Kailash in be-
ing its replica in the south (daksinakailasamu or tenkayildaya), but the narrative
of Natkira explains how it is “better than” Kailash for being more accessible to
devotees** and in ultimately granting liberation to them.

I further posit that the sthalapurana texts reveal in sacred itineraries their
vision of what I call “intersacrality,” that is, they shape and assert the sacrality
of their site in relation to the sacrality of other sacred sites. This hypothesis helps
illuminate one peculiar aspect of sthalapuranas, namely their frequent succinct
narration of the mahatmya of other sacred site(s). Consider, for instance, the fact
that Agastya, during his sacred itinerary in the Kastkhanda, narrates the sacred
stories of other sites to his wife Lopamudra (Smith 2007). In the Karaviramahatmya,
the sage himselflearns about the sacredness of Srisailam from Skanda. And in the
Srikalahasti texts, the sacred itinerary of the two vesya girls from Madurai invokes
the sacred myths of several sacred sites including Kumbakonam, Chidambaram,
and Kanchipuram. This narrative strategy of invoking the glory of other sacred
sites brings to life, I posit, the claim that the sthalapurana’s sthala is extraordi-
narily sacred. Rather than simply handwaving claims of superiority, the acknowl-
edgement and indeed assertion of the sacrality of other sites ingenuously lends
credibility to claims about the superlative status of a particular sthala. An abso-
lute, non-referential glorification could be trite and superficial—such as when the
Srikalahastimahatmyamu points out that Srikalahasti is a play area for the goddess
of liberation. But when sacred itineraries help juxtapose Srikalahasti with other
sacred sites, the strategy skillfully works in establishing the idea that Srikalahasti
is not just a site that grants liberation but is the most expedient site for liberation.

Concluding remarks

Demonstrating the dizzying and ubiquitous presence of a narrative trope found
in numerous premodern sthalapuranas—the trope of a mythical character trav-
elling across multiple sacred sites prior to reaching the sthala that is the subject
of the sthalapurana in question—this chapter has attempted to understand both
the nature and the function of this trope. Contrasting with the analytical category
of pilgrimage helped reveal the distinct nature of the sthalapuranic journeys vis-
a-vis pilgrimages: unlike the latter, the former are often not undertaken willingly
and do not include a prior conviction about the significance of the destination.
While pilgrimages are often voluntary undertakings, sthalapuranic journeys are

54 Recall that while Natkira’s painstaking journey to Kailash is unsuccessful, Srikalahasti
instantly appears before the poet (thanks to Subrahmanya’s help) and cures his leprosy.
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typically imposed on the travelers. Indeed, as we have seen, it is the reluctant
traveler’s eventual amazement and emotional outpouring upon finally reaching
the site—or merely even at the first glimpse of the site—that makes the claim of
extraordinariness for the sthala that much more compelling. The unwillingness
on the part of the sthalapuranic traveler, then, carries its own rhetorical value.

Additionally, sthalapuranic journeys include, as I suggested, carefully curated
itineraries that strategically incorporate select sacred sites to ultimately help laud
the destination sthala. Even while revealing ideas of competition and hierarchy
amongst different sacred sites, these itineraries articulate the sacrality of the site
in question in relation to the sacrality of other sites. Thus, while sthalapuranas do
claim, without reference to other sites, the exceptional merits of a particular sthala,
they express the virtues of the site more forcefully in relative terms. Indeed, it
is this relativistic rhetoric that renders the sthala as the most expedient means
of liberation. Identifying what I refer to as intersacrality also demonstrated how
sthalapuranas envision the sacrality of one sthala in relation to that of other sites.
Thus, it is in exemplifying this phenomenon of intersacrality that the trope of
sacred itineraries becomes an important narrative strategy for the sthalapuranas
to push their agenda about the exceptionality of the concerned sthalas.
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Ramesvaram Sacred Sand and Ganga Holy Water
The Pilgrimage to Prayaga Starts from Ramesvaram

India, viewed as a holy land (punyabhiimi), is home to thousands of ancient tem-
ples, great saints, monasteries, cultures and traditions. It boasts an abundance of
holy and spiritual places, where ancient practices remain intact even in modern
times, each place in possession of its own set of rituals, guidelines, and beliefs
that people ardently follow. Devotees all over India routinely undertake religious
journeys to these various holy sites, be they temples, rivers, mountains, or monas-
teries. Among the many different pilgrimages at their disposal (e.g., cardham yatra,"
paficakedara yatra,? arupatai vitu,® and so on), one of the most famous pilgrimage
tours (tirthayatra) is the pilgrimage from Rame$varam to the river Ganga (either
in Prayaga or in Kasi), which begins and ends at Ramesvaram. All the three places,
which are among the oldest pilgrimage centres in India, are located about 2500 km
from each other (Kasi and Prayaga in the north, Rame$varam in the south). In spite
of that, since ancient times people have been travelling the long distance to observe
this pilgrimage. Present chapter discusses the procedure and structure of a Hindu
pilgrimage, yatra, with the Ramesvaram-Ganga pilgrimage as the central example.

In the first half of the chapter, I describe the general practice of pilgrimage, its
motivations, benefits, and conditions. I then discuss the destinations of pilgrimage
as they are described in traditional accounts found in the epics and the puranas.
Thereafter, I provide a close-up description of my specific case study, the yatra
from Rames$varam to the river Ganga and back, detailing its myths, requirements,
and customs.

1 Thecircuit includes four abodes located at the four cardinal points of the subcontinent:
Badarinath in the north, Dvaraka in the west, Purl in the east and Rames$varam in the
south (modern Rameswaram). The ‘small’ Himalayan circuit of four abodes, confined
to Uttarakhand, consists of Kedarnath, Badrinath, Gangotrl and Yamunotrl.

2 The circuit of five sacred places consists of: Kedarnath, Tunganath, Rudranath,
Madhyames$var and Kalpes$var.

3 Six abodes of Murukan in Tamilnadu: Tirupparankunram, Tiruccéntur, Palani (Tiru-
vavinankuti), Cuvamimalai, Tiruttani, and Palamutircolai. A study by Ofer Peres of
this yatra’s origins appears in this volume.
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Pilgrimage (tirthayatra)
In his History of Dharmasastra, P. V. Kane writes:

All religions have laid great emphasis on the sacredness of specific local-
ities and have either enjoined or recommended with great insistence of
undertaking pilgrimages to them. Among the religious duties of a Muslim,
a pilgrimage at least once in his life to Mecca and Medina, the birth-
place of the Prophet Mohammad, is one. The four places of pilgrimage
for Buddhists have been the birthplace of Buddha (Lumbini), the place
where he attained enlightenment (Buddha Gaya), the place where he set
in motion the wheel of dharma (Sarnath) and the place where he passed
away into the state of nirvana (Kusinara). For Christians, Jerusalem has
been the holiest place. (Kane 1953: 552)

Similarly, for people who follow ancient, customary Hindu practices, holy places
play a very important part. Great rivers, mountains and forests have been wor-
shipped for millennia as sacred and are seen as abodes of God.* The concept of
pilgrimage is considered as meritorious and is firmly knitted in the minds of the
people of India; one can undertake the pilgrimage journey according to one’s
personal choice, devotion, and interest.

Performing a pilgrimage: motivations, fruits,
conditions, and obstacles

Hindu pilgrimage can be undertaken for many reasons. Every individual who is
interested in acquiring merits (punya) and destroying his de-merits/sins (pdapa)
can undertake a pilgrimage for this purpose. Some take up a ydtra to appease their
forefathers by performing ancestral rites (Sraddham); others undertake pilgrimag-
es as a substitute for krcchra (austerities),® or to fulfil other religious observances,
while yet others undertake the journey for the sake of a divine experience.

4  Anexample for the centrality of pilgrimage can be found in the Brahmapurana, where
a full chapter is devoted to explaining the four types of tirthas: Daiva, Asura, Arsa and
Manusa (Brahmapurana, Gautamimahatmya, 1.1-33).

5 Krcchra is a general word for several penances. It has a number of varieties such as
atikrcchra, taptakrcchra, sitakrcchra, krcchratikrcchra, santapana, paraka, candrayana
and so on.
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The Grhyasiitras and ancient smytikaras, such as Manu and Yajfiavalkya, do not
speak much about tirthayatra. In the Mahabharata,® however, the performance
of a pilgrimage is compared to a sacrifice to the gods. Sacrifices, it is said, require
numerous implements, collection of materials, the support of priests. Thus, they
can be performed only by kings or wealthy people, but not by poor men. At the
same time, the reward that a man gets by visiting holy places as the result of the
tirthayatra cannot be secured by performing even such sacrifices as agnistoma,
vdjapeya, etc., in which a large fee and expenditure is involved; therefore, visiting
holy places is superior to sacrifices.”

However, this is not accepted unanimously, as, for example, the Viramitrodaya®
states that those who have the right or obligation regarding yajfias, especially
the householders, do not have the obligation of pilgrimage, because yajfias yield
more fruit than resorting to any tirtha. Thus, according to this text, the status of
pilgrimage is that of a non-obligatory rite, which is recommended for those who
are less capable of performing other, more expensive types of rites; nevertheless,
pilgrimage does yield substantial spiritual results.

The power of pilgrimage is ‘measured’, so to speak, by its ability to be a substitute
for other religious rites. An early expression of the general notion of pilgrimage
(tirthayatra) as a substitute (pratyamnaya) of performing a krcchra penance is
given in Parasara’s code of laws (Parasarasmyti): “One who undertakes a pilgrim-
age of two yojanas is considered as equivalent of undergoing a krcchra penance.”®

Gautamadharmasiitra 26.1-5: athatah krcchran vyakhyasyamabh ||1|| havisyan pratar
asan bhuktva tisro ratrir nasniyat ||2|| athaparam tryaham naktam bhufijita ||3||
athaparam tryaham na kamcana yaceta ||4|| athaparam tryaham upavaseta ||5||
“Next we will describe the arduous penances. During three days a man should eat
in the morning food fit for sacrifice and not eat anything in the evening; during the
next three days he should eat only in the evening; during the following three days he
should not request food from anyone; and during the final three days he should fast.”

6 Mahabharata, Aranyaparva 80.34-38: rsibhih kratavah prokta vedesv iha yathakra-
mam | phalam caiva yathatatvam pretya ceha ca sarvasah || na te sakya daridrena
yajfiah praptum mahipate | bahiipakarana yajiia nanasambharavistarah || prapyante
parthivair ete samrddhair va naraih kvacit | narthany tinopakaranair ekatmabhir
asamhataih || yo daridrair api vidhih sakyah praptum naresvara | tulyo yajiiaphalaih
punyaistam nibodha yudham vara || rstnam paramam guhyam idam bharatasattama |
tirthabhigamanam punyam yajfiair api visisyate ||

7 Asimilar idea is found in the Brahmapurana, too, when Narada asks Brahma to elabo-
rate on the notion that worshipping in tirthas is superior to tapas, yajfia and dana (Brah-
mapurana, Gautamimahdatmya 1.3: tapaso yajfiadananam tirthasevanam uttamam | iti
Srutam maya tatto jagadyone jagatprabho).

8 A vast digest of dharmasastra composed in the seventeenth century by Mitramisra,
I refer to the edition of 1987, p. 20.

9  Parasarasmrti 12.61ab: dviyojane tirthayatra krcchram ekam prakalpitam |
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Another text, Sridhara’s twelfth-century Smrtyarthasara (edition of 1912, p. 153),
assigns to each holy site the value of a particular number of penances, in pro-
portion to the distance travelled. For example:

Bathing at Setu [yields the fruit of] 30 krcchras for one who travels
30 yojanas; if one worships Ramesvara after taking bath [at Setu] will
get the equal fruit of 60 krcchras for the people of Vindhya; the fruit
of [bathing] at Seturames$vara and the Jahnavai is triple; similar [fruit
for] Jahnavi and Kedara; for the people of the countries of the Southern
ocean, bathing at the Jahnavi is six times; similarly, for the people [resid-
ing] at the Ganga region, bathing at Seturamesvara [yields the fruit] six
times; worshipping Skanda [yield the fruit] equal to 30 Krcchras for one
who travels 30 yojanas; similarly, wherever [a waterbody] is regarded
as ‘Ganga’; in all cases, there will be a reduction of distance based on the
difference in language and [intervened by] mountains etc."

The Devipurana, quoted in the Smrtyarthasara, says, “The Pandavas, to obtain
the kingdom and to get rid of their sins, performed tirthayatra along with Krsna,
Narada, Markandeya, the seven Rsis, etc., as a substitute for performing twelve
krcchras for twelve years.” "' Similarly, in the case of the pilgrimage to Rames-
varam (that we shall elaborate upon later), one makes, at the nearby beach of
Dhanuskoti, the following mahdasankalpa described in a ritual manual called
Bharatasthalayatra:*

I perform the great reparatory rite (maha prayascitta karma) in the
form of bathing 36 times in the Dhanuskoti of Ramacandra which is

10

11

12
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Smrtyarthasara of Sridhara, p. 153: setau trimsatkrcchrasamam trimsadyojanagata-
sya| snatva ramesvaradarsane sastikrcchrasamam vindhya destyanam | seturamesvare
jahnavyam ca trigunam phalam| jahnavikedarayos tathaiva| daksinabdhidestyanam
jahnavyam sadgunam| gangadestyanam tu seturamesvare sadgunam| skandadarsane
trimsatkrcchrasamam trimsadyojanagatasya ca | yatra ganga sanyfia’sti tatra caivam |
sarvatra bhasabhedaparvatadina yatrahraso bhavaty eva |

Devipurana as quoted in Smrtyarthasara (1912, p. 150): pandava rajyalabhaya duri-
topasamaya ca | srikrsnanaradavyasasrikanthendrajalomasaih || markandeyapulas-
tyajasaptarsipramukhais tatha | dvadasadvadasabdani krcchrany adaya bhaktitah ||
tirthairakurvannityadi purane srityate katha |

There are many similar examples. The Laugaksi Smrti states that if the prajapatya
krcchra could not be observed to purify a multitude of sins that one had committed,
one can undertake bathing in great rivers as a substitution (ibid., p. 257).

A mahasankalpa is the description of the entire universe and helps one to identify
himself in the universe, which is invoked before commencing any important rituals.
For the text of mahasankalpa, see: Bharatasthalayatra, pp. 76-80.
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a confluence of the Sea and Ocean, which yields the fruit of undergoing
one year of krcchra in single bathing, as compensation for those who
could not carry out 1080 prajapatya krcchras, which is possible [to
carry out] in twelve years, for the removal of all sins such as great sins,
etc.”

It should be noted, however, that some texts prescribe a maximum number of
yojanas for a yatra, above which the benefit derived from each yojana declines.
Even then, some particular trans-India journeys make an exception to this rule,
such as the journey from the Ganga to Rames$varam, and from the Vindhya moun-
tain-range (in the middle of the sub-continent) to Kedara in the extreme north or
to Rames$varam in the extreme south (Salomon 1979: 126-27).

Some general aspects and conditions for tirthayatra

According to the scriptures, one precondition for a successful pilgrimage is the
pilgrim’s faith. In fact, faith is essential for performing any rite, otherwise, no
ritual will yield its fruit. " The Naradapurana and the Vayupurana state:

A steadfast man visiting tirthas with faith and controlling his senses would
be purified even if he has been guilty of sins; [and if so,] what is there to
say about him whose actions have been pure? One who has no faith, who
has committed many sins, whose mind is not free from doubts [about the
rewards of pilgrimages and the rites there], who is an atheist, and who

13

14

Bharatasthalayatra, pp. 62-63: ... mahapatakadi samastapapaksayartham ratna-
kara mahodadhi sangame ramacandra dhanuskotau trigunita dvadasabdasadhyan
asityuttara sahasra samkhyaka prajapatya krcchran, svartipatah anusthatum asaktya
tatpratyamnayatvena ekasnanena abdakrcchraphalapradayam sriramacandra dha-
nuskotyam sattrimsatsamkhyaka snanartipa mahdprayascitta karma karisye.

In general, observing 1080 prajapatya krcchras is considered mahaprayascitta, and
takes 36 years to complete. Taking a bath in Dhanuskoti yields the fruit of observing
ayear of prajapatya krcchra. Therefore, those who cannot perform the mahaprayascitta
as it is can compensate for it by taking 36 bathings in Dhanuskoti.

This is stated, for example, in the Smyrtisarasamuccaya, quoted in the Viramitrodaya
(1987, p. 14): mantre tirthe dvije deve daivajiie bhesaje gurau | yadrst bhavana yasya
siddhir bhavati tadrst | anena sraddhaya phalavaptir iti spastikrtam |

“Just according to one’s thought or faith on mantras, pilgrimage, brahmin, God, fortune-
teller, physician and teacher, his fruit will be such. With that it is clarified—[one]
obtains the fruit by faith.”
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is examining on bad reasoning—these five do not reap the rewards of
pilgrimages.”™

The Vayupurana™® prescribes the following general conditions, “Those who wish to
perform the tirthasraddha should abandon desire, anger, and greed, and should
have truthfulness and compassion.” The Mahabharata speaks in a similar vein,
setting the greatest emphasis on the cultivation of high moral and spiritual qual-
ities, if the complete reward of pilgrimages is to be reaped:

He whose hands, feet, and mind are well controlled and who possesses
knowledge, austerities, and good fame derives the [full] reward of pilgrim-
ages. He who is away from receiving gifts and is content with what little he
gets and controlled, and he who is free from hypocrisy (or deceit) obtain
the rewards of pilgrimages. He who is free from impurities, self-support-
ed, (not engaged in wicked undertakings for earning), moderate in diet,
has subdued his senses, and is [therefore] free from all sins, obtains the
rewards of pilgrimages. He who is free from anger, firm in protecting truth,
and seeing himself in all beings will obtain the rewards of pilgrimages."’

Thus, the general idea seems to be that pilgrimages may help to remove the sins of
men who do not possess the above characteristics, while those who possess these
acquire a great amount of merit in addition. To this should be added that, accord-
ing to the Naradapurana, if one undertakes the pilgrimage incidentally, he gets
only half of the “fruit,” and if one goes on pilgrimage for the sake of others, one will

15

16

17

40

Vayupurana 77.125-27: tirthanyanusaran dhira sraddhadhano jitendriyah | krtapapo
visuddhyeta kim punah subhakarmakrt ||

Also, Naradapuranall, 62.15c-17b: tirthany anusarandhirah sraddhadhanah samabhitah |
akalpako nirarambho laghvaharo jitendriyah || vimuktah sarvasangais tu sa tirthaphal-
abhag bhavet | tirthany anusarandhirah sraddhadhanah samahitah || krtapapo visudhyet
tu kim punah suddhakarmakrt | asraddhadhanah paparto nastiko’cchinnasamsayah ||
hetunisthas ca paficaite na tirthaphalabhaginah | nrnam papakrtah tirthe papasya
samanam bhavet || asraddhadhanah papmano nastika sthitasamsayah | hetudrasta
ca paficaite na tirthaphalabhaginah ||

Vayupurana 105.40-41: tirthasraddham prayacchadbhih purusaih phalakanksibhih |
kamam krodham tatha lobham tyaktva karya kriya ‘nisam || brahmacaryekabhojt ca
bhusay1 satyavaksucih | sarvabhiitahite raktah sa tirthaphalamasnute ||
Mahabharata, Aranyakaparva, (Tirthayatraparvan) 80.30-33: yasya hastau ca padau
ca manas caiva susamyatam | vidya tapas ca kirtis ca sa tirthaphalam asnute ||
pratigrahad upavrttah samtusto niyatah sucih | ahamkaranivrttas ca sa tirthaphalam
asnute || akalkako niralambho laghvaharo jitendriyah | vimuktah sarvadosair yah sa
tirthaphalam asnute || akrodhanas ca rajendra satyastlo drdhavratah | atmopamas ca
bhiitesu sa tirthaphalam asnute ||
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get the fruit of one-sixteenth of a pilgrimage.'® The Tristhalisetusarasangraha,'
while explaining the word ‘prasangena’ as ‘vanijyarajasevadiprasangena’, i.e., as
part of his trade or official duties, states that bathing at a pilgrimage site while
on a work assignment and not as a part of a pilgrimage per se accrues only
a marginal merit.

There are several preconditions for pilgrimage. One major condition is the
presence of the pilgrim’s wife. This is not unique to pilgrimage, as any religious
activity, including pilgrimage, is to be performed along with one’s wife. In fact,
according to the Padmapurana, if a man performs any dharmic activity without
his wife, the same will yield no fruit.?® An example for this is found in Valmiki’s
Ramayana, where, while preparing for the asvamedha sacrifice, Rama instructs
Bharata to make a golden statue of Sita as a substitute for her person, since she
was not with him at that time.?" Specifically with regard to pilgrimage, the Brahma-
purana, as quoted in the Tristhalisetusarasangraha,? elaborates: “[by] leaving
one’s wife and undertaking a pilgrimage, all one’s virtuous results are in vain.”

Another general aspect of pilgrimage is related to one’s means of transporta-
tion. Although nowadays long-distance pilgrimage journeys are most often done
by railway, bus, or car, traditionally, pilgrimage was to be done only on foot. For
example, the Naradapurana states that if one goes on a pilgrimage using vehicles
out of feelings of supremacy, desire, or ignorance, his pilgrimage is fruitless, and
therefore he has to abandon the journey.? The Viramitrodaya further states—if
one undertakes a pilgrimage on a cow as a vehicle, he will be considered a mur-
derer of a cow.?* Also, there is no fruit from the [pilgrimage] if going on a horse,

18 Naradapurana 11, 63.37: ardham tirthaphalam tasya yah prasangena gacchati |
sodasamsantu labhate yah pararthena gacchati ||

19 Tristhalisetusarasangraha, p. 2: tirtham prapya prasangena snanam tirthe samdcaret |
snanajam phalam apnoti tirthayatrakrtam na tu ||
“If someone goes to a pilgrimage place incidentally and bathes, he will get the fruit of
taking bath in the sacred bathing not the fruit of pilgrimage.”

20 Padmapurana, Bhumikhanda, 59.8: ptitam punyatamam sviyam bharyam tyaktva prayati
yah | tasya punyaphalam sarvam vrtha bhavati nanyatha || [...] bharyam vina ca yo
dharmah sa eva viphalo bhavet |

21 Rama conducted the asvamedha with the statue as a substitute of Sita, saying
(Ramayana, Uttarakhanda, 91.25): “the golden image of my wife [Sita] to be initiated
at the sacrifice, let illustrious Bharata go before.” kaficanim mama patnim ca diksarham
yajiiakarmani | agrato bharatah krtva gacchatv agre mahayasabh ||

22 Tristhalisetusarasangraha, p. 1: putam punyatamam bharyam yo va tyaktva prayati
hi | tasya punyaphalam sarvam vrtha bhavati nanyatha |

23 Naradapurana 11, 62.33-34: aisvaryal lobhamohad va gacched yanena yo
narah |nisphalam tasya tattirtham tasmad yanam vivarjayet | goyane govadhah prokto
hayayane tu nisphalam | narayane tadarddham syat padbhyam tac ca caturgunam ||

24 Viramitrodaya, p. 34: goyane govadhah prokto hayayane tu nisphalam | narayane
tadardham syat padbhyam tac ca caturgunam ||
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and if someone uses a human being as a vehicle, he will get half the fruit; if
one goes on foot, he will obtain four times of the fruit [of pilgrimage]. But, the
Karmapurana quoted in the Viramitrodaya says that if someone is not able to go
on pilgrimage due to health, he is allowed to go in a vehicle drawn by humans,
a mule, chariot attached with horses, and that will not be considered as a fault.®

When going on pilgrimage, there is the question regarding the identity of
the priests—should one bring one’s own priests, who, naturally, belong to the
same tradition, or should one use local priests? The latter option is the one en-
dorsed by several digests, such as the Krtyakalpataru?® that says, quoting from
Devipurana on tirtha, that one should not enter upon an examination of the worth
of brahmanas at holy places. At the same time, brahmanas who are known for
certain to possess defects deserving of condemnation should be avoided. Another
example is found in the Varahapurana, which, with regard to the Mathura pil-
grimage, says that at Mathura a pilgrim should prefer to honour a brahmana
born and brought up in Mathura over a brahmana who has studied all the four
Vedas (but is a stranger to Mathura). Those who reside in Mathura, indeed, are in
the form of Visnu, the wise men see him as [Visnu] and the ignorant see him as
not.”’

Places of pilgrimage

How does a place become a pilgrimage destination? The Mahabharata explains
why some parts of the earth, or some waterbodies, are considered holy: “Just as
some parts of the body (right hand or ear) are held to be purer [than other body
parts], similarly, some localities on earth are held to be holy, and some places
are graced by sadhus with their brilliance, therefore, those parts of the land
and the water bodies are sacred.””® Thus, tirthas are held to be holy on three
grounds: on account of some wonderful natural characteristic of the locality, on
account of the peculiar nature of some watery place, or because some gods or
sages resorted to them for bathing, austerities, and so on. A similar statement is

25 Viramitrodaya, p. 34: narayanam casvatart hayadisahito rathah | tirthayatrasvasak-
tanam yanam dosakaram na hi ||

26 Krtyakalpataru, p. 10: tirthesu brahmanam naiva pariksyeta kathaficana |

27 Varahapurana 165.57-58: caturvedam parityajya mathuram pujayet sada | mathurayam
ye vasanti visnurupa hi te narah || jiiainas tan hi pasyanti aqjiia pasyanti tan na hi |

28 Mahabharata, Anusasanaparva 108.16-18: sarirasya yathoddesa sucayah parikirtita |
tatha prthivya bhagas ca punyani salilani ca || parigrahac ca sadhtinam prthivyas caiva
tejasa | ativa punyabhagas te salilasya ca tejasa ||
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found in the Naradapurana, which explains the greatness of pilgrimage in the
following passages:

Please hear the reason for the holiness of tirthas on earth. Just as some
spots in the body are remembered as important/superior, tirthas are
declared as holy because of the supernatural power, glory of the earth
or water, and also because of the grace of seers.”

As the name tirtha (“crossing”) may suggest, many of the pilgrimage sites are con-
nected to waterbodies. Thus, we find the following statement in the Sankhasmrti.
A Hindu scripture outlines the duties and rituals for different stages of life: “All
the springs and mountains are sacred, all rivers are sacred especially the Jahnavi
(i.e., Ganga).”*

The names of many pilgrimage sites are listed in the epics and the Puranas.
These lists vary from text to text. In the Mahabharata’s Aranyaparva, for example,
there is a very long list of tirthas, running for about 500 verses, spread over four
chapters (80-83), in which are given the names of the tirthas, their speciality, the
fruit of taking a bath there, specific people who benefited by taking a bath and
worshipping in those places, the bathing procedure, and so on. The list ends with
the advice of sage Pulastya to Kauravya [viz. Bhisma]: “Therefore, O Kauravya
(Yudhisthira), you also should undertake the pilgrimage [...] to please your an-
cestors, the gods and the rsis.”*

A later example can be found in Sridhara’s twelfth-century Smrtyarthasara,
which lists thirty-eight places as sacred and as those that yield liberation in an
equal manner to Gaya:

By worshipping the following liberation-yielding places, one will obtain
the [fruit of] taking bath in Gaya, they are: Gaya, Mahanadi, Seturames-
vara, Somes$vara, Bhimesvara, Sriraﬁga, Purusottama [in] Padmanabha,

29 Naradapurana, Uttarakhanda 62.46-47: bhaumanam atha tirthanam punyatve karanam
srnu | yatha sartrasyoddesah kecin mukhyatamah smrtah || prabhavad adbhutad
bhiuimeh salilasya ca tejasah | parigrahan muninam ca tirthanam punyata smrta ||

30 Sankhasmrti quoted in Viramitrodaya VII (1987, p. 14): sarve prasravanah punyah
sarve punyabh Siloccayah | nadyah punyah sada sarva jahnavi tu visesatah ||

31 Mahabharata, Aranyaparva 83.90-94: evam tvam api kauravya vidhinanena suvrata |
vraja tirthani niyatah punyam punyena vardhate || bhavitaih karanaih parvam astikyac
chrutidarsanat | prapyante tani tirthani sadbhih sSistanudarsibhih || navrato nakrtatma
ca nasucir na ca taskarah | snati tirthesu kauravya na ca vakramatirnarah || tvaya tu
samyagvrttena nityam dharmarthadarsina | pitarastaritastata sarve ca prapitamahakh ||
pitamahapurogas ca devah sarsigana nrpa | tava dharmena dharmajfia nityam
evabhtositah ||
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Naimi$a, Badaryasrama, Punyaranya, Dharmaranya, Kuruksetra, Srisaila,
Mahalaya, Kedara, Puskara, Rudrakoti, Narmada, Amratakesvara, Kub-
jamra, Kokamukha, Prabhasa, Vijaye$a, Purindra, Paficanada, Gokarna,
Sankukarna, Bhadrakarna, Ayodhya, Mathura, Dvaravati, Maya, Avant],
Gaya, Kafic, Salagrama, Sambhalagrama, Kambalagrama, and others.
Varanasi is the superior among them.*?

Ramesvaram sacred sand and Ganga holy water
1) The story

The Rames$varam-Ganga pilgrimage includes a visit to either Prayaga or Varanasi
(and sometimes to Gaya as well), after which one is to return to Rame$varam
again. In the current chapter, Prayaga is considered the main destination, given
the larger number of sources that suggest it as the place for the specific practices
of this pilgrimage: in addition to the regular ritual procedures in each of the
sites, this pilgrimage also includes the carrying of sand from Rame$varam to
the Ganga and taking back Ganga water to Rames$varam. This is explained by
an oral tradition, which is claimed to belong to the ninth skanda (“canto”) of the
Srimadbhagvatapurana, as part of the story of the origin of Ganga.*

According to the legend, the great king Sagara of Iksvaku dynasty was ruling
Ayodhya. He had two wives, namely Ke$inl and Sumatl. Ke$ini had a son called
Asamanjasa, while Sumat1 was blessed with sixty thousand sons. Once, Sagara
performed the asvamedha sacrifice and, as a part of the ritual, the sacrificial
horse was to be released to wander in the nearby kingdoms. The Kings of those
kingdoms had to either surrender and offer gifts or tie the wandering horse
and fight the King. The sacrificial horse, after passing through many kingdoms,

32 Smrtyarthasara (1912, p. 152): gayam mahdnadim seturamesvaram somesvaram
bhimesvaram srirangam padmanabham purusottamam naimisam badaryasramam
punyaranyam dharmaranyam kuruksetram srisailam mahalayam kedaram puskaram
rudrakotim narmadam amratekesvaram kubjamram kokamukham prabhasam vijayesam
purindram paficanadam gokarnam sankukarnam bhadrakarnam ayodhyam mathuram
dvaravatim mayamavantim gayam karicim salagramam sambhalagramam kambala-
gramamevamadi muktiksetrani samsevya labhate gayasnanam | sarvesam varanast
visistaiva |

33 While this section indeed tells a very similar story, the crucial difference is that, in
the current text, Kapila muni’s asrama is in the “north-east” and not in Rame$varam
(Srimadbhagavatapurana 9.8.9).
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eventually arrived at the asrama (hermitage) of Kapila Muni (“sage Kapila”)
which is believed to be in Rames$varam.

Kapila Muni was seated in a state of silence, when the sixty thousand sons of
Sagara came looking for the horse. Assuming that Kapila Muni, who was sitting
with his eyes closed, have captured the horse, they shouted at him, disturbing
his transcendental state. Enraged at being disturbed, the sage opened his eyes,
resulting in sixty thousand sons of Sagara burning down to ashes. Sagara, who
was worried for his sons, sent his grandson, Am$umantha (son of Asamanjasa),
to find the whereabouts of his sixty thousand sons and the sacrificial horse.
Amg$umantha reached the Kapila’s asrama and learned about the incident. Sage
Kapila advised him that only the celestial river Ganga can wash off the sins
of his uncles. So Ganga had to flow over the heap of ash. Then Sagara, his son
Asamanjasa, Am$umantha, and his son Dilipa, made many attempts to bring
the celestial Ganga down, but failed. Finally, King Bhagiratha, the son of Dilipa,
took up the task, performed a severe penance, and was successful. He routed the
Ganga to the ocean (sagara), which is now called the Bay of Bengal. It is further
said that Ganga, after it enters the ocean, used to touch the shore in Rames§varam
near agnitirtha, where the ashes of the ancestors of Bhagiratha were present.
However, in Treta Yuga, when Rama and his army of monkeys (vanarasena) built
the bridge to Lanka, Ganga could no longer reach the sands of Rames$varam.
Hence it was made a custom for the pilgrims to carry some sand from agnitirtha,
which holds the ashes of Sagara’s sixty thousand sons, to Kasi, and immerse it
in Ganga’s waters.

The reason for carrying back some Ganga water and using them to anoint Sri
Ramanathasvami, the deity of Rames$varam temple, is further explained. As time
went by, not only the waters of Ganga could not reach Ramesvaram, but also many
other rivers appeared, which were draining out into the Bay of Bengal, such as
the Godavari, Krsna, and Kaverl. Thus, it was no longer a “Ganga ocean“ (Ganga
Sagara); it became the confluence of many rivers, apart from Ganga. Therefore,
pilgrims bring real Ganga water, unmixed with other rivers’ water, in order to
immerse the ashes of Sagara’s sons in Kapila’s asrama at Rames$varam.

Thus, the mythological explanation of the complementary acts of immersing
southern sand in northern waters and pouring back northern waters on southern
sands (by anointing the image of God in Rames$varam), is a continuation of an
ancient ancestral rite, performed to liberate the sons of the ancient King Sagara.

2) Ramesvarayatra
There are certain preparatory rituals and procedures to be performed prior to

undertaking any pilgrimage, one of the most common being sraddha—an offering
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to one’s ancestors (made on any auspicious occasion). The Brahmapurana, for
example, says:

Before commencing the pilgrimage and after returning from it, one should
perform vrddhi-sraddha with a great quantity of ghee.>*

The Vayupurana says, in the context of pilgrimage to Gaya:

Those who have undertaken the pilgrimage to Gaya should perform
sraddha accordingly, dressed in ragged garments, circumambulating the
village. They should proceed to the next village and consume the remain-
der of the sraddha, then every day they should continue the journey
without receiving any gifts. They will obtain the fruit of performing the
horse sacrifice in each step he proceeds to tirthayatra.®

With regard to the visit to Ramesvaram (“setu”), the Skandapurana suggests an-
other variation, and adds fasting and worship of Ganapati:

He who wishes to undertake a pilgrimage should fast on the previous
day, at home, and worship Lord Ganesa, the ancestors, brahmins, and
the [other] relatives, according to his capacity. Having completed the
fasting, he should start [the journey] happily. After returning from the
pilgrimage, he should perform the sraddha to his ancestors and thus he
will obtain the fruit.*

The procedure of pilgrimage to Setu (viz. Rames$varam) is prescribed in the chap-
ter called “Setuyatrakrama” in the Skandapurana:

On the next day, after the personal purification, one should make
a sankalpa: “1 will undertake a pilgrimage to Setu” (setuyatram karisye
‘ham) and then, while reciting astaksara/paficaksara mantras, with min-
imal consumption of food and controlled senses, he should depart to
Setu (Rames$varam). On his way, the pilgrim should read the glory of Setu

34
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Brahmapurana, as quoted in the Viramitrodaya VII (p. 26): tirthayatrasamarambhe
tirthat pratyagame °pi ca | vrddhisraddham prakurvita bahusarpih samanvitam |

As quoted in the Viramitrodaya VII (p. 29).

Skandapurana quoted in Tristhalisetu (1915, p. 4): tirthayatram cikirsuh pragvid-
hayoposanam grhe | ganesam ca pitrn vipran bandhifi chaktya praptijya ca || krta-
paranako hrsto gacchen niyamadhrk punah | agatyabhyarcya ca pitrn yathoktaphal-
abhag bhavet ||
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(setumahatmyam) or Ramayana or Puranas, and refrain from unnecessary
talk. In addition, he should give alms (dana) to mendicants.?”

As stated in the Bharatasthalayatra (pp. 471f.), in Rameg$varam, the pilgrim should
first bathe in the sea, at the place where the bridge (setu) was built to Lanka. Af-
ter bathing, he should draw a bow on the sea sand, place a fruit on it and make
a tarpana®® with sesame seeds to gods, rsis, ancestors. He should offer the sand
(on which the tarpana has been performed) in the water which was collected
from the shore, which is called pasanadana there. Having done that, he has to
offer water from his hairlocks (sikhodakam) and his garments (vasodakam), as
a mark of the completion of ceremonial bathing. He then recites Gayatri-mantra
and offer gifts to a Brahmin. Similarly, he has to make a sankalpa, snana, tarpana
and dana in each of the baths in the sacred tanks in the following stage of the visit
(there are different fruits of taking a bath in each of the tanks). Then, he should
make a mahasarnkalpa and, along with his wife, take a bath, for the uninterrupted
completion of the pilgrimage.

The next part consists of taking baths and performing rituals in the various
tirthas in and around Ramegsvaram. The pilgrim should first go, along with his
wife, to Adisetu,® and worship lord Ganesa. He should then make a sankalpa
and pray to all gods and the gods of the directions, to allow them to take a bath
in all of Rameg$varam’s tirthas, starting from Cakratirtha up to Dhanuskotitirtha.
There are sixty-four tanks in total, out of which twenty-two (see Fig. 1) are present
inside the temple (some people prefer a dip in all the sixty-four tanks and some
only in the temple’s twenty-two tanks).*

37 Skandapurana, Setuyatrakramavidhi 51.5-10: setuyatram karisye’ham iti sankalpya
bhaktitah | svagrhat pravrajen maunt japann astaksaram manum || paficaksaram
namamantram japen niyatamanasah | ekavaram havisyast jitakrodho jitendriyah ||
padukachatrarahitastambiilaparivarjitah | tailabhyangavihinas ca strisangadi vivar-
jitah || madhye margam pathan nityam setumahatmyam adarat | pathan ramayanam
vapi puranantaram eva va || vyarthavakyani santyajya setum gacched visuddhaye |

38 Tarpana (literally “satisfying”) is a libation of water to the gods and deceased ancestors.

39 Adisetu is a strip of land about one km wide and about fifteen km long on the eastern
end that resembles an arrow poised for release. On one side of it is the Indian Ocean
and on the other—the Bay of Bengal.

40 Currently there are twenty-two sacred wells inside the Ramanathasvami temple
in Ramesvaram; they are: Siva-tirtha, Mahalaksmi-tirtha, Gayatri-tirtha, Sanku-
tirtha, Sarasvati-tirtha, Sethumadhava-tirtha, Kavaca-tirtha, Gandhamadana-tirtha,
Gavaya-tirtha, Nala-tirtha, Nila-tirtha, Cakra-tirtha, Brahmahattivimocana-tirtha,
Savitri-tirtha, Suriya-tirtha, Candra-tirtha, Ganga-tirtha, Yamuna-tirtha, Gaya-tirtha,
Sadyamrta-tirtha, Sarva-tirtha and Koti-tirtha. The Skandapurana (Brahmakhanda, Setu-
mahatmya 2. 104-14) lists the following twenty-four sacred ponds in Rames$varam:
caturvimsatitirthani santi setau pradhanatah | prathaman cakratirtham syad vetala-
varadantatah || tatah papavinasakhyam tirtham lokesu visrutam | tatah sitasarah
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At the end, one should go to Dhanuskoti and make a mahasankalpa:

For the expiation of all sins such as great sins (mahapataka), I shall per-
form the great atonement in the form of thirty-six baths in Dhanuskoti of
Sri Ramacandra, which bestows the fruits of performing 1080 prajapatya
krcchra undertaken in three times twelve (i.e., thirty-six) years of per-
formance, of those who cannot undertake [that many krcchra] as that
much, as a substitute here [in Dhanuskoti] by one bathing will yield the
fruit of undertaking krcchra for one year, in that manner [I will perform]
thirty-six bathings.*'

In all the above-mentioned tirthas, one should perform tirtha-sraddha individu-
ally; if not possible, one can perform a single sraddha by offering (pindas) with
cooked rice.

In addition to these, one should, of course, worship the main deity of the temple,

that is, Siva as Ramanathasvami.

3) Ramesvaram sacred sand and Ganga holy water

From the sea near Dhanuskoti/Ramesvaram, one should collect the sand (see Fig. 2)
and divide it into three lumps. One should invoke the first one as setu-madhava,
the second as bindu-madhava, and the third as venl-madhava, worship them in
the place of Setumadhava shrine (i.e., in Rames$varam) and then disperse the first
one (viz. setu-madhava) in the Ramesvaram sea. The second one, bindu-madhava,
is given as a gift (dana), along with money, to a brahmana.* The third sand lump,
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punyam tato mangalatirthakam || tatas sakalapapaghni namndca’mrtavapika |
brahmakundam tatas tirtham tatah kundam hanimatah || agastyam hi tatas tirtham
ramatirthamatah param | tato laksmanatirthah syaj jatatirtham atah param || tato
laksmyah paran tirtham agnitirtham atah param | cakratirthan tatah punyam sivatirtha-
matah param || tatas sankhabhidhan tirtham tato yamunatirthakam | gangatirthan-
tatah pascadgayatirthamanantaram || tatah syat kotitirthakhyam sadhyanam amrtam
tatah | manasakhyan tatas tirtham dhanuskotistatah param || pradhanatirthany etani
mahapapaharani ca | kathitani dvijasresthas setumadhyagatani vai ||
Bharatasthalayatra, p. 62-63: [...] mahapatakadisamastapapaksayartham ratna-
karamahodadhisangame ramacandradhanuskotau trigunita dvadasabdasadhyan
asttyuttarasahasrasamkhyaka prajapatyakrcchran svarapatah anusthatum asaktya
tatpratyamnayatvena ekasnanena abdakrcchraphalapradayam sriramacandradha-
nuskotyam sattrimsatsamkhyaka snanarupamahdaprayascittakarma karisye |

This is what is currently being practised. However, the Skandapurana dealing with this
issue can be understood to mean that one sand lump is to be dispersed (as Venimadhava)
in Prayaga and another in Bindumadhava in Varanasl.



Fig. 1 Sarvatirtha one
of the twenty-two tirthas
inside the Ramanathas-
vami temple. Photo by
R. Sathyanarayanan.

Fig.2 Pilgrims are doing
sankalpa at Rames$varam
to undertake a pilgrimage
to Prayaga after collecting
sand (invoking as three
Madhavas: Setumadhava,
Bindumadhava and
Venimadhava) from
Dhanuskoti. Photo by

R. Sathyanarayanan.
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called veni-madhava, is to be taken to Prayaga and dispersed in the water of the
Ganga there. Early evidence of this practice of carrying sand from Rame$varam
to the Ganga and bringing the holy water Ganga to Ramesvaram appears in the
Skandapurana:

If a man takes sand from Setu (viz. Rame$varam) and disperses it in the
Ganga, having divided it, in Madhavapura—he will reside [after his death]
in Madhava’s city, [Vaikuntha]. [If] a learned person, who wishes to go
to the Ganga, sets off toward the Ganga after having made a sarnkalpa
at Setumadhava shrine,*® that pilgrimage will be fruitful. Also, [if] one
brings [back] Ganga water, anoints Ramesa [with it], and pours it at Setu,
he will, by all means, obtain the brahman.*

This passage from the Setumdahdatmya may be the source for the present-day
practice of the Rames$varam-Ganga yatra.

4) Prayagayatra

Having completed the pilgrimage to Rames$varam, the next stop in the Rames-
varam-Ganga yatra is the conjunction of the Ganga and Yamuna in Prayaga (the
present day Prayagraj/Allahabad). The importance and greatness of Prayaga
has been stated already in the supplementary (parisista) verses to the Rgveda:

Those who take a bath in the confluence where the white and black rivers
(viz. Ganga and Yamuna) meet—go to the heavens. The brave men who
abandon their bodies [there]—will enjoy immortality.*

43 This beautiful Setumadhava temple is located inside the complex of the Ramanathas-
vami temple in Rames$varam.

44 Skandapuranam, Setumahatmya, 50.112-15: grhitva saikatam setoh gangayam niksiped
yadi | vibhajya madhavapure vaikunthe sa vasen narah || ganga jigamisur viprah
setumadhavasannidhau | sankalpya gangam nirgacchet sa yatra saphala bhavet ||
anltya gangasalilam ramesam abhisicya ca | setau niksipya tadbharam brahma prapnoty
asamsayah ||

45 Rgveda-parisistha 22.1 (p. 779 in Satwelkar’s 1957 edition of the RV): sitdsite sarite
yatra samgathe tatraplutaso divam utpatanti | ye vai tanvam vi srjanti dhira ste janaso
amrtatvam bhajante ||
Here the word dhirah may also indicate the forceful abandoning of their life (sui-
cide), but still, it is not a fault (although suicide is considered a crime according the
Dharmasastra). Perhaps we can also understand this passage as saying—“If one stays
here until one dies.”
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On the day before this pilgrimage, one should shave, fast, and perform the ances-
tral sraddha with ghee. The pilgrim should make the following sankalpa:

I along with my wife undertake the pilgrimage to Prayaga (Prayagayatra)
for the removal of physical, verbal, and mental sins committed in this
birth and in any other births, and also for obtaining the eternal worlds
of Brahma, Visnu and others, by lifting my ancestors from different
hells.*

The sequence of procedure to be followed in Prayaga is given thus: “First one
has to plunge into the water [in the holy river], then shave one’s hair and then
he has to take a bath. Afterwards, he should perform the sraddha.”*’

The practice of shaving one’s hair is not uncommon in the context of pil-
grimage. In fact, according to Tristhalisetusarasangraha, “shaving and fasting
in all pilgrimage places is common except Kuruksetra, the wide Viraja, and
Gaya.”“*® At the same time, shaving one’s hair is regarded sinful in non-ritual
contexts. Thus, the Tristhalisetusarasangraha also states that “he who shaves
the hair without [the context of] a pilgrimage, or a yajfia, or the death of his
parents—he is [like] a son who committed patricide.”*® The reason for shaving
one’s hair is clearly stated in the Bharatasthalayatra: “Any sins similar to that of
great sins (brahmahatya...) are resting in the hair, therefore one has to shave the
hair.”*

Going back to the Prayaga pilgrimage—after shaving the head, one begins the
rituals with the following sankalpa: “For the removal of all my sins committed
physically, verbally, and mentally, in this birth or in any other births, for lifting
my ancestors from the different hells, and for obtaining the eternal worlds of
Brahma, Visnu, and others—I undertake the prayaga yatra.”>'

46 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 2.: [...] mama sapatnikasya iha janmani janmantare ca kayika
vacika manasika sakalapapaksayartham—asmatpitrnam nananirayoddharanadvara
sasvata brahmavisnvadilokapraptyartham ca prayagayatram karisye.

47 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 6 fn.1: parvam vagahanam tirthe mundanam tadanantaram.
tatah snanadikam kuryat pascac chraddham samacaret ||

48 Tristhalisetusarasangraha (1936, p. 9): mundanam copavasas ca sarvatirthesvayam
vidhih | varjayitva kuruksetram visalam virajam gayam ||

49 Tristhalisetusarasangraha (1936, p. 10): vina tirtham vina yajfiam matapitror mrtim
vind | yo vapayati lomani sa putrah pitrghatakah ||

50 Bharatasthalayatra (1971, p. 2): yani kani ca papani brahmahatya samani ca | kesanasr-
itya tisthanti tasmat kesan vapamy aham ||

51 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 2: [...] mama iha janmani janmantare ca kayikavacikamanasika-
sakalapapaksayartham— asmatpitrnam nananirayoddharadvara sasvata brahmaloka
praptyartham ca prayagayatram karisye.
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In Prayaga, one offers one’s hair at the confluence of the three (Ganga, Yamuna,
and Sarasvati *?) rivers, which is called Venidana. Two fingers’ breadth of shaved
hair is put on a plate, along with kunikuma (turmeric) powder and other auspicious
items (mangaladravya), alongside additional precious metals, gems, and money.
All these are then offered into the confluence of three rivers, while uttering: “Let
all my sins be destroyed by offering hair in the confluence, let the fortune grow
even in my other births.”* This offering of hair (venidana) is performed during the
first pilgrimage only, and not every time. After this offering, the pilgrim disperses
the venimadhava, which has been carried from Rame$varam, in the confluence at
Prayaga, and some people collect the holy water from here to go again to Rames-
varam to perform abhiseka of lord Siva there.

After dispersing the venimadhava sand, one should make a mahasarnkalpa and
take a bath at the confluence. Then, he should make another sankalpa for the
tirtha-sraddha (as was previously explained regarding the Rames$varam yatra). Be-
fore commencing the rituals of tirtha-sraddha, he should make reverential homage
as a supplement to the sraddham (sraddhanga-tarpanam). In this supplementary
sraddhangatarpanam, he first performs homage to gods (deva-tarpana), then to
the sages (rsi-tarpana), and then a tarpana for his ancestors (pitr-tarpana).>* After
performing the homage to ancestors, one should also pay homage to all the living be-
ings, starting from the celestial to the creatures in the water, earth and air, uttering:

Let all these beings be satisfied with the water given by me. Also, the
libation of water is given to refresh those who are in all hells, who are
experiencing punishment. Those relatives and non-relatives, or relatives
in other births, let them be satisfied with the water. Wherever the afflict-
ed souls suffer from hunger and thirst, let this water with sesame seeds
bring happiness to them.®

52 Sarasvatl is a mythological river that, according to tradition, intermingles with the
Ganga and Yamuna in Prayaga.

53 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 2-3: venyam venipradanena sarvam papam pranasyatu | jan-
mantaresv api sada saubhagyam mama vardhatam |

54 The tarpana to the ancestors has a specific order given, for example, in the Tristhall-
setusarasangraha (1936, p. 13): “First the father, then mother, a fellow-wife of father,
maternal grandparents along with their wives, wife, sons, brothers, father’s brother,
maternal uncles along with their wives, daughters, sisters, daughter’s son, sister’s son,
father’s sister, mother’s sister, mother-in-law, father-in-law and teacher, these are the
[people] satisfying in the pilgrimage centres and mahdalaya days.”adau pita tato mata
sapatnajanant tatha | matamahah sapatnika atmapatni tatah param || sutabhratrpitrvyas
ca matulas ca sapatnikah | duhita ca svasa prokta dauhitro bhagineyakah || pitrsvasa
matrsvasa svasrus ca svasuro guruh | ete syuh pitaras tirthe tarpane ca mahalaye ||

55 Bharatasthalayatra (edition of 1971, p. 5): devasurastathanagah yaksagandhar-
varaksasah | pisacaguhyakas siddhah kusmandas taravah || jalecara bhuimicarah
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Fig. 3 Offering pindas (cooked rice balls) mixed with the sesame seeds to one’s
deceased ancestors. Photo by R. Sathyanarayanan.

At this point, one has to perform the ancestral rituals (tirthasraddha) with pindas
(cooked rice balls) mixed with the sesame seeds to deceased ancestors (pindadana,
see Fig. 3).

Conclusion of the pilgrimage

Having completed the rituals in Prayaga, one should go back to Rames$varam
and perform the sraddha with many gifts (dana) to brahmins, according to one’s
capacity. One should worship Ramanatha (i.e., Siva of the Rames$varam temple)
and Setumadhava, with incense (dhiipa), lamps (dipa), food offering (naivedya),
etc. It is in this stage that the pilgrim uses the Ganga water he brought for per-
forming ritual bathing (abhiseka) to Ramanatha.

vayavadharas ca jantavah | trptimetena yantvasu maddattenambuna’khilah || narakesu
samastesu yatanasu ca ye sthitah | tesam apyayanayaitad diyate salilam maya || ye
bandhava’bandhava va ye’nyajanmani bandhavah | te trptimakhila yantu ye casmat-
toyakamksinah || yatra kvacana samsthanam ksuttrsnopahatatmanam | idam aksayyam
evastu maya dattam tilodakam ||
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There are different practices followed when bringing holy water from Varanasi
or Prayaga. The Tristhalisetu advises that the holy water to Ramesvaram has to
be brought from Prayaga.

In an alternative practice for the end of the pilgrimage, the devotees head to
the holy spot—the Triveni Sangam in Prayaga. Here, after the rituals, the devotees
disperse the lump of sand (venimadhava) brought from Ramesvaram. They then
visit Lord Vi§vanatha in Varanasi to collect the water from the river Ganga before
heading back to Rame$varam. The devotee then stops at Ramanathasvami temple
at Ramesvaram and offers the holy Ganga water to the Lord ( before distributing it
to the near and dear ones). With this the tirthaydtra to Kasi is completed. Although
this practice is presently more familiar, the pilgrimage between Rame§varam
and Prayaga is better anchored in the textual tradition.

Having concluded the pilgrimage (Kasi to Ramesvaram or Prayaga to Rames-
varam), one should return home after stated restrictions, feed a great feast to the
brahmins and others; with that Ramanatha satisfies and grants all his desires, as
stated in the Skandapurana.®®

Conclusion

Although India was historically divided into many kingdoms, and the people of
India followed distinct practices, pilgrimages were inclined to foster the idea
of the essential and fundamental unity of India. Places like Kasi, Prayaga, and
Ramesvaram, were held sacred by all Hindus, whether they hailed from the North,
South, East, or West. The Hindu community, divided as it was into numerous
castes and their specifications, continuously fostered the practice of pilgrimage,
which tends to level up all men by bringing them together through their visit to
the same holy rivers or shrines.

Undertaking a pilgrimage (tirthayatra) and, particularly, taking a holy dip
(snana) in such a place, is considered to yield the fruit of performing the krcchras,
to get rid of one’s sins and crimes. As we have seen, performing ancestral cere-
monies is central to any pilgrimage, and is considered to yield the liberation of
one’s ancestors and virtue to oneself, as stated in the sankalpa.

The practice of exchanging Rame$varam sacred sand and Ganga holy water is
traditionally considered to be for the liberation of the mythological King Sagara’s
sixty thousand sons, through washing their ashes—assumed to be intermingled

56 Skandapurana 51.74-75b: parvoktaniyamopetah punar ayat svakam grham | brah-
manan bhojayad annaih sadrasaih paripuritah || tenaiva ramanathosmai prito’bhistam
prayacchati ||
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with the sands of Rame$varam—with the Ganga’s water. With time, however,
the water brought back to Ramesvaram came to be used for performing the
ritual bathing of Lord Ramanatha.*” This may be a process of merging together
the mythological cause with the temple practice, through the assumption that
the water used for ablution would anyway flow to the sand where Kapila Muni’s
asrama used to stand and bring liberation to Sagara’s sons. The mythological
narrative behind the practice may also be connected to the strong emphasis on
ancestral ceremonies that are prescribed, as we have seen, when performing this
pilgrimage. However, the textual traditions do not indicate such a connection,
and performing of ancestral ceremonies takes place in pilgrimages to many oth-
er holy places (e.g., Kasi, Kafici, Ayodhya, and holy rivers such as Godavarl and
Krsna). Therefore, I think the performing of ancestral rituals at pilgrimage sites
has a different purpose and the exchanging of the sand and the water in these
two places, different.

Undertaking the holy dip (snana) will yield the fruit of performing the krcchras
to get rid of one’s sins and crimes committed by one, and performing the ancestral
ceremonies will yield the liberation (as stated in the sarikalpa) for one’s ancestors
and accrue virtue to the performer.
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Tracing Ranganatha’s Journey

This chapter examines possible relations between the Ranganatha temple in Sri-
rangam (Srirangam) and some other places associated with this temple by explor-
ing the story of the journey of the processional image of Visnu, in the form known
as Ranganatha, from the Srirangam temple to the temple in Tirupati/Tirumala,
where Visnu is worshipped in the form known as Venkatanatha. The journey
proceeded in stages, via several other places, among them an influential divya-
desa namely Melkote (Melkote) which was renowned for having been visited
by the distinguished Vaisnava teachers and, as the tradition has it, was the place
of Ramanuja’s years-long stay.

The narratives giving an account of the journey represent, unlike many other
stories about connected places that reference mythological events and divine
interventions, a specific type of linkages that were impacted, among others, by
political circumstances and historical events. In this chapter, we, therefore, ask:
How and why were these linkages represented in certain non-historical texts of
the Vaisnava tradition that claim to be historical but reference historical facts
only partially? Is it correct to suppose that at least some of the mentioned places
had earlier, well-established connections, for example, due to the activities of
religious teachers or their sacred status? Or could have such an interconnected-
ness been deliberately constructed and knowingly imposed on the stories by the
authors of the narratives which constitute our sources?

The historical facts and the narratives about the journey have already been
briefly discussed by other researchers.? The journey took place in the fourteenth

1 108 places/temples of importance for the Vaisnava tradition which ascribes to all of
them the visits of the Alvars.

2 For example, Spencer (1978), Branfoot (1999), Davis (1999), Hopkins (2002), Aiyangar
(1940), Madhavan (2018). Madhavan, in her recent popular publication about Sriran-
gam, presents a slightly different route. Judging from the book’s bibliography, she based
her description mainly on Hari Rao’s two books 0of 1967 and 1976. She provides a list of
places visited by Ranganatha’s image together with a map of their location. Thus, the
itinerary provided by Madhavan presents itself as follows: Srirangam — Tirukoshti-
yur (near Pudukkotai); Tirukoshtiyur — Jyotishkudi (near Madurai); Jyotishkudi —
Tirumaliruncholai (Alagar Koil); Tirumaliruncholai — Calicut; Calicut — Tirukkanambi

Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz. 2025. “Tracing Ranganatha’s Journey”. In Routes, Patterns, Ideologies:
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century CE, during the Vijayanagara (Sangama dynasty) rule, and was under-
taken to avoid the desacralization of god’s image/s by the invading forces of
the Delhi Sultans. The escape from the Srirangam island on the Kaveri (Kaverl)
river was just the beginning of a long peregrination that took place between 1323
and 1371. It was initially led by Pillai Lokacarya (eminent Srivaisnava teacher
and philosopher of the thirteenth-fourteenth century CE) and entailed stops at
several places on the way to the final destination, the Tirumala hills. There, the
image of Ranganatha spent almost forty years, before being ultimately taken
back and re-installed in the repossessed Srirangam temple by Kumara Kampana,
the chief and son of king Bukka I of the Vijayanagara dynasty. By the fourteenth
century CE, both Srirangam and Tirupati temples were already important Vaisnava
religious centers of established position and power, where some of the most prom-
inent religious teachers, such as Ramanuja and Vedanta Desika, were active. The
Srirangam temple premises were built and further rebuilt by successive dynasties
beginning with the Pallavas (fourth to ninth century CE), the Colas (ninth to
thirteenth century CE), and the Pandyas (c. sixth to fourteenth century CE) and
similarly, Tirupati owes its development to the same dynasties.

South Indian sacred sites are often described in connection with each other.
Such connections are built by way of mythological stories else are attested to
by other tangible links of various kinds. These links can be very creative and
quite effective in enhancing processes of developing the places themselves or
the pilgrimage routes leading to them. In the case of Ranganatha’s journey, the
choice of transit sites mentioned in different narratives is probably the result
of a considerate selection, at least in some cases, of places important for the
tradition, mainly the Srivaisnava tradition, especially in the case of the three
locations that are more thoroughly featured in the story, namely Srirangam,
Tirupati, and Melkote.

(Terakanambi, in-between Calicut and Mysore); Terakanambi — Malkote; Melkote —
Tirupati/Tirumala (via Candragiri); Tirupati/Tirumala — Singavaram (Senji/Gingee);
Singavaram — Srirangam. Aiyangar (1940: 417-19) mentions yet slightly different
places, namely Jyotiskudi does not appear at all, but one place on the way from Mysore
to Melkote is named: Srirangam, Pudukkotai, Tirukottiyur (Tirukosthiyur), Tirumali-
rums$olai, Calicut, Terukanambi (Mysore), Punganur (Chittor), Melkote, Tirupati hills
(Candragiri?), Tirupati. It is difficult to assert which sources Aiyangar uses, however
judging from the differences in the list, the Srirangam temple chronicle (Koyil Oluku)
was not his only source.

3 While discussing the situation of Srivaisnavas at the time of Muslim raids to the South,
Viraraghavacharya (1953 [rep. 2003]: 377-78) writes that it was Srirangam which due
to its high position among devotees became a vulnerable place but “Tirumala somehow
escaped the danger and all the religious minded Sri Vaishnavar counted on the God
of the Vengadam Hills for safety of their religion.”
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The two texts that are the special focus of this study are the Srirangam temple
chronicle (Koyil Oluku) and a hagiographical text titled the Prapannamprta (“The
Nectar for Supplicants”), both of which mention the journey. Before moving on,
let us reiterate questions to be addressed in the context of these texts: How and
why some quite specific historical facts related to the journey were used by the
authors of the two texts? How do these narratives view the journey and relation-
ships between the places, be they the starting point, the destination or the stops
on the way? Why are some of these places treated more thoroughly than others
and what does this tell us about the authors’ motives?*

The historicity of the journey is supported by at least one well-known in-
scription from the Srirangam temple. Parthasarathi (1954), in his English rendi-
tion/summary of the Srirangam Koyil Oluku, mentions this inscription, dedicated
to Gopana, a Brahmin and the Vijayanagara ruler Kumara Kampana’s general,
whose role was crucial in protecting and re-installing the image in Srirangam.
The inscription appears on the wall of the Visvaksena shrine.’

4  The process of development of places of worship and the temple cult in South India

resulted in the appearance of a body of literature known as mahatmyas, sthalapuranas,
and in Tamil talapuranams, all of which enlarge our knowledge related to the processes
of establishing and developing sacred spots. Some of those texts can be useful sources
of data that help us to understand the history of the place as well as the evolution of
linkages between places, though this particular phenomenon is not always envisaged
in the texts. Such seems to be the case of Ranganatha’s journey, which is not mentioned
in the Srirangamahatmya versions available to us, therefore we have to investigate
other types of texts such as temple chronicles or local hagiographies.
On mahatmyas in other regions of India, see, for example, Feldhaus 2003 and Neuss
2012. The role of this class of texts has been recently acknowledged, for example,
by Buchholz (2022) and Nachimuthu (2022). See also Czerniak-Drozdzowicz and
Sathyanarayanan 2022, Sathyanarayanan and Czerniak-Drozdzowicz 2023.

5 Rendition of Sanskrit text and translation after Parthasarathi (1954: 57):
svasti sri bandhu priye sakabde (sakabde 1293)
ceficyamaradhya kaficit samayam atha nihatyodvanuskan tuluskan |
laksmi ksmabhyam ubhabhyam saha nija nagare sthapayan rangandatharm
samyag varyam saparyam punarakrta yahodarpano goppanaryah ||
visvesam rangarajam vrsabhagiri tatat gopannaksont devo
nitva vam rajadhanim nija bala nihatotsikta tauluska sainyah |
krtva hrirangabhuumim Krta yuga sahitam te ca laksmi mahtbhyam
samsthapyasyam sarojodbhava iva kurute sadhucaryasaparyam ||
“Hail! In the year 1393 (1293) of Saka [eral.

After bringing Sri Ranganatha from Anjanadri (Tirumalai), which delights the world
with its peaks covered with dark clouds, and worshipping Him for some time at Chenchi
with Sri Devi and Bhu Devi, Goppanarya, who is like a mirror of fame, vanquished
the Muslims, who were expert archers. [By] re-installing the Lord at His own city of
Srirangam, [he] restored the traditional system of worship in the temple. Goppanarya,
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The second inscription, to be found in Tirupati/Tirumala temple, is mentioned
in Tirupati Devasthanam Epigraphical Report by Sastry (1930: 131-32). Sastry ad-
dresses it as no 485 TT, dated to Kalaka year, which, in his opinion, corresponds
to 1290 of the Saka era (1368 CE). The inscription speaks of a minister of Kumara
Kampana Udaiyar, whom Sastry identifies as Somappa or general Gopana, known
from the Ranganatha inscription of 1293 of the Saka era from Srirangam. In
fact, the inscription published in Sastry (1931: 169) is very brief and does not tell
the story of Ranganatha. It only mentions the Pekkadai (minister) of Kampana.®
Sastry, however, in the Report (Sastry 1930), evokes the story and refers to the
above-mentioned Srirangam inscription known from Epigraphia Indica. At the
end of the passage dedicated to this subject (p. 132), he expresses surprise that
though the stay in the temple was of prolonged duration, “there occurs no kind
of epigraphical or literary notice, except an oral tradition.”

Davis (1999), referring to the Prapannamrta, writes that the Srirangam inscrip-
tion is ascribed to Vadanta Desika (twelfth-thirteenth century CE), prominent
Srivaisnava teacher and exponent of the Vatakalai’ branch of the tradition, who
was born in Kanchipuram, and who, as we shall see below, also had a role in the

the Brahmin, brought Sri Rangaraja, the Lord of the Universe, from the slope of the
Vrishabhagiri (Tirumalai) to his capital and after destroying the Muslim army with
his forces, reinstalled Him with Sri and Bhumi at Srirangam and thus introduced the
Krita Yuga there again. In this deed, which is praised by all righteous men, he acted
like the very Lotus-Born (Brahma).”
The inscription is testified to in the SII vol. XXIV, ed. Narasimhaswamy 1982: 303—in-
scription nr 286—in 1371 Gopana took the image from Tirupati to Ginji and then to
Srirangam (II prakara, east wall).

6 No. 181 (Nos.373 and 485-T.T.) in Sastry (1931: 169):
line 1 svasti sri kilaka samvatsarattu
line 2 mahamandalesvara harirayavibhata...
line 3 kanda sri vira kumarakampana utaiyar pekkatai
line 4 ...tiruvenkatam-utaiyanukku tirunantavilakkukku vitta pacu
line 5 28 risapam 1 itu candraditya varai cellakkatavatu itu srivai-
line 6 -snava raksai
“Hail! In the prosperous year Kilaka...The charity of 28 cows and 1 bull for seven-eights
of a nandavilakku for Tiruvénkatamudaiyan was made by the Pekkadai (minister) of
$r1 Vira-Kumara-Kampana Udaiyar entitled Mahamandalesvara, Arirayavibhala and
(Bhashaikuttappuvarayara)ganda. This (charity) shall last as long as the moon and the
sun endure. May this the Srivaisnavas protect!”
Transcript by DR. Sathyanarayanan (EFEO, Pondicherry). Translation by Sastry (1931).

7 Thetwo sects of Vatakalai and Tenkalai, appeared at some point in the post-Ramanuja
time. Their earliest exponents were Manavala Mamuni dated to the fourteenth-fifteenth
century CE, a Tenkalai, and Vedanta Desika (the thirteenth-fourteenth century CE)—
a Vatakalai. The Vatakalais, with their center in Kanchipuram, were adherents of San-
skrit sources and followers of the markata-nyaya (analogy to monkey) theology, while
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story.® Thus, it can be surmised that reliable evidence confirms the historicity
of Ranganatha’s journey, as well as the role of certain historical personages, in
temporarily establishing the image in the Tirumala temple and hosting it also
for some time in Senji, before taking the image back to Srirangam.

The sources

The two sources for the present study are the temple chronicle of the Srirangam
temple (Koyil Oluku, written in Manipravala) and the seventeenth-century Sanskrit
hagiographical work Prapannamrta (hereafter referred as PA), by Anantacarya.’
Both treat the story of the image more extensively only in relation to some of the
visited places and concentrate mainly on Srirangam itself, Melkote, and Tirupati.
Other places are mentioned vaguely or merely their names are given." The Koyil

the Tenkalais, with their center in Srirangam and the Kaveri region, were followers
of Tamil texts and the marjara-nyaya (analogy to the cat) theology. See, for example,
Raman 2007.

8 Hultzsch gives a shorter version of the inscription, quoting only two verses:
antyanilasrngadyutiracitajagadrafijanad afijanddres cefijyamaradhya kamcitsa-
mayam atha nihatyoddhanuskams tuluskan | laksmiksmabhyam ubhabhyam saha
nijanilaye sthapayan rangandtham samyagvaryam saparyam kuruta nijayasodarpano
gopanaryah | (Hultzsch, Epigraphia Indica volVI, pp. 322-23; 1900-1). Davis’ (1999: 131)
translation based on the Hultzsch’s version reads:

“From Collyrium Mountain [Tirupati] which delights all the world with the lustre of
its dark blue peaks, that mirror of fame Gopana brought Lord Ranganatha to Gingee
and worshipped him there for some time. He destroyed the Turks who had raised
their bows and then installed Ranganatha along with his wives Laksmi and Earth in
Ranganatha’s own city, Sri Rangam, and once again worshipped him in the proper
manner. The brahmin Gopana took Ranganatha, Lord of Everything, from Bull Moun-
tain [Tirupati] to his own capital. When he had defeated the proud Turkic army with
his own forces, he installed Ranganatha, Laksmi, and Earth, and thereby reunited the
ground of Sri Rangam with the Golden Age. Like lotus-born Brahman, that virtuous
man now dutifully worships Ranganatha.”

The role of Gopana in protecting the image is also mentioned by Srinivasachari (1943:
59-62).

9 The two texts in focus cannot be treated as historical sources, yet they have a contex-
tualizing value, which is perceived by scholars as similarly interesting and valuable
as the primary sources themselves. See for example Snell 1994, Nowicka 2016, and
Nowicka 2017.

10 The story of the Sultanate raid and destruction of the temple appears also in some liter-
ary sources such as, for example, Madhuravijaya by Gangadevi; however, this poetess
refers to the earlier episode of Malik Kafur’s military expedition. About Gangadev1’s
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Oluku (hereafter the Chronicle) is a typical South Indian temple chronicle." Hari
Rao, the author of several publications concerning Srirangam and of the English
summary of the Chronicle, describes it in the following words:

The Koil-Olugu is stated to be the work of ‘Purvacaryas’, i.e., the Acaryas
of the past’, in other words, it was not the work of a single writer belong-
ing to a particular period but a temple record written and maintained
by successive wardens of the temple or their accountants or writers.
Events are narrated, especially in the latter portions of the Olugu, under
specific dates, and a perusal of the entire book conveys the idea that it
was a diary kept up by successive generations, true to its name, ‘Olugu’.
(Hari Rao and Reddi 1976: 4)"?

The Chronicle provides a mythological story about the temple’s origins and de-
scribes the temple’s administration. In addition, it refers to many historical facts,
yet it also contains many inconsistencies." It describes the involvement of the

11

12

13
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work and references to Srirangam invaded by the Muslims, see Sudyka 2013: 112;
136-37. See also Truschke 2021: 79-80.

Short translation, or rather recapitulation, with a short introduction is by Hari Rao
1961. Yet another one is by T.S. Parthasarathy 1954.

The Chronicle’s writing was probably initiated after Ramanuja (eleventh-twelfth
century CE), the great philosopher and Srivaisnava religious teacher. His life and
especially his contribution to the temple life are treated thoroughly in the Chronicle,
while the earlier history before him is only cursorily described. According to Spencer
(1978), the Chronicle goes up to 1725 CE, and similarly, according to Orr (1995), it was
written between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries. It reached its present form
in 1803 when the British Collector John Wallace asked the priests to put together all
manuscripts of the Chronicle. Spencer writes about controversies connected with the
dating of this text and that the text, in some portions, has an apocryphal character,
nevertheless it is perceived as one of the most reliable temple chronicles. It brings
information about the ritual, temple organization, internal discussions, etc., and was
probably written periodically by successive generations of dacaryas; thus, there are
some gaps and also incoherencies within the text. See Sathyanarayanan and Czerniak-
Drozdzowicz 2023.

Hari Rao (1961: 5) writes: “A perusal of the Koil-Olugu shows that the sequence of events
adopted is jumbled, e.g., the period of the Acaryas is dealt with after the first Muslim
attack on Srirangam. Certain events or names are repeated in a different context; this
was perhaps because an accountant recorded certain past events in the diary without
inquiring whether the same had been recorded or not by a predecessor of his. The
jumbled sequence might have been due to the constant resuscitations of the original
due to the vicissitudes of history and the imperfections and shortcomings of scribes.
Itis also possible that a scribe while making a copy made his own interpolations. The
Olugu maintains a fairly correct sequence of events while dealing with the Vijayanagar
period and after.”
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temple with many local dynasties as well as important Srivaisnava personages.
Due to these entanglements, the writings of the text could be biased in many ways.
While speaking about political influence exerted not only by the Sultanate forces
from the North but also some Indian dynasties (such as the Orissan Gangas, and,
in later times, the Marathas), Spencer mentions sectarian rivalry and change in
affiliation of the temple in the thirteenth century CE, as the temple was run for
some time by the Vaikhanasas instead of the Parficaratrikas.™

Our second source, PA, is a typical hagiography, dedicated basically to the
life of Ramanuja presented alongside other distinguished Srivaisnavacaryas.'
The hagiographic genre has an ideological and promotional character, since the
authors are often associated with religious institutions such as monastic mathas,
as was frequently the case in the Vijayanagara and post-Vijayanagara times."®
Yet hagiographies can reveal strategies used to propagate particular ideas and
traditions since their authors “variously intend to correct, reinterpret, subsume,
authenticate or legitimize the writings of their forebears” (Snell 1994: 3). In the
Srivaisnava tradition, hagiographies form a part of the canon, for they present
the tradition’s development as well as historical and cultural continuity, and it
was through them that the tradition was transmitted and memorized."”

14 Spencer (1978: 18) writes: “The Orissan incident also illustrates how easily sectarian
religious rivalries could affect court-temple relationships, since royal preferences for
Saivism over Vaisnavism, or vice versa, could have adverse effects upon institutions
controlled by the less favored sect.” The ritual system following Ramanuja’s reform
was re-introduced in the seventeenth century CE by the Acarya called Srinivasa
Desikar.

15 The important and popular Srivaisnava hagiographies are, for example, Guruparam-
paraprabhavas, three texts glorifying the Alvars and the Srivaisnavacaryas. They
are dated to around fourteenth-fifteenth century CE and are known as Ardyirappati
Guruparamparaprabhavam, ascribed to Pinpalakiyaperumal Jiyar; the Pannirayirap-
pati Guruparamparaprabhavam, ascribed to Dvitiya Brahmatantrasvatantra Parkal-
asvami Jiyar, and Mavayirappati Guruparamparaprabhavam by Tritiya Brahmatan-
trasvanatra Parkalasvwamli Jiyar; see, e.g., Dutta 2014: 28-29.

16 Dutta (2014: 76) writes: “Thus hagiographies served the crucial function of confirming
the socio-religious and political contexts in which Srivaisnava tradition and identity
were constructed and reinforced.”

17 For more about the Srivaisnava hagiographies and the religious, social, and politi-
cal context in which they were created see Dutta 2014, especially chapter 3, “Texts,
Contexts, and the Srivaisnava Community”. On p. 95 she writes: “The Hoysalas also
shifted their capital from Dvarasamudra to Kannanar near the Kaveri delta in the
Tamil region, where the Pantiyas were already making inroads. The tension between
these two powers manifested in their competitive patronage extended to the Vaisnava
temple of Ranganathasvami and the Saiva temple of Jambuke$varam, situated on the
either side of the Kaverl at Srirangam.”
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The PA, ascribed to Anantacarya, is dated to the seventeenth century CE and
thus is much later than the described event.' While hagiographies tend to devote
much attention to philosophical issues and to praising extraordinary attributes
and greatness of the religious teachers they feature, the PA does not stress the
glory and distinction of Ramanuja as a philosopher and presents him more as
a mature and ardent devotee, directly communicating with God." In this long
text of 126 chapters, some portions are also dedicated to the lives of Yamunacarya
and Nathamuni, and some portions (from the end of chapter 120 to the begin-
ning of chapter 122) to the story of Ranganatha’s journey. This story involves two
of the Srivaisnavacaryas: Pillai Lokacarya (thirteenth-fourteenth century CE),
a representative of the Tenikalai school, and his contemporary, Vedanta DeSika,
a Vatakalai proponent. The story also mentions Sudarsanasuri, another contem-
porary of the two and the commentator of Ramanuja’s Sribhasya.

Interestingly, the Tirumalai Oluku, the chronicle of Tirupati/Tirumala temple,
does not evoke the story of the journey. This text is mostly dedicated to mytho-
logical events and includes references to Venkatanatha from different sources
as well as some hymns. Nevertheless, the text’s editor mentions the journey in
the “Introduction” (Balasundara Nayakar 1953: xvi).?° He writes that when in 1328
Muhammad bin Tughluq was plundering villages around Madurai and ransacking
the temples, some Nampis from Srirangam, to save the image of Alakiyamanavalan
(Handsome Bridegroom, the processional image of Ranganatha) from falling into
invader’s hands, whisked it away with a view of lodging it for safety in Tiruma-
la. It took them approximately two years to reach Tirumala from Srirangam. In
1330, they put Perumal up in a mandapa in front of the Tirumala temple’s main
shrine. The mandapa is still called Rangamandapa. Since Alakiyamanavalan
was staying there temporarily, as a guest, he was worshipped first and the com-
position beginning with the words ‘kankulum pakalum’? is still recited in front
of Tiruvenkatamutaiyan (Visnu Venkatnatha in Tirumala temple). After some
years, when Gopana, a feudatory of Senji and a subordinate of the Vijayanagara’s
Kampana II, came to Tirumala, he was told the story of the image and, after ob-
taining permission from Tirumalai sabha (assembly) and the king Tiruvenkata
Yadavaraya, moved it to Senji in 1363. At that time, the Sultanate forces were
still occupying Srirangam, so for the next eight years Gopana kept the image in

18 For the date and content, see Granoff 1985: 459-67, and Ayyangar 1919: 34-40.

19 Granoff (1985: 463) writes: “In fact, of all the texts of major Vedanta philosophers
examined to date, the Prapannamrta is unique in its singular lack of interest in the
philosophical debate.”

20 I am grateful to Dr. Suganya Anandakichenin for helping me to find this text. I am
using the English rendition by Dr. R. Sathyanarayanan.

21 Probably dedicated to Alakiyamanavalan, but we were not able to identify it yet.
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Senji. Only after Sultan’s forces had left, in 1371, did he bring the image back and
establish it in the Srirangam temple. Balasundara Nayakar gives as his source
the above-mentioned TT Epigraphical report (Sastry 1930: 131-32).

Ranganatha’s journey

The story, as known from some secondary sources that we have mentioned (e.g.,
Davis 1999, Hopkins 2004), is associated with the military expeditions of Muham-
mad bin Tughluq to South India, which took place in 1323-28 and resulted in
the destruction of the Srirangam temple. A need arose to protect at least the
utsavamaurti (processional image) of Ranganatha, which was secretly sent away.
The whole journey of the Ranganatha image outside Srirangam lasted 48 years
(1323—71) and on its way it stopped at several places, only to remain for more than
40 years in the Tirupati/Tirumala Venkatanatha temple. After that, Ranganatha
was taken back to Srirangam, where, already under the Vijayanagara governance,
his image was reinstalled. The Sultanate invasion left lasting traces on the life
of the re-established temple. In her article concerning the Vaisnava community
of Srirangam, based on meticulous analysis of the temple’s inscriptions, Orr
(1995: 110) says:

At the beginning of the fourteenth century, temple life at Sriranngam was
disrupted by the depredations of the “Turks”, Muslim armies from the
North. In the later part of this century, the newly-established kings of
Vijayanagara and their officers and subordinates dedicated themselves to
the restoration of worship, and to their own legitimation through temple
patronage. In this context, competition among temple authorities and
between the emerging Tenkalai and Vatakalai divisions of Srivaisnava
community resulted in a restructuring of relations within the temple and
among sectarian leaders, political rulers, and other members of society.

While tracing the story of the journey, we need to consider its merely partial
historicity and acknowledge the possibility of there being a mix-up or merging
of several narratives or narrative strands describing quite different historical
events. Davis (1999 and 2004), referring to the Koyil Oluku, discusses the Chron-
icle’s two accounts of two journeys of the image.?? One story evokes a Muslim

22 Hultzsch discusses briefly the journey of the image and his version is closer to our
understanding of the events, namely that there were two journeys and the inscription
refers to the second, the 1323-71 one (Hultzsch 1900-1: 322-23). Also, Hopkins refers
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princess who fell in love with the processional image of Ranganatha. Davis
mentions two versions of this episode. In one, from the Chronicle, the Sultan
attacking Srirangam took the image of Visnu to Delhi, where his daughter fell
inlove with it. After some time, the Sultan permitted the Ranganatha’s devotees
to take the image back to the South. In the second version, the Melkote version
of the story, presented in the PA, it is RaAmanuja himself who went to Delhi to
retrieve the image. In the Chronicle version the Sultan, having seen the princess
heart-broken by the departure of Visnu, sent his troops to Srirangam to get the
image back, but the priests of Srirangam had spirited the image away and sent
it to Tirupati to hide and protect from desacralization. In the Chronicle version,
the princess died of sorrow, but in the Melkote version, the princess accompanied
the image back to the South. When they reached Melkote she was mysteriously
united with the image and became one with Visnu. Thus, in both temples, the
Cheluvanarayana in Melkote and in the Ranganatha temple in Srirangam, there
are shrines of Tulluka Nacciyar—Tughluq Princess. The ambiguity of the story
and its lack of consistency might have been caused, as also Davis suspects, by
problems with dating the raid of the Sultanate forces. Obviously, while assign-
ing a date to the raid, the Chronicle had in mind the earlier military venture
of Malik Kafur, a general of Allauddin Khilji of Delhi, in 1310, but the story of
the journey to Tirupati is associated with the later, Muhammad bin Tughluq’s
(known also as Ulugh Khan, especially before assuming the throne in 1325) raid
and destruction of the Srirangam temple in years 1323-28. While referring to
the story about the second, later event, Davis mentions also the episode of the
temporary hiding of the image in the forest near Tirumala. We assume that the
place was close to the Candragiri fort and indeed, as we see later, it is mentioned
in our sources.?®

to both stories of wandering icons: the one at the time of Malik Kafur’s invasion and
the second under Ulugh Khan (Muhammad bin Tughluq) (Hopkins 2002: 68-72).

23 Davis 2004, fn 6 writes: “The verses are repeated in Prapannamrta (Krishnaswami
Ayyangar 1919: 40), where they are identified as the composition of Vedantadesika,
the Srivaisnava theologian. Local tradition at Tirupati holds that the Handsome Bride-
groom was Kept in the Rangamandapa during his sojourn there (Subrahmanya Sastry
1981: 85), while the Koyil Oluku describes a much more inaccessible bivouac in the
Tirupati hills. According to the Srirangam temple chronicles, one of the image’s Brah-
man attendants ‘tied himself to Visnu with the help of roots and herbs and asked the
other two attendants to lower him down into the declivity by means of a creeper
fastened to a promontory of the mountain, jutting out like the hood of a serpent’ (Hari
Rao 1961: 27). The image spent fifty years suspended like this.”
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The Koyil Oluku version

The version of the temple chronicle, in the edition from 2005-11,2* is detailed and
supplemented with useful footnotes by the editor, A. Krishnamacharyar, although
he does not state his sources clearly.

The text (in Volume I, p. 463 and after) refers briefly to the family lineage of
the priest officiating at the temple, R. Nrsimha DeS$ikar, who plays an important
role in the story.® It was he, who, during his office, learned that Muslims were
approaching Tondaimandalam.? Resorting to the South Indian method of divina-
tion known as tiruvullaccittu,” Nrsimha Desikar addressed Ranganatha directly,
asking Him what should be done to protect Him. Following on the tiruvullacctttu
response, the priests kept the image in the temple itself and began the regular
performance of the annual river festival. During the festival, when the Alaki-
yamanavalan Perumal was in the nearby Panriyalvan [Varaha] temple, temple
priests heard the news that Sultanate army had advanced beyond Samayapuram
(a town near Srirangam).

Srirahgaraj anathan Vadhula Desikar, the father of Nrsimha DeSika, planned to
flee before the arrival of the Sultanate forces in Srirangam and take the images
with him. He felt that people of Srirangam would follow Raniganatha. He ordered
the garbhagrha (main shrine) to be covered with a curtain, pretending the worship
was going on, arranged a palanquin, put Ranganatha’s image together with his
consorts in it, and dispatched them to the South. He also sent priests, an arcaka and
two paricarakas, and sripatam tankuvar (palanquin bearers) with the image. Pillai

24 Koyil Oluku vol.1: 463-69; vol. 2: 175-80. I am presenting the story according to the
working English translation by DR. Sathyanarayanan.

25 Interestingly, he belonged to the Vadhula family. As I'was told by S. A. S. Sarma (EFEO,
Pondicherry), it is an extremely rare lineage nowadays and there are very particular
temple connections in Kerala in the places inhabited by them.

26 The same information is given in the English abbreviated rendition of the Chronicle

by Hari Rao (1961: 127). He also mentions the PA which follows the Vatakalai tradition
and says that Pillai Lokacarya and others fled with the images under the direction of
Vedanta DeS$ika, while Vedanta Desika himself escaped to Satyamangalam with the
single manuscript of the Srutaprakasika and the two sons of Sudar$anacarya.
In the Chronicle itself, the same note (p. 470) reads: “Vatakalai Guruparamparaprabha-
vam declares that “Sr1 Nikamanta Mahatecikan saved Sutarcana Bhattar’s two sons
(Paracara Pattar, Parankuca Pattar) and the Srutaprakacika.” Moreover, it mentions
that during the revolt, “Sr1 Tecikan, [and] Sutarcana Pattar’s two sons, escaped after
staying two days in the heap of corpses. If the Srutaprakacika was not saved on that
day we might have lost a great text.” English rendition by R. Sathyanarayayan.

27 Two options were written on two pieces of paper—in this case, should the image
remain in the temple or should it be taken out for safety reasons. One of the pieces of
paper is picked up at random and it is believed that this is the decision of god. Infor-
mation provided by R. Sathyanarayanan.
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Lokacarya, along with his disciples, was also accompanying them. In addition,
he sent a jewel box (tiruvaparanappetti) and Ranganacciyar, namely the goddess
image, with some attendants. Then, in front of Periyaperumal (Ranganatha’s main
image, miulamiirti), he raised stone wall called kulasekaranpati and in front of
that wall, he installed a (duplicate) image of Ranganatha and locked the door. In
the same way, he also constructed stone wall in the goddess shrine (and installed
a duplicate image of Nacciyar). He closed all secret passages and left the temple.
When Sultan’s soldiers reached the temple and could not find the image, they
damaged the Panriyalvan (Varahamirti) image and several other idols, and killed
many inhabitants. Because of these events, the invasion is known as “pannirayira-
var mutitiruttiya panriyalvan mettukkuti” viz. “the incident of beheading 12,000
inhabitants”.?® The story then moves on to some matter connected to the chief
of the Sultanate army, who was apparently seduced by a temple dancer-devotee
(dast) and convinced by her to stop damaging the temple.?

Subsequently, the text turns to the account of the Ranganatha journey, relating
a story about looting of the image’s jewelry by forest robbers and many other
hardships encountered during the journey. In the face of such difficulties, Pillai
Lokacarya called a halt to their journey. They stopped for a month in Jyotishkudi
near Tirumokur, and there, the text says, he died (attained the highest abode,
paramapatam).

The next stop of the journey was Tirumaliruncolai (Alakarkoyil), where the
image and its entourage stayed for a year, and where, in that period, they con-
structed a water tank named after the image (Alakiyamanavalan). From there,
after journeying from one village to another, they reached Calicut (Kolikkotu; the
editor suggests it could be the present-day Kannur, near Calicut). In Kolikottu, other
neighbouring (divyadesas’) images of god and the image of Nammalvar, which, as
the Chronicle claims, found refuge in Calicut at the time of the Sultanate raid, were
all brought to Ranganatha and the image of Nammalvar stayed with him for a year.
During that period this image was kept together with Ranganatha on his throne.*

28 Koyil Oluku 467-68. English rendering by R. Sathyanarayanan.

29 Because of several yantras installed in the temple by Karanarayana Jiyar, the chief
of the matha became ill. It was believed that the illness was the result of the offense
caused to the god (daivakuttam). Even after the chief had stopped the damage to
the temple, he remained ill and so he decided to leave the place and move to an-
other fort/palace in Kannanur (Kannanur; present Samayapuram), built with the
stones/rocks removed from Srirangam fort. The text also relates that meanwhile,
a brahmin called Sinkapiran, one of those managing the temple lands, recommended
by the dast, met the Sultanate chief, joined him as a servant, and protected the temple
from further misfortune.

30 We do not have much knowledge about the Keralan episode of the journey, but
recently, in an article published in the Kerala edition of The Hindu (May 25, 2024),
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Fig. 1 Jyotishkudi.
Photo by Marzenna
Czerniak-Drozdzowicz.

Fig.2 The cave in which,
according to the local
respondent, the image

of Ranganatha was kept.
Photo by Marzenna
Czerniak-Drozdzowicz.
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Fig. 3and 4

Pillai Lokacarya’s
Sannidhi. Photos by
Marzenna Czerniak-
Drozdzowicz.
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The Chronicle then relates a boat voyage by sea. During this journey, the image
of Nammalvar, accompanying Ranganatha, accidentally fell into the water. The
priests did not want to continue the journey without it and managed to locate it
in the sea with the help of an eagle. After pulling it out of the water, they put
Nammalvar’s image together with Perumal’s and proceeded to Tirukkannampi
(Terakanambi in Karnataka), where the image remained for several days. Further
(from p. 475 onwards), the Chronicle informs us, that both images, of Ranganatha
and Nammalvar, were at that time kept on the same pedestal, worshipped with
the same vessel (ekapatra) and some of Ranganatha’s ornaments were given to
Nammalvar.*'

Having given to the image of Nammalvar some of the Ranganatha’s orna-
ments, the group left Nammalvar there (in Tirukkannampi) and proceeded with
Ranganatha and his ‘family’ (parivara) to Tirunarayanapuram (Melkote) via
Punkanir, and from there, again, after some time, to Tiruvenkata (Tirupati). At
this juncture in the story, the Chronicle employs the term “circumambulation”
(pradaksina) in the context of the long and circuitous journey which started in
Srirangam and ended in Tirumala. The image remained in Tirumala for a long
time, festively celebrated, and established in the Rangamandapa.® The text claims
that the mandapa was constructed by Yatavaraya in 1360 CE.

The story has some continuation in vol. 1, part 1 (p. 175 and following) of the
Chronicle, however, it seems to be somewhat mixed up with the story about the
first journey to Delhij, since at the beginning of the passage it refers to the Muslim
princess mentioned above. When the Sultanate forces that were sent to retrieve
the image reached Srirangam, they realized the image was still not back, so they
could not take it to Delhi. Thus, being separated from her beloved for too long
a time, the princess died.

Even with mixing up of the stories, the passage clearly describes the image’s
stopover in Candragiri, which is supposed to have preceded the long sojourn

A. S.Jayanth speaks about Vaisnava temple in Nellikode, called Azhvar Trikkovil (ded-
icated to Nammalvar) and hosting a small shrine of Gosala Krsna. In the opinion of
C.K. Ramachandran (a member of the Calicut Heritage Forum and former officer of
Indian Administrative Service), the image of Nammalvar was kept there together
with some other images that were escaping from Madurai. It is the very same temple
where the image of Ranganatha was hosted. I owe this information to S. A. S. Sarma
(EFEO, Pondicherry).

31 This event is remembered and recalled in the Melkote temple when, at the comple-
tion of worship, the sacred water (tirtha) is given in the Visvaksena shrine to the
$riranganarayana Jiyar and other officials.

32 The Chronicle says: intappati tirunardayanapurattileyum anekanal eluntaruliyiruntu,
pradaksinamakat tiruvenkatattuk keluntaruli tirumalaiyile bahukalam divyotsavat-
tutane eluntaruliyiruntar.
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in Tirumala itself. According to the text, three people (priests: kotavars) of the
image’s escort took Perumal and ascended the Tirupati hills, while the rest of the
people, fifty-seven in number, went back to Srirangam independently, without
being seen by the Sultan’s forces. The text refers here to the group that came to
Delhi to repossess the image from the Sultan, thus it is also a part of the Delhi
journey story.

The subsequent passage seems to refer to the later journey.The Sultan, aware
that the image was somewhere in the Tirumala foothills, ordered his soldiers to
search the place. The oldest of the three priests, wishing to keep the image hidden,
covered it with herbs, held it closely, and ascended the cliff which looked like
a hood of a snake. Two other priests, who were his brother-in-law and his son,
let him down from the edge of the cliff on a creeper used as a rope. On the way
down, the priest got injured severely and died. The brother-in-law and the son
then came down with the help of a rope, worshipped Perumal, and performed
the last rites for the dead priest. They stayed there secretly for a long time. After
the priest’s brother-in-law also passed away, the son stayed on in hiding, alone
with the image, surviving on roots and bulbs.

Meanwhile, in Srirangam, the inhabitants, with the permission of the Cola king,
opened the temple door and searched for the image of Alakiyamanavalan Perumal
(i.e., Ranganatha) but could find neither the image nor the priest (kotavar). There-
fore, they consecrated another image (called Tiruvarangamalikaiyar). They also
could not find the goddess (Nacciyar) who had been sent away from Srirangam
as well but traveled separately from Ranganatha; they made another image of
her, consecrated it there, and continued the festivals as before using the tempo-
rary images.

The next passage goes back to the image’s journey, but again mixing the two sto-
ries of two different journeys. The image, says the text, having departed from the
temple (in Srirangam), stayed for two years at the residence of the king of Delhi,
and the remaining time, for a period of nearly sixty years, in the forest which
is not named in the text but we suppose it to be the Tirumala hills.>® After some
time, two Irulars (members of a local tribe known for their snake and rat-catch-
ing skills) found the image near the waterfalls in the foothills of Tirumala. They
also found an eighty-year-old brahmin with a head of matted hair, a creeper tied
to his waist, and his clothes made of plants. He was serving the image. The two
Irulars approached the old man and asked him to tell them his story which he
narrated, beginning with Srirangam and everything that happened since then.
He hoped, with their [Irulars’] help, to spread the story of the image among the
people and return it to its temple.

33 Referring to such a long period, the passage means the second, 1323-71 journey, and
not the shorter, 1311 one. However, the given period of time is too long.
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Fig. 5 Singavaram. Photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz.

The Irulars narrated this story to the chief of Candragiri town, then took him to
where the image was kept. The chief worshipped the image and the old man; he
was astonished by what he saw and heard, and took the image and the old man
with him to the town. Thereafter the old priest resided in Candragiri along with
the image, with the support of the chief.

At that time, the Sultanate forces had spread up to Pandyamandalam. Local
rulers, according to the text, were Vidyaranya of the Raya dynasty in Anaikkonti
Pattanam and Harihararaya who ruled territory reaching up to Tondaimandalam.
Harihararaya’s agent, Gopana Utaiyar, came at that time from Senji to Tirumala
to worship Venkatanatha. He worshipped the lord’s feet and learned about
Ranganatha image residing in Candragiri. The chief of Candragiri, informed that
the Gopana had come to Tirupati, invited him to Candragiri and took him to
worship at the place where the image was kept. After staying in Candragiri for
some days Gopana took the image of Ranganatha with him to Singapuram/
Singavaram nearby Senji and performed all types of festivities.?*

34 It was in the Singavaram Ranganatha temple, not in the Senji fort itself, where the
image was kept. The name of the place appears in several variants such as Chenchi,
Ginji or Gingee.
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Having heard that the image was in Singapuram, the officials from Srirangam
asked Gopana to drive Sultanate forces from Srirangam. As the text observes,
Gopana, with an immeasurable force, having fought with the Sultan’s army, dis-
lodged it from Srirangam. On the seventeenth day of the month Vaikaci (May-June)
in the year Paritapi (i.e. one of the sixty-cyclic years), in the Saka year 1293 (1371 CE),
he brought back Perumal and Nacciyar to Tiruvarangam (i.e. Srirangam), opened
the temple doors, consecrated the images along with Periyaperumal (malamiirti)
and made them available for worship. He announced it on the outer face of the
eastern wall called Dharmavarman.®

The Prapannamrta version

The PA version of the story begins at the moment when Pillai Lokacarya receives
the news about Yavanas approaching Srirangam:

A spy presented himself to Lokacarya and then immediately told [him]
secretly (karne) about the arrival of the Yavanas. “Now Yavana with all
his powers reached the city of Khandana (?) and this cruel one certainly
will quickly come [here] even today.” (PA 120.54-55)

Pillai Lokacaraya decided to ask the eminent teacher, Vedanta Desika, how to
protect Ranganatha. The great teacher advised him to take the processional image
of Ranganatha and his wife out of the temple and proceed towards Gosthiptra
(Thirukoshtiyur) near Sivaganga. Then he advised the devotees to return to the
temple and he protected the entrance to the garbhagrha by walling the doorway
with bricks.*’

35 antyanilasrngadyutiracitajagadrafijanadafijanadreh |
sefijyamaradhya karicit samayamatha nihatyotdhanuskaan ||
laksmiksmabhyamubhabhyam saha nijanilaye sthapayan rangandatham |
samyagvaryam saparyam kuruta nijayasodarpano kopanaryah |
This is the text known from the above-mentioned Srirangam inscription.

36 For the Sanskrit text of the relevant passage, see Appendix. All translations from PA
are mine.

37 PA120.57-61: “Having heard his words, then, the clever teacher of the world immedi-
ately informed [about it] Vedanta DeSika. Then following his [Vedanta Degika’s] order,
he took the Lord of Ranga with His wife, [and] left, following the way to Gosthipura.
Thus things [the situation] slowly improved. Meanwhile, all terrified people quickly
took refuge with Ranga. Having speedily entered [the place of] Ranga [and] firmly
closed the doors, Vedantarya and others stayed there tormented by fear. So the wise,
great Vedanta Degika, having lighted the whole light in the nearness of the Rangasayin,
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Fig. 6 Tirukoshtiyur.
The shrine with figures
of Ramanuja and Pillai
Lokacarya. Photo by
Marzenna Czerniak-
Drozdzowicz.

At the beginning of the next chapter (PA 121.1-5), the Muslim invasion is compared
to the mythological story of Kalayavana invading Mathura.®

The following portion presents an episode connected with the two sons of
Sudarsana (i.e. Sudarsanasiri, the famous commentator of the Sribhasya and the
author of its commentary Srutaprakasika/Srutapradipika) who entrusted into the

immediately protected the door of His main shrine by covering [it] with bricks, stayed
on [there] with all $rivaisnavas.”
The portion of the text (58ab tadvat tam sanakaih samyag abhiit klistataram tatah) is
a bit problematic, thus our translation “Thus things [the situation] slowly improved”
is tentative.

38 PA 121.1-5: “Then the Yavana, the enemy of god, speedily set out from Khandapura
to Srirangam with [his] soldiers. All Yavanas arrived quickly in Srirangam, just like
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hands of Vadanta Desika (Vedantarya) his sons and his work, Srutaprakasika, to
protect them from the invaders. When the Yavanas entered the temple, Vedanta
Dedika escaped to Yadavadri (Melkote) together with Sudarsana’s two sons and
the commentary.®® At that time, the journey of Lokacarya began and the text
describes it in the following verses (PA 121.12-21), mentioning the difficulties on
the way, such as the looting of god’s jewelry by the thieves. When they reached
Jyotismati (Jyotishkudi), Lokacarya, depressed by the news from Srirangam,
died. The group proceeded to Sundaracala (Alagar Koil) and after establishing
there a well, left for Kerala. There they visited fourteen Vaisnava places and
subsequently reached Yadavacala (Melkote), where Raniganatha was worshipped
together with Sampatkumara (processional image of the Melkote temple). Then
the Ranganatha image proceeded to Venkatacala (Tirupati/Tirumala) residing
there for some time.*°

Kalayavana in Mathura, with three hundred thousand [soldiers]. All inhabitants of
Srirangam were stricken with fear of him, in the same way that the inhabitants of
Mathura were afflicted by fear. The inhabitants of Mathura were thinking of going
to Dvaraka as did Lord Krsna by the power of yoga. Similarly, imitating this, indeed,
the Lord of Ranga decided for the inhabitants of Srirangam to go to Vaikuntha.”
Kalayavana, according to the stories known, for example, from the Visnupurana and
Harivamsa, invaded Mathura with Yavanas against Krsna.

39 PA 121.6-11: “Then the learned, old man named Sudar$ana, born in the Karavamsa,
the wise one, having approached Vedantarya of great splendour [and saying to him]
‘Save [my] two sons’, handed the two sons quickly over to him. All-knowing Vedantarya,
having agreed to protect for the good of the world, took the two sons, as well as his
[Sudarsana’s] work, the Srutaprakasika, and guarded [them] out of compassion of
Rangesa. Then, having broken the solid doors by force, the mighty Yavanas thrust
their way into Ranga’s [place]. All the sinless Vaisnavas were slain by the killers of
Brahmins, [but] there was the superiority of those living there [the Vaisnavas] over the
Yavanas. Having taken the Sribhasya (commentary) and two sons of Sudarsana [given]
to Vankateda, the wise one [namely the said Venkatesa] went then to the Yedavadri
(Melkote).”

40 PA 121.12-21: “Rangesa, in the company of Lokacarya, moved quickly by a difficult
forest path to the region of Pandyas. There, the whole wealth of Rangin was taken
away by the thieves. Lokarya, going in front, even after hearing about it, was not
afraid. He, the wise one, came quickly [and] with respect gave himself his wealth to
these thieves (corajana). The Lord of Ranga, together with Lokarya, reached the town
of Jyotismati. Then, having heard the whole story of the place (ksetra) of Ranga and
Rangin, resigned Lokarya reached the highest abode. Rangesa was very unhappy be-
cause of separation from Lokacarya. Having left the town of Jyotismati (Jyotishkudi),
Rangarat (“the Lord of Ranga” (Srirangam)) went toward Sundaracala (Alagar Koil).
Having established there one well in his name, [he] left the region of Pandya [and]
went to the Kerala country. In no time, having seen fourteen Visnu places in Kerala,
Rangarat together with his wife took refuge in Yadavacala (Melkote). After residing
there for some time with the lord of Yadavacala, Sampatputra and his wife, Range$a,
the Lord of the world, Lord Rangin quickly came to Venkatacala (Tirumala). Rangesa
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The above description of the PA does not give many details and does not men-
tion the names of all the places visited by Ranganatha. Nevertheless, the main
locations are briefly referred to. The Keralan episode is very cursorily described
and although according to the text, the image visited fourteen places of Visnu
worship, none of them is mentioned by name.

The next passage takes us back to Srirangam and brings up the story of saving
the temple by a canny devotee named Narasimhadeva. The latter, pretending
friendship with the chief of Yavanas, saved the rest of Vaisnavas of Srirangam
from death. The text proceeds with the story of a devoted woman and her son
named Srisailanatha. He, being desirous of women (yuvati janalolupah) and not
knowing what is good and what is bad (krtyakrtyena na vedaryah sa dvijo), ap-
proached the teacher from the Kiara family. When the teacher died, Srisailanatha
who received, due to his devotion, a new name—Satputra (Virtuous Son), went
to Melkote. It is there that the Sribhdasya was created by Ramanuja (Yatiraja), and
then handed down to Satputra, who lived there for some time. Satputra trans-
mitted the commentary to Vedanta Desika, who introduced it in Srirangam after
the Ranganatha image returned there.

In the subsequent passage, the text goes back to Ranganatha’s return to Sriran-
gam. It mentions Govana (i.e., Gopana) who was asked in a dream by god him-
self to conquer Mlecchas (Yavanas) and to bring back the Raniganatha image.
Govana did so and reestablished the image in the temple. Vedanta Desika, having
also come back to Srirangam, created one verse for Govanarya, which was in-
scribed on the wall of Rangaprakara. He also introduced “in the world” the text
of Ramanuja and its commentary, Srutaprakasika.*'

was worshipped in the Vemkatala by Srinivasa (Visnu Venkatanatha) [and] resided
[there] for some time happily, free from the fatigue of the travelling.”

41 PA 122.1-13: “At that time, in the city of Narayana (Tirupati), a righteous devotee of
Visnu, named Govana, was ruling the country in righteousness. In the night dream,
the Lord, the ruler of Srirar'lgam satisfied with the vigorous one called Govana, uttered
a pleasing speech: ‘On my order, by conquering with your own strength the whole
power of the Mlecchas, bring my lord of Ranga to the place of Ranga, O mighty one.’
Then, the one named Govana, filled with amazement, got up from sleep, mounted
Venkatacala, and bowed to Rangesa. Hearing the whole story from the mouth of his
priest, he respectfully stood in front of Ranges$a, the lord Hari who was accompanied
by Laksmi and Bhi (Ksma). [Then] the mighty one proceeded to the city of Ranga at
the auspicious time. He, the wise Govana, reached the city of Sefiji and learning of the
strengths and weaknesses of the Yavana through skillful spies, decided to go there at
night together with the lord of Ranga. In the best time, having conquered the whole
enfeebled power of the Mlecchas, he, the one named Govana, of great splendour and
great power, established this lord of Ranga, as previously, in the city of Ranga and
rejoiced. The noble Vedanta Desika arrived at Srirangam and created, with respect,
the auspicious praise to glorious Rangesa and, invented one sloka for Sri Govanarya.
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History in the service of religion

How exactly was Ranganatha’s journey used by the Chronicle’s compilers and the
author of the hagiography? The content of the two texts I have referred to above
is definitely the result of conscious efforts on the part of the authors, as the texts
were created in order to strengthen their tradition, to advertise their uniqueness
and grandeur, to introduce well-known and distinguished personages into the
story, and to show the connections between certain places.

In the case of the Chronicle, the obvious lack of reverence for the precise facts
is attested to by the confusion regarding dates and the mixing up of the stories.
The same is also visible in the case of the Tirumala chronicle, which gives yet
another date for Muhammad bin Tughluq’s raid and also claims that the image
spent eight years in Senji before reaching Tirumala itself.

The story about the priest saving the image in the Tirumala hills even at the
cost of his life (hence, emphasizing the theme of an ardent devotee saving the god
at all costs), suites the Chronicle’s both stories about two different peregrinations
of the image (one connected with Malik Kafur’s raid dated 1310 and the second, of
Muhammad bin Tughluq’s, dated 1323). For the Chronicle, Ranganatha’s journey
in the years 1323-71 is an important element of the temple’s history in reference
to its sacred processional image. Additionally, it is another opportunity to present
an example of god’s mighty and divine intervention, as well as the interrelation
between the god and his devotees cooperating in times of distress. Thus, the story
fits into the tasks and specificities required of this type of text.

The Tirumala hills/Candragiri story does not appear in the PA. The reason
could be that the PA is more focused on the Srivasnava teachers’ role not only in
saving the image (in deciding how to protect the image) but especially in saving
the central text of the tradition, namely, the Sribhasya of Ramanuja and its com-
mentary, the Srutaprakasika. The story about its saving by Vedanta Desika, who
travelled with two sons of Sudarsanasiri, creates a kind of frame story for the
image’s peregrinations. The passages from the PA evoke the involvement, con-
nections, and respectful relations among the Vaisnava dcaryas such as Ramanuja,
Venkatanatha, Pillai Lokacarya and Sudarsanasiri who were representatives of

Even today this sloka is seen in the Rangaprakara: ‘Having taken [Ranganatha] from
the Afijana mountain which gives colour to the world, embellished with splendour
of the dark summit, in Cenji having worshipped [Him] for some time, then having
conquered the Turks with raised bows, Govanarya, properly established Ranganatha
together with both Laksmi and Ksma in the innate place (Srirangam) attaining the
glory by the previously unseen conduct and worship.” At that time the great Vedanta
Desika introduced in the world the Srutaprakasika commentary for Bhagavat, the com-
mentary which was created by Kurukesa (Ramanuja; and then collected by Sudar$ana
Suri) and greatly renowned. It is known that the son of Vemkate$a was Varadarya.”
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both Srivaisnava communities of the Tenkalais and the Vatakalais. Thus, it makes
sense that in this version the connection of Srirangam with Melkote is also em-
phasized. This is done not only through the account of the visit of Ranganatha’s
image during his escape, but also by referring to Melkote as the location in which
Ramanuja lived for some time and created the texts that are very important for
the Srirangam temple tradition. On the whole, the hagiography is concentrated
on the role of the teachers and the fate of the important texts of the tradition.
In comparison, this element of the story is not at all present in the Chronicle’s
version (although it was known to the present-day editor, who mentions it in his
notes, the Chronicle vol. I: 470).

In both sources, only some stages of the journey are more elaborately described,
such as the episode about particular priests’ involvement in rescuing the image
and some historical personages’ role in dislodging the invaders from the temple.

In the Chronicle, which is predominantly connected with the temple life, the
priests, especially Srirangarajanatha Vadhala Desikar, presented also as members
of the lineage of the temple’s officiating priests, were the ones deciding how to
protect the temple and the image. Instead of relying on the advice of the religious
teachers, they asked the god directly by resorting to the custom of divination
called tiruvullaccittu. As the text states, it was the Lord himself, Srirangarajanatha,
who sent Pillai Lokacarya away with the images, and who protected the main
shrines by way of additional walls. Thus, in this version, the role of the priests
and temple officials is decisive.

In contrast, the hagiography stresses the role of Vedanta De$ika in deciding the
mode of action in the face of the Sultanate forces’ attack, which is compared with
the mythical story of the oppression of Mathura by Kalayavana. The Srirangam
episode introduces also the concern for the Srutaprakasika commentary, which,
as we already know, is important for this hagiography.

The Keralan episode is described much more thoroughly in the Chronicle than
in the hagiography, which barely mentions it. The former connects the journey
with yet another Vaisnava saint, Nammalvar, who, in the form of his image,
joins Ranganatha on his journey. The story about the Nammalvar image falling
into the sea brings up once again the theme of supernatural intervention, by its
retrieval through the help of an eagle. Nammalvar’s image accompanied Visnu
up to Tirukkannampi, and, as the Chronicle claims, this has left some traces in
the ritualistic practice in the nearby Melkote temple which was the next stage of
the journey. The Chronicle highlights the fact that Nammalvar’s image was kept
together with Ranganatha’s on the same platform. Hence, the role of the Alvars
for the South Indian Vaisnavas is being reiterated and emphasized.

Melkote is another point of importance for the Chronicle, not only due to our
story, but also because it is where, during the first journey’ (in 1311 CE, to Delhi),
the Muslim princess (according to the Melkote version known from PA) was
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reunited with the image of god and became one with him, and therefore she
has a shrine there. According to the Chronicle’s version (of the second journey),
Ranganatha’s image stayed there for several years, being honored by the devotees.

In comparison, in the PA, Melkote is mentioned briefly as a stop in Ranganatha’s
journey, where he resided for some time with the Melkote processional image
(Sampatputra). Yet this version emphasizes Melkote’s importance as the place
where Ramanuja handed down to the disciples his Bhasya. The PA dedicates sev-
eral chapters to Ramanuja’s Melkote episode, thus his stay on the Yadavadri—the
Mountain of the Yadavas—is also fully acknowledged in chapters 44—51. In the PA,
Melkote is also the place to which Vedanta Desika and the sons of Sudarsanasiuri
took the Srutaprakds’ika, the text which was later introduced “all over the world”
(jagatyam bhari visrutam). This element of mentioning previous generations of
religious teachers is also typical for hagiographical works.*

Worth noting is also the usage of the meaningful term pradaksina in the context
of the journey. It appears in the Chronicle when the text recounts the travel of the
image from Melkote to Tirupati and its “proceeding to Tiruvenkata (Tirupati) as
a circumambulation (pradaksina) and reaching Tirumala”“. The term pradaksina
denotes circumambulation and, in the temple context, it refers to the clockwise
movement of the devotees around the main shrine. Looking at the map presenting
the places mentioned in both our texts, we can see that indeed, the route is more
or less circular and covers all cardinal and intermediate directions.

The use of this term locates the journey in the domain of the custom of circum-
ambulating the most holy spot, which from the point of view of the Chronicle is
Srirangam. It also can allude to the concept of visiting and, through this, con-
quering the main four directions and the regions around it—the digvijaya. This
appellation appears also in the hagiographical works referring to the great kings,
religious teachers, and philosophers visiting places located in all directions of
the subcontinent and through this extending the domain of their influence.*

42 Dutta (2014: 102), while speaking about the mutual profits of the rulers and the Vaisnava
temple, writes: “In this context, the notion of a lineage emanating from the Alvars,
Ramanuja, and even Ramanuja’s close disciples became significant. The hagiographers
through their narratives in addition to delineating Ramanuja as the most prominent
acarya also delineated the disciples of Ramanuja and prominent acaryas on the basis
of their avowed proximity to him. Therefore, associating or attaching to one of the
ancestries of these Alvars and dacaryas on the part of the Srivaisnava religious leaders
provided a reference point to project themselves as legitimate religious authority and
lay claim over the temple resources and honours.”

43 For the quote see fn 32.

44  See, for example, Sax (2000: 43), where he writes: “In literary representations of the
practice, the digvijayi usually moves through the area he desires to conquer by an
auspicious and powerful parikrama (circumambulatory movement) (...).” See also
Nowicka 2016 and Nowicka 2017.
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Through the usage of the term pradaksina, often associated with the digvijaya,
the Chronicle could allude to the strategy used purposefully to underline and
reinforce the position of Srirangam but also to present the journey as if it were
not an escape but a deliberate expedition of the god in his movable representa-
tion. The inclusion of the Kerala episode makes the glory of Srirangam active and
effective also in the country where the Tamil-bound tradition was less popular.

To sum up, in the sources we chose to analyze, only some stages of the jour-
ney were more thoroughly described. The choice of these places could have
been intentional. They could have been chosen for some particular reasons, for
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example, in consideration of their remote and safe location, solicitations of local
chieftains/priests or local communities who wanted to host the image, or it could
have been deliberate decisions of the priests transporting the image. The authors
of the texts important for their tradition added value to some of them, dedicating
to the chosen locations more space in their narratives.

Atleast three of these locations, namely, Srirangam, Melkote, and Tirupati were
influential, well-established Vaisnava holy spots. By dedicating longer passages
to them, the texts of the tradition emphasized their role but also their intercon-
nectedness as well as friendly coexistence, both factors allowing them to consider
the locations as appropriate places to host the image. Sectarian affiliations could
both facilitate but also impede the relations between the places. We may notice,
for example, that Srirangam itself has a Paficaratra Tenkalai affiliation*, but the
priests belong to both sects, while the Tirupati temple, being of the Vaikhanasa
tradition affiliation, is Vatakalai in the case of the priests, and Tenkalai in regard to
the Jiyars, the heads of the matha, who supervise the temple. Thus, both traditions
and their sects are present in these places, which could have made the contact
between them more complicated.* Viraraghavacharya (2003: 118), very briefly
and imprecisely mentioning the visit of Ranganatha in Tirupati while referring to
the Rangamandapa within the Tirupati temple premises, notices the problems of
different affiliations. Since only the utsavamiirti was brought to Tirupati, he says,
the muilamarti was locally manufactured and installed. This enabled the worship
of god according to the Paficaratra rules which differ from the Vaikhanasa rules
of the Tirumala temple. This event left its impact on the ritual order of the temple
and introduced “many festivals which were before foreign to the Vaikhanasas.”

Another connecting element is the role of Ramanuja and other important
Srivaisnava personages who visited these places and left their impact on the
temple life. For example, one of the crucial inputs of Ramanuja was the introduc-
tion of the Paficaratrika mode of temple worship in most of the Vaisnava temples
of South India, and in Srirangam; in addition, he structured the administration
prescribing different rights and obligations to different groups of temple func-
tionaries. He also spent several years in Melkote where some of his writings were
created. Venkatanatha/Vedanta Desika, in turn, was responsible for reintroducing
in Srirangam rules created by Ramanuja after the break caused by the raids of
the Sultanate forces. He was also the one to protect the scripture authored by
Ramanuja as well as its commentaries through his escape from Srirangam to
Melkote together with Sudarsanasiri’s sons.

45 It is through Sriranganarayana Jiyar Matha.
46 The sectarian differences and rivalry as well as takeovers are beyond the scope of the
present article.
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In addition, the role of the political situation in this process of connecting
particular places at the time of the second journey (1323—71) should not be over-
looked, for example, the growing power of the Vijayanagara dynasty present in
the region. There were relations of different kinds between the rulers and the
temple priests and functionaries in different holy spots.*’ Thus, their supporting
each other was a common practice. In the case of the image’s journey, it is the
presence of the Vijayanagara forces in the Tirupati region, making it a safe place
for offering sanctuary to one of the most distinguished forms of Visnu, that es-
tablished the link and enabled the priests to consider Tirupati/Tirumala as the
final destination. It made possible the escape, peregrinations of the image, its
long stay in the Vijayanagra-protected Tirupati, and, finally, after the subsequent
vanquishing of the Sultanate forces by Vijayanagara in Srirangam, the safe return
of the image to Srirangam.

Conclusions

The authors of the Chronicle and the hagiography, in addressing the past events
presented above, set different goals for their texts. Their goals are evident in the
choice of points of elaboration and emphasis, and the ways of presenting them.

The Chronicle is more detailed in describing the journey. It concentrates more
on the role of the priests and the devotion of the people to the extent of even risk-
ing their lives, staying in Srirangam, or protecting the image in the wilderness of
Candragiri. It also, expectedly, views Srirangam as the central point of reference
and attention, even suggesting an interpretation of the image’s peregrinations
as pradaksina. In mixing the stories of two different journeys, in one of which
a Muslim princess falls in love with the image, it even suggests that the Sultan’s
forces were impressed and affected by the glory of God. Thus, the story exem-
plifies the ineluctable power of God—the Muslim princess dedicated her life to
following the image and staying with it forever.

The PA treats the journey more briefly since Srirangam and its history are not
at the center of its attention and the sections dedicated to the journey concentrate

47 Referring to relations between Vijayanagara rulers and the temple (however, in this
passage, in the post-journey times), Dutta (2014: 102) speaks about the mutual interests
of both groups: “It is worth examining the relationship between the temples’ primary
benefactors (the Vijayanagar rulers and chiefs) and the sectarian leaders enmeshed in
temple politics. On one hand, both needed and took support from each other; on the
other hand, sectarian rulers used the temple as a base for building power and were
also in a position to make endowments.”
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more on several Srivaisnavacaryas and their role in the protection of the texts
of the tradition.

Even if not well known and difficult to trace in detail, the story was creatively
and efficiently used by the authors of these two texts to achieve some of their
goals.”® These goals, such as establishing and highlighting the role of the great teach-
ers or the role of a particular temple and its priests, remind, create, and underline
the connections among different Vaisnava spots. The topic of the journey of the
image creates an opportunity to evoke the varied relations of these places. Some
of the places had already been in contact, being important Vaisnava centres visited
by the Alvars and then the Srivaisnavacaryas. The route of the journey included
also some places of lesser visibility in the community, but useful as safe places of
rescue. In addition, being dispersed over a bigger region, the very mention of these
places could be used to prove the breadth of influence of a particular temple and
a particular form of god. These widely scattered spots also enable the authors of
the texts to show the route as a circular peregrination of the god exemplifying his
might and influence. The connections, be they real or imagined and constructed
by the authors of the discussed texts, accentuate relations and nets of connections
between holy spots often present in the South Indian religious literature.
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Appendix
Prapannamrta chapter 120

lokacaryasya nikatam kascic carah samagatah || avocat sahasa karne yavanagamanam
tada ||54|| idantim yavanah praptah sabalah khandanam puram || agamisyaty ayam ksud-
ro hy atraivadyasu niscayah ||55|| pratigrhya vacas tasya sahasa nipunas tada || vedanta-
desikayaiva tan nivedya jagadguruh ||56|| tacchasanat sa rangesam samadaya sadarakam ||
tadgosthipurapanthanam anusrtya yayau tada ||57|| tadvat tam sanakaih samyag abhiit
klistataram tatah || tenodvignah prajah sarva rangam vivisur afijasa ||58|| pravisya sa-
hasa rangam drdham baddhvararani (?) ca || vedantaryadayas sarve tasthus tatra bhayar-
ditah ||59]| tatas tatrafijasa dhiman mahan vedamtadesikah || akhandadipam prajvalya
sannidhau rangasayinah ||60|| tadgarbhasadanadvaram istikabhih pidhaya ca || palayan
aparas tasthau sarvaih srivaisnavais saha ||61|| iti Sriprapannamrte sriramgavasinam ya-
vanabadhapraptir nama vimsatyadhikam satatamo °dhyayah ||

Prapannamrta chapter 121

yavanah khandanapiurat sa tada devakantakah || niryayau sainikais sardham srirangam
prati satvaram ||1|| yavano yavanais sardham agac chriramgam afijasa || mathuram kalaya-
vanah kotibhis tisrbhir yatha ||2|| sSrirangavasinas sarve bhayartas tena te janah || yathaiva
bhayam apanna mathurapuravasinah ||3|| mathuravasinam tesam dvarakaprapane manabh ||
yatha cakara bhagavan chrikrsno yogamayaya ||4|| tataiva rangarajo ‘pi srirangapu-
ravasinam || cakara tena vyajena vaikunthaprapane manah ||5|| tada sudarsano nama
bhattaryah kuravamsajah || vrddhah sametya matiman vedamtaryam mahaujasam ||6||
putradvayam ca rakseti tasya hastefijasa [haste fijasa?] dadau || vedantaryas sa sarva-
jfas tatputradvayam afijasa ||7|| srutaprakasikam caiva tatkrtim lokaraksane || amgikrtya
raraksatha ramgesakrpaya tada ||8|| tato nirbhidya sahasa kapatani drdhanyapi || vivisuh
sahasa ramgam yavanad balavattarah ||9|| brahmaghnair nirhatas sarvam vaisnava vitakal-
masah || tatra sthitas tair yavanair visesam abhavat tada ||10|| sSribhamsyam vemkatesasya
sudarsanasutadvayam || samadayafijasa dhiman yadavadrim tada yayau ||1|| lokacaryasa-
hayena ramgesah pandyamandalam || pratasthe sahasaranyavartmana durgamena ca ||12||
sarvafl ca ramginas tatra corair apahrtam dhanam || agrayay? sa lokaryas tac chrutvapi
navivyathe |[13|| tatra gatvafijasa dhiman svaktyam dhanam adarat || tasmai corajandyaiva
pradadau svayameva sah ||14|| jyotismatipuram prapa lokaryena sa ramgarat || ramgakset-
rasya vrttantam tam sarvam ramginas tada ||15|| srutva savisnulokaryah prepede paramam
padam || lokacaryaviyogena rangeso bhrsaduhkhitah ||16|| jyotismatipuram hitva prapede
sumdardcalam || kiipam svanamna tatraikam vidhaya ca sa ramgarat ||17|| vihaya pandya-
katakam keralam desam abhyagat || caturdasa vilokyasu visnusthanani kerale |[18|| sadaro
ramgarat sighram prapade yadavacalam || yadavacalanathena sampatputrena sadaram ||19||
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sthitvatha tatra ramgesah kaficitkalam jagatpatih || ajagamanjasa ramgi bhagavan vemkata-
calam ||20|| pijitah srinivasena ramgeso vemkatale || nivrttadhvasramas tasthau kificitkalam
yathasukham ||21]|

[...]

devadhipah samahutah srisaileSsasamanvitah || yadavacalamasadya yatirdjasya san-
nidhau ||42|| krsnapadakrtam bhasyam pradadau premapurvakam || satputradevara-
jadisisyebhyas ca mahayasah ||43||

[...]

tada rangesvarah srimaf chrirangagamanonmukhah || babhuva bhagavan drstva kalyat-
makam idam jagat ||52||

Prapannamrta chapter 122

govano nama dhatmatma kascid bhagavatottamabh || sasasa rajyam dharmena narayanaprtire
tada ||1]| tasya prasanno bhagavan svapne sriranganayakah || vyajahara subham vakyam
govanakhyam mahaujasam ||2|| hatva mlecchabalam sarvam svabalena madajfiaya || ran-
gasthalam prapayadya rangesam mam mahabala ||3|| tatah svapnat samuthaya govanakhyah
savismayah || venikatacalam aruhya sriramgesam pranamya ca ||4|| tadarcakamukhat sarvam
jAatva vrttantam adarat || ramgesam agre samsthapya laksmiksmasahitam harim ||5||
pratasthe ranganagaram sumuhurte mahabalah || sa safijinagaram prapya prajfio gov-
anabhumipah ||6|| yavanasyasu nipunais corair jiiatva balabale || rangesasahitam tasman
nirgatya nisi nisé¢alah ||7|| sarvam mlecchabalam hatva nihSepam samaye vare || rangesam
ramganagare tam pratisthapya purvavat ||8|| tutosa sumahateja govanakhyo mahabalah ||
vedantadesikah sriman chriramgam prapya sadaram ||9|| mamgalasasanam krtva ramgesaya
mahaujase || sSrigovanaryavisayam slokam ekam akalpayat adyapi ramgaprakare sa slokah
paridrsyate ||10|| antyanilasrmgaddyutiracitajagadrajanad afijanadres ca jam [Cafiji? Gingee]
aradhya kificitsamayam atha nihatyoddhanuskams turuskan|| laksmiksmabhyam ubhabhyam
saha nijanilaye sthapayan ramganatham samyak caryasaparyapunarakrtayasahprapano
govanaryabh ||11|| Srutaprakasikabhasyam bhagavadvisayafi ca yat || kurukesakrtam bhasyam
mahan vedantadesikah ||12|| pravartayamasa tada jagatyam bhuri visrutam || vemkatesasya
putro ‘bhiud varadarya iti srutah |[13|

Abbreviations

PA Prapannamrtam

SII South Indian Inscriptions

TTD Tirupati Tirumala Devasthanam
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The City of Many Temples
Textual Representations of Kanchipuram’s
Saiva Temple Network

atahparam pravaksyami santi sthanani bhuirisah |

kaficyam muktipradayinyam mocakasyatmanam vibhoh ||

I will tell further on. There are many sacred sites in Kanchi, the city that
gives liberation, belonging to the Lord, who is the liberator of the souls.
Kaficimahatmya 12.1

kacciyul enn aru tirtta’ niraint’ ula kamuru pala tanam

poccam il pokamum vitum alippana pokk’ aru ménmaiya vam ...

In Kanchi, countless tirthas abound. Many desirable sacred sites grant
true enjoyment and liberation and possess imperishable excellence.

Kanicippuranam 8.2

Kanchipuram or Kanchi, located about seventy km west of Chennai in the Indian
state of Tamil Nadu, is a city of many temples. Many other South Indian temple
towns, such as Chidambaram or Tiruvannamalai, are dominated by a single
great temple, which forms the centre of the city both figuratively and literally
(Michell 1993: 9). Kanchipuram, on the other hand, has not one, but three great
temples, the Ekamranatha, the Varadaraja Perumal, and the Kamaksi Amman,
which are consecrated to local forms of Siva, Visnu, and the Goddess, respectively.
The followers of these deities (Saivas, Vaisnavas, and Saktas) each have their
own concept of Kanchipuram’s sacred space, in which the main temple of their
preferred deity stands at the centre (Hiisken 2017). However, what is perhaps
even more characteristic for Kanchipuram’s religious topography is the presence
of a large number of further temples that dot the city’s urban landscape (Stein
2021). Among them, Siva temples, ranging from great temple complexes to small
streetside shrines, are particularly numerous.

What most of these temples have in common is that their mythical origin
stories are told in Kanchipuram’s temple legends, mythological texts from the
medieval and early modern periods known as sthalamahatmya in Sanskrit
and talapuranam in Tamil. Owing to its religious importance and diversity,
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Kanchipuram has received a particularly large number of such texts, composed
by adherents of different religious traditions in both Sanskrit and Tamil (Buchholz
2022). For the city’s Saiva traditions, two works are particularly relevant: the
Tamil Kaficippuranam (KP) of the author Civafiana Munivar, and its Sanskrit
source, the Saiva Kafictmahatmya (KM). Both these texts, along with the other
sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams of Kanchipuram, are currently being digitally
edited and translated under the “Hindu Temple Legends in South India” project.’
In this article, I investigate the representation of Kanchipuram’s Saiva temple
network in the KP and the KM. As we will see, the two texts present Kanchipuram
as a city of many temples, as they deal with more than a hundred Siva temples
in and around Kanchipuram.? Moreover, I will show how the texts describe the
temples—namely as sacred places that are rooted in the mythological past, rather
than as historically tangible architectural structures—and what patterns emerge
from the narratives associated with them. Finally, we will revisit the present-day
role of the texts for the Saiva temple traditions of Kanchipuram and how they
have contributed to the consolidation of the city’s sacred topography.

The KP and the KM

Of the two texts that are relevant for our discussion, the Kaficippuranam (KP)
is by far the one better known today. It was composed in the late eighteenth
century by Civafiana Munivar (d. 1785), an influential Tamil Saiva intellectual,
and is considered one of the best-known Tamil talapuranams. More precisely,
the KP contains two books (kantam), the first written by Civafiana Munivar and
the second by his pupil Kacciyappa Munivar (see Buchholz 2022: 24-29). While
framed as two parts of the same work, the two books of the KP are, in fact, inde-
pendent compositions. As we will see, Kacciyappa Munivar’s second book of the
KP is far less known than the first book by Civafiana Munivar and is therefore
not relevant for our discussion. Thus, wherever I refer to the KP in this article,
I refer to the first book by Civafiana Munivar, which in itself is quite a sizeable
work, containing sixty-seven chapters with a total of 2742 verses.

1 Iam currently preparing an edition and a translation of the KP, whereas Aneesh
Raghavan is working on the KM. Until the completion of the digital editions, I refer to
the extant printed editions of the texts (see Bibliography).

2 Alist of those temple, with their respective present-day names and locations, can be
found in the appendix to this chapter.
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The KP is based on a Sanskrit source, the Saiva Karicimahatmya (KM).? This
is an anonymous Sanskrit mahdtmya, claiming to belong to the Skandapurana,
and which must have been composed before the first half of the sixteenth cen-
tury.* It contains about 4700 verses divided over fifty chapters.> While the KM is
far less known today than the KP, it also deserves mention for being the source
of the latter’s narratives. I have discussed the relationship between the KP and
the KM elsewhere in detail (Buchholz 2023a). Suffice to say here that the KP, like
most Tamil talapuranams, is composed in a far more sophisticated poetic style,
but follows the KM very closely on the narrative level. For this reason, I do not
normally distinguish between the two texts when discussing their contents. How-
ever, where the KP and the KM are not in agreement, I point out their differences.

The KP begins with four introductory chapters that are not based on the KM,
but which constitute conventional elements of Tamil talapuranams, including
two lengthy chapters that contain an ornate description of the country and the
city, that is, the region surrounding Kanchipuram and the city itself (see Buchholz
2023b). Both texts then employ a puranic frame narrative (KM ch. 1-3, KP ch. 5-7)
that provides the backdrop for the narration. After these introductory chapters,
the bulk of both the KM (ch. 4—45) and the KP (ch. 8-64) deals with the origin
stories of a large number of Siva temples in and around Kanchipuram. The ex-
position of the Siva temples of Kanchipuram culminates with the Ekamranatha
temple, Kanchipuram’s most important Siva temple (Fig. 1), which receives far
more space than any of the other sites (KM ch. 3645, KP ch. 62-64). Both texts end
with a number of concluding chapters (KM ch. 46-50, KP ch. 65-67), which deal
with miscellaneous topics, including the rules of right conduct and the various
ways through which one can accrue religious merit (punya).

When dealing with the Siva temples of Kanchipuram, the two texts introduce
one temple after another successively. The KP, as a rule, devotes a separate chapter
to each temple.® In the KM, the chapter divisions are more arbitrary, but the

3 The Saiva Kaficimahatmya must be distinguished from a Vaisnava work that also
bears the title Kaficilmahatmya (see Buchholz 2022: 15-17). Apart from the title, the
two texts have nothing in common. Since this article is only concerned with the Saiva
Karnictmahatmya, I will henceforth refer to it simply as the Kaficimahatmya (KM).

4 AsDominic Goodall (personal communication) has recently discovered, the KM is quoted
in the Saivagamadimahatmyasangraha of Vedajfiana II, also known as Maraifiana
Técikar II, whose uncle (Maraifiana Técikar I) is believed to have died in 1563 CE.

5 When comparing the length of the KP and the KM, it is important to note that the Tamil
metres used in the KP are much longer than the anustubh verses found in the KM. On
average, one Tamil verse can be said to correspond to approximately two Sanskrit
verses.

6 This also means that the length of the individual chapters varies greatly, ranging from
four to 427 verses.
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Fig. 1 The Ekamranatha
temple, 2023. Photo by
Jonas Buchholz.

sections on individual temples are clearly demarcated through specific narra-
tive strategies. The section on each temple begins with a formulaic phrase like
“hereafter I will tell about the greatness of another sacred site” (atahparam
pravaksyami sthanasyanyasya vaibhavam). This introductory passage names the
temple in question and usually indicates its geographic position in relation to
the previously described site (e.g., to the south of X, there is Y). Sometimes, other
geographical details, such as a nearby river or the name of the surrounding
locality, are also mentioned. In the KP, too, each chapter begins with a verse that
introduces the new temple, although, true to the more ambitious poetic agenda
of the KP, these verses are far more ornate than the rather utilitarian verses of
the KM. Consider the following verse that is found at the beginning of the
Panataricappatalam, i.e., the chapter on the Phanadharisvara temple (KP 18.1):
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We have told about the nature of Mutticcaram (Mukti§vara), where valai
fish leap from the sweet, fragrant waters of the excellent tanks that are
stirred up by dark buffaloes with large mouths and cloven-hooved feet.
Now we will speak about Panatariccaram (Phanadhari$vara), where sing-
ing bees drink nectar and buzz melodies in the lush groves with heaps of
flowers, making the assembly of the gods marvel.’

After introducing the site, the texts tell the temple’s myth of origin, i.e., the story
of how this sacred place came into being through the actions of gods or other
mythical characters. The contents of these narratives will be discussed in more
detail below. The KM usually signals the beginning of the narratives through the
keyword pura, ‘formerly’, which situates them in the distant mythological past.
Towards the end of the origin story, the text often points out that the presence of
the deity or the salvific power of the place can be felt ‘ever since’ (tada prabhrti)
or ‘even today’ (adyapi), thus referring again to the present. The section on each
temple typically ends with a phalasruti, i.e., a description of the benefits that
may be gained by visiting the temple. Consider, for example, the phalasruti of
the section on the Kacchapes$vara temple in the KM (14.20-21b):

Since then, Sankara (Siva) never leaves Kanchi. That linga named Kac-
chapes$vara gives good fortune to the people in the world. By thinking
about it, any good man can obtain liberation.?

And the corresponding passage in the KP (23.11):

Since then, Kacchapes$vara, the one with [a garland of] laburnum and long
matted hair, resides in Kanchi without ever leaving. All those who go to
worship him, who see him, or who think about him will be freed of their
sins and be redeemed, having reached everlasting liberation through the
state in which one is both one and not one [with Siva].®

7  kavaiyatik kaya vayk karu metikal ulakkiya kati vavic
cuvai narum punal valai min kutikku’ mutticcaratt’ iyal corran
kuvai malarc celum potumparir patt’ ali koli nara matutt’ umpar
avai viyattakap pan payil panatariccaram ini yaraikirpam.

8 tadadi satatam kafictm na vimuficati sankarah |
kacchapesakhyalingam tal loke kalyanadam nrnam ||
smrtva muktim avapnoti yo va ko va narottamah |

9 anru tott’ enrum ak kariciyi ninkalat’ amarntitun
konrai var cataiyanaik kaccapécan ranaik kumpitac
cenravar kantavar karutinar yavarum titu tirnt’
onri yonra nilai mar’ ila mutti perr’ uyvare.
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Temples in the KM and the KP

Following the relatively uniform pattern outlined above, the KM and the KP de-
scribe a large number of temples in Kanchipuram and its surroundings. As can
be seen from the list of these temples (found in the appendix to this chapter),
the KM deals with a total of 106 temples. This number seems suspiciously close
to 108, a number that is considered sacred in Hinduism, all the more since there
are popular claims to the existence of 108 Siva temples in Kanchipuram.' Indeed,
the number presented here is somewhat arbitrary as it is sometimes difficult to
decide what should be counted as a separate site, so a slightly different count
might well have resulted in the auspicious number of 108. However, the KM
itself does not number the sites that it describes, nor does it address their total
number in any other way. Moreover, as we will see, the number of temples that
are described in the KM varies between different recensions of the text. As such,
the number of the temples must be considered incidental.

The KP, as a rule, describes the same temples in the same sequence as the KM.
However, twelve temples that are mentioned in the KM do not feature in the KP
(nos. 5, 6, 7, 19, 21, 22, 55, 61, 64, 72, 81, and 95 on the list in the appendix). This
seems to correspond, at least partly, to differences between various recensions
of the KM: in the case of some of the temples that are not mentioned in the KP,
the corresponding sections are also missing in a part of the manuscripts of the
KM (Buchholz 2023a: 397). It thus seems likely that the temples in question are
missing in the KP because the sections dealing with them were not part of the
version of the KM that Civafiana Munivar perused when he composed the KP.

True to the Saiva orientation of the KM and the KP, almost all temples with
which the two texts deal are Siva temples. The only exceptions are Valampu-
rivinayaka (no. 3)—a Ganesa shrine inside the (Vaisnava) Varadaraja Perumal
temple—and the Kumarakottam temple (no. 86), which is dedicated to the god
Skanda/Murukan." Other local deities also occasionally feature in the narratives,

The phrase ‘the state in which one is both one and not one’ (onri yonra nilai) reflects
the Saivasiddhanta doctrine, according to which the bound soul and Siva retain their
different qualities, but become one during the state of liberation. I would like to express
my gratitude to Vigneshwaran Muralidaran for explaining this point to me.

10 See, e.g., the article titled Koyil Nakaramam Kaficipurattil Ulla 108 Aptrva Civatta-
larikalin Taricanam (‘Darshan of 108 unique Siva temples in Kanchipuram, the city
of temples’) in the online edition of the popular Tamil newspaper Ananta Vikatan,
September 11, 2018 (https://www.vikatan.com/spiritual/temples/136583-temple-city-
kanchis-108-shiva-temples-dharisanam, accessed February 11, 2025.) Similar claims
are found on numerous other websites.

11 Throughout the text, I refer to the temples by their contemporary names. The names
under which the temples are mentioned in the texts can be found in the appendix.
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but they do not receive sections of their own. This is true for several local forms
of Visnu, who act as protagonists in the stories of various Siva temples (see be-
low), and also for the goddess Kamaksi, whose story is (somewhat awkwardly)
embedded into the origin myth of the Virattanes$vara temple (no. 78).

The large majority of the sites mentioned in the KM and the KP can be identified
with temples that exist today. The identifications that are presented in the appen-
dix to this article are the result of my research, conducted partly with the help of
printed and online sources and partly through fieldwork in Kanchipuram.™ In
most cases, the name and approximate location indicated by the texts are suffi-
cient to identify a temple. In other cases, the identification is less straightforward
but can be confirmed through other findings. Only thirteen of the 106 sites (nos.
7,19, 21, 22, 39, 55, 61, 72, 75, 79, 80, 81, and 94) remain currently unidentified. In
some of these cases, further research might allow tracing the temples in question.
It may, however, also be the case that these temples simply do not exist anymore.

Fig. 2 shows a map™ of the temples that are mentioned in the two texts. When
looking at their spatial distribution, it becomes evident that the sequence in which
the temples are mentioned follows a specific (if sometimes slightly erratic) geo-
graphical trajectory. Allowing for some zigzagging and occasional detours to the
city’s hinterland, the route begins in the eastern part of Kanchipuram, then moves
through the city’s southern part, before heading to the southern and south-west-
ern fringes of the city centre. From there, we again move to the south-western
and north-western outskirts of Kanchipuram before making a wide arc and ap-
proaching the city centre from the north-east. We then move through the central
part of Kanchipuram and finally reach the Ekamranatha temple, which is located
just north-west of the city centre. In generalised form, the route that the texts
describe can be characterised roughly as a clockwise spiral around Ekdmranatha.
As such, the texts present the Ekamranatha temple as the centre of Kanchipuram’s

12 Anidentification of the temples mentioned in the KP was undertaken already by Des-
sigane, Pattabiramin, and Filliozat (1964), although their map is relatively imprecise
and therefore only of limited use. Among the numerous publications on Kanchipuram’s
temples (often simple booklets that are sold in local bookstalls), Vijayakumar (2014)
is the most useful. Informative online sources include the Tamil-language edition
of Wikipedia (cf. the articles contained in the category Kaficipuram mavattattilulla
Civan koyilkal ‘Siva temples in Kanchipuram District’ [https://tawikipedia.org/s/6410])
and the website shaivam.org (cf. the page Karicipura Civat talarikal, ‘Siva temples
in Kanchipuram’ [https://shaivam.org/temples-special/kanchipura-siva-sthalangal/],
both accessed February 11, 2025.). Moreover, online services such as Google Maps,
Google Earth, and Google Street View have proven extremely useful for locating par-
ticular temples. I have verified the location of most temples during fieldwork trips to
Kanchipuram in 2020, 2023, and 2024.

13 Open Street Map is open data (see https://www.openstreetmap.org/copyright for more
details, accessed February 11, 2025).
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Fig. 2 Temples mentioned in the KM and KP (map by Jonas Buchholz; base map: Open
Street Map).

sacred space. This is mirrored by the introductory chapters on the country and
the city at the beginning of the KP, which similarly move from the outside to the
inside and place Ekamranatha at the centre (Buchholz 2023b: 46—47).

The temples that are described in the KM and KP include all major Siva temples
of Kanchipuram and many of the minor ones. In addition to Ekdmranatha, they
also encompass other major temple complexes such as the Kacchapes$vara temple
(no. 33; Fig. 3) and important pilgrimage sites, including various patal perra
stalams, i.e., temples that are considered particularly sacred in Tamil Saivism."
Moreover, almost all of the ancient Pallava-era (eighth to ninth century) temples,
for which Kanchipuram is famous, are mentioned in the texts, as are several

14 The patal perra stalams are the 274 (or 276) places which are mentioned in the Tévaram,
the most important part of the Tamil Saiva canon. The following temples mentioned
in the KM and the KP are pdtal perra stalams: Ekamranatha (no. 93), Tirumérrali$vara
(no. 41), Onakantes$vara (no. 58), Anékatankavatisvara (no. 42), Satyanathasvami (no. 1),
Vedapuris$vara (Tiruvattipuram) (no. 96), Manikanthesvara (Tirumalptr) (no. 60). Two
more patal perra stalams are only mentioned in the KM, but not in the KP. They are
Vali$vara in Kurankanilmuttam (no. 5) and Talapuri$vara in Tiruppanankatu (no. 6).
On the significance (or lack thereof) of the patal perra stalam status of these temples
for the texts, see Buchholz 2023a: 409.
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e

Fig.4 The MacattanraliSvara temple, 2020. Photo by Jonas Buchholz.
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other temples of art-historical inter-
est.”” However, many of the sites that
feature in the KM and the KP are just
nondescript shrines without partic-
ular significance or memorable ar-
chitectural qualities. Some of them
cannot even be described as temples
in the narrow sense of the word,
such as Macattanrali$vara (no. 87),
a linga kept in an old mandapa that
today houses a carpenter’s workshop
(Fig. 4). The large number and diver-
sity of the sites that are described in
the KM and the KP testify to the ex-
ceptionally rich religious landscape
of Kanchipuram.

What do the KM and the KP have
to say about these temples? First
of all, they are not concerned with  Fig. 5a Valmikanatha in 2016. Photo by
temples as physical structures, but  R.Ilamurugan.
as sacred sites. As a rule, the texts
do not describe architectural features of the temples but focus on the mythical
narratives associated with them and their salvific powers. Even the more florid
KP, which often adds ornate descriptive passages that are not found in the KP,
does not describe the physical appearance of the temples; rather the descriptions
tend to focus on the natural beauty of the temples’ environment, such as the
ponds and groves that surround them.' The only exception is the Ekamranatha
temple: here both texts contain a description of the temple’s physical features,
including its gateway towers (gopuras) and enclosure walls (prakara), although
this description is highly idealised and presumably does not aim at a realistic
portrayal of the temple’s architecture (Buchholz 2022: 22-23).

15 On the Pallava temples of Kanchipuram, see Stein 2021: 43-102. The following temples
mentioned in the KM and the KP can be dated at least in part to the Pallava era: Ekam-
ranatha (no. 93), Tanronrisvara (no. 38), Kailasanatha (no. 43), Iravattane$vara (no. 76),
Piravattanes$vara (no. 74), Airavate$vara (no. 31), Amare$vara (no. 40), and Matange$vara
(no. 29). The only major Pallava temples in Kanchipuram that are omitted by the KM
and the KP are Vaikuntha Perumal (which, however, is a Visnu temple), and Muktesvara
(for no apparent reason). Other art-historically remarkable temples that are mentioned
in the texts include the tenth-century Kausike$vara (no. 84) and the twelfth-century
Jvarahares$vara (no. 37; see Stein 2021: 119-20), both from the C6la period.

16 Cf.the verse on the Mukti$vara and Phanadhare$vara temples that was quoted above.
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Fig. 5b The Valmikanatha temple in 2024. Photo by Jonas Buchholz.

It is worth noting that the texts normally do not even speak about temples, but
about sacred sites (Skt. sthana). The defining feature of such a sacred place is not
an architectural structure, but the presence of a physical manifestation (miirti)
of a deity—in the case of a Siva temple, a linga. Indeed, quite a number of the
sites described in the KM and KP seem to have been not more than lingas until
fairly recently. An example is the Valmikanatha temple (no. 47), which is located
in agricultural area on the outskirts of Kanchipuram’s Pillaiyarpalaiyam neigh-
bourhood. An online blog post from December 2016 shows images of a free-
standing linga surrounded by paddy fields (See Fig. 5a)."” Another blog post allows
us to track the subsequent development of the site.”® At some point, a simple
concrete shed appears to have been constructed around the linga. This structure
was then replaced by a proper shrine (see Fig. 5b), which was consecrated on

17 R.Ilamurugan: “Vanmeeganathar Temple, Kanchipuram,” Tamilnadu Tourism (blog),
2016. https://tamilnadu-favtourism.blogspot.com/2016/12/vanmeeganathar-temple-
kanchipuram.html, accessed February 11, 2025. I would like to express my gratitude
to Mr Ilamurugan for kindly allowing the use of his photograph.

18 SaiSrinivasan: “Successful Completion—Maha Kumbabishegam of Vanmeega Nathar
Temple @ Kanchipuram,” Sage of Kanchi. Virtual Mahaperiyava Temple (blog), 2018.
https://mahaperiyavaa.blog/2018/01/27/successful-completion-maha-kumbabishegam-
of-vanmeega-nathar-temple-kanchipuram/, accessed February 11, 2025.
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January 19, 2018 by Vijayendra Saraswati, the then junior pontiff of the Kanchi
Sankara Matha." Many of the other smaller Siva temples of Kanchipuram may
have had a history similar to that of the Valmikanatha temple.

Importantly, the texts do not make a distinction between such relatively un-
imposing sites and major temples that must have been magnificent structures
already at the time of the texts’ composition. With the exception of the Ekam-
ranatha temple, all temples are given equal status and are all described in the
same hyperbolic terms: for virtually every one of them, the result of visiting
them is nothing short of liberation. The length of the section on a particular
temple (again with the notable exception of the Ekamranatha temple) is also not
contingent on the temple’s importance. Thus, the section on the Kacchapes$vara
temple—arguably Kanchipuram’s second most important Siva temple after Ekam-
ranatha—comprises only 27 verses in the KM, whereas the chapter on Banesvara
(no. 57)—a small street-side shrine in Kanchipuram’s north-western outskirts—is
almost three times as long. This is because the story of the battle between Krsna
and the demon Banasura is told in quite some detail, whereas the section on
Kacchape$vara is much more condensed.” It thus becomes clear that the length
of a section is primarily determined by the narrative. It is the contents of these
narratives to which we will turn in the next section.

Narrative patterns

As we have seen, the main concern of the texts is to tell the mythical origin
stories of the sites. Some of these narratives are rather unique. This is true for
the myth of origin of the Ekamranatha temple (see Schier 2018: 73-96), and also
for the origin stories of some other temples, such as Tirumérrali§vara (no. 41),
where Visnu is said to have become a linga when he heard a hymn sung by the
poet-saint Tirufianacampantar. The origin stories of most temples, however, are

19 In an interview conducted in 2023, the priest in the Valmikanatha temple confirmed
that the present shrine had been built by the Sankara Matha. He also specified that
the upper part of the linga had been there before and was eight hundred years old,
whereas the base (avutaiyal) was newly installed (interview conducted by Ute Hiisken
and N. Subramaniam, April 2, 2023).

20 Civafiana Munivar further expands on this, adding extensive descriptions of the battle
scenes that follow the conventions of ancient Tamil heroic poetry (puram). The differ-
ence is therefore even more pronounced in the KP: here the chapter on Kacchapes$vara
comprises thirteen and that on Banesvara 111 verses. On the relative length of the
Tamil and Sanskrit verses, see above fn. 5.
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relatively stereotypical and deal with particular mythological characters who are
said to have come to Kanchipuram and to have founded the temples in question.
The list of the protagonists includes various gods, demons, sages, celestial bodies,
and other mythical beings—practically the entire Hindu pantheon. The narrative
pattern is usually the same: each of the protagonists of the narratives needs to
worship Siva in order to obtain the power to accomplish the deed for which they
are known, or to expiate a sin that they have committed in the course of their
actions. For this purpose, they come to Kanchipuram, install a linga, worship
Siva, and thus obtain what they had wished for. The lifiga is then named after
the character in question, usually following the pattern X-isvara (‘Lord of X’),
where X is the name of the one who had installed it.

From the above it follows that the KM and the KP retell well-known puranic
narratives and localise them in Kanchipuram by relating them to a particular
temple that is said to have been established by the protagonist of the narrative.
As such, the texts contain a virtual encyclopaedia of puranic mythology. Notably,
the retellings found in our texts allow us to understand in which form these nar-
ratives circulated in early modern Kanchipuram. For example, the Manikanthes-
vara temple (no. 8) is said to have been established by the gods, who collectively
worshipped Siva there in order to atone for the sin that they had committed
by making Siva swallow the poison that emerged during the churning of the
milk ocean. The retelling of this episode that is contained in the section on the
Manikanthe$vara temple by and large conforms with the well-known puranic
versions: in order to obtain the nectar of immortality (amrta), the gods and the
demons decided to churn the cosmic milk ocean, using Mount Mandara as the
churning rod and the snake Vasuki as a rope, while Visnu supported the mountain
in the form of the tortoise Kirma. However, the narrative differs in one respect:
as neither the gods nor the demons were strong enough to move the churning
rod, the monkey Vali had to churn the ocean for them (see Fig. 6). As Vasudha
Narayanan (2013) has shown, Valr’s prominent role in the churning of the milk
ocean is also attested in other South Indian textual sources, as well as in visual
representations of the myth found in South India and Cambodia.?’ She convinc-
ingly argues that this narrative element is unique to South India and might have
travelled from there to South-East Asia. The contents of the KM and the KP are
further testimony of this.

In all the narratives that are found in the KM and the KP, Siva is presented as
the prime cause of the events. The other deities humbly beseech and worship him
before Siva appears and graciously fulfils their wishes. As such, the texts represent
a decidedly Saiva worldview, in which Siva is considered the supreme deity.

21 Thanks to Ute Hiisken for pointing out this reference to me.
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Fig. 6 The churning of the milk ocean (illustration of the origin story of the
Manikanthesvara temple in the 1900 edition of the KP).

Particularly the relationship between Siva and Visnu is of major concern for the
texts. A large number of the narratives deal with how Visnu, in various different
forms, worshipped Siva in a particular temple. This includes all ten avataras of
Visnu, but also his most important local manifestations in Kanchipuram. For al-
most every major Visnu temple in town, there is a Saiva ‘counter-temple’, that is
said to have been established by that particular form of Visnu.?? An example is the
Punyakoti$vara temple (no. 2; Fig. 7), located in the eastern part of Kanchipuram
not far from the Varadaraja Perumal temple (Kanchipuram’s most important
Visnu temple). Already the position and the name of the temple make it clear
that Punyakoti$vara stands in relation to Varadardja Perumal. The east-facing
Punyakoti$vara and the west-facing Varadaraja Perumal are, as it were, facing
each other, and the name Punyakoti$vara recalls the name of the main shrine of

22 Varadaraja Perumal — Punyakoti$vara (no. 2); Yathoktakari Perumal — Brahmapuris-
vara (no. 4); Astabhuja Perumal — Astabhuje$vara (no. 19); Dipaprakasa Perumal —
Adipatisvara (no. 20); Alakiya Cinka Perumal — Narasimhes$vara (no. 21); Ulakalanta
Perumal — Abhiramesvara (no. 30); Paccaivanna Perumal and Pavalavanna Perumal
— Virattanesvara (no. 78); Pandavaduta Perumal — Pandavadatesvara (no. 39). The
only major form of Visnu in Kanchipuram who is not mentioned in the KM and the
KP is Vaikuntha Perumal.
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Fig. 7 The Punyakoti$vara temple, 2020. Photo by Jonas Buchholz.

the Varadaraja Perumal temple, which is known as punyakoti-vimana. The nar-
rative found in the KM and the KP reinforces this connection. According to the
texts, the Punyakoti$vara temple was established by Visnu, who installed a linga
and worshipped it with flowers; pleased with Visnu’s worship, Siva granted him
the name Varadaraja; Visnu then decided to stay on the Hastigiri hill (hastigiri
being the mythological name of the Varadaraja Perumal temple) and asked Siva
that any religious merit (punya) accrued there be multiplied ten million (koti)
times.? This narrative makes Varadaraja Perumal’s presence on Hastigiri (the
Varadaraja Perumal temple) contingent on Siva’s grace and offers an alternative
explanation of the name Punyakoti, thus presenting Visnu’s most important form
in Kanchipuram as subordinate to Siva.

Whereas the KM and the KP connect particular Siva and Visnu temples in
Kanchipuram, they do not normally link any individual Siva temples with each

23 The narrative on the Punyakoti$vara temple also incorporates the well-known story of
the elephant Gajendra, whom Visnu saved from the jaws of a crocodile. It is connected
with the Punyakoti$vara story by stating that Gajendra had helped Visnu collect flowers
for the worship of Siva when the crocodile assaulted him. Visnu then asks that the hill
on which he resides be named after Gajendra, thus providing an explanation for the
name Hastigiri (‘elephant hill’).
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other, except when describing the temple’s location in relation to the previously
mentioned site. The only exception is again the Ekamranatha temple, which
regularly features in the narratives of other sites. A recurring trope that is found
in the stories of several temples is that the protagonist of the narrative came to
Kanchipuram, worshipped Ekamranatha, and then proceeded to install a linga
of their own.?* The other Siva temples of Kanchipuram are thus presented as
subordinate to the Ekamranatha temple. This mirrors the contemporary ritual
relationship of the Siva temples of Kanchipuram, as the smaller temples are usu-
ally served by priests who also work in the Ekamranatha temple (Boulanger 1992:
117). As such, the relations between the Ekamranatha temple and the other Siva
temples of Kanchipuram may be best described in terms of centre and periphery.

As far as connections between Kanchipuram and other places are concerned,
the KM and the KP frequently claim that Kanchipuram is superior to Varanasi
(Kas1). The origin story of the Kasiviévanatha temple (no. 69) even has it that Siva
himselfleft Varanasi for Kanchipuram because he decided that Kanchi was dearer
to him than Kasi. However, given that countless sacred sites all over India claim to
be equal or even superior to Kasi (cf. Feldhaus 2003: 157-84), such claims say more
about the prominence of Varanasi than about the status of Kanchipuram: Varanasi
clearly was the prototype to which other sacred sites, including Kanchipuram,
were compared. Occasionally other places are also mentioned in the KM and the
KP. For example, the origin story of the Ramanathes$vara temple (no. 89) states
that Rama, upon returning from Lanka, had first installed a linnga in Rameswaram
before Siva told him to also worship him in Kanchipuram; the text even ex-
plicitly states that Rames$vara (in Kanchipuram) is more redeeming than Setu
(Rameswaram). On the whole, however, the relationship between Kanchipuram
and other sacred sites in India is not a major concern for the texts.

Particularly, it is worth noting that the KM and the KP do not contain any refer-
ence to the concept of the paficabhiitasthalas. This is a group of five Siva temples in
Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh that are associated with the five elements (bhiita)
of Hindu cosmology. Among them, the Ekamranatha temple is connected with the
element of earth; the other temples are the Jambukes$vara temple at Tiruvanaikka
near Srirangam (water), the Arunacalesvara temple in Tiruvannamalai (fire), the
Kalahasti$vara temple in Kalahasti (air), and the Nataraja temple in Chidambaram
(ether) (Eck 2012: 127-36). In the case of Ekdmranatha, the temple’s origin story,

24 E.g., Vyasa — Vyasacantali$vara (no. 10); Atri, Kutsa, Kasyapa, Angiras, Vasistha,
Bhargava, Gautama — Atrisvara, Kutse$vara, Kasyapesvara, Angirasi$vara, Vasisthes-
vara, Bhargavesvara, Gautamesvara (nos. 11-17); Parasara — Parasaresvara (no. 18);
Jaigisivya — Jaigisivye$vara (no. 22); Rama — Viraraghaves$vara (no. 44); Balarama —
Balabhadraramesvara (no. 46); Andhaka — Andhakes$vara (no. 56); the Pandavas —
Pandavesvara (no. 79).
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which tells that Parvati built the linga from sand, explains the association with the
element of earth (Schier 2018: 24-27). The KM and the KP do state that the linga is
made from sand, but do not otherwise address Ekamranatha’s connection with
the element of earth, nor do they link Kanchipuram with the other four sites.?®
This is all the more surprising as the concept of the paficabhiitasthalas is a rather
well-known one today. The fact that it does not play a role in the KM and the KP
suggests that it might have become popular only at a later date.?

The present-day role of the texts

The KM and the KP are not only historical sources on the sacred topography of
Kanchipuram, but the texts—particularly the KP—also play an important role for
the city’s contemporary religious traditions. Today, the KP is very much present in
the Siva temples of Kanchipuram. In many of those temples, we find stone slabs,
murals, and signboards that contain summaries of the temples’ stories of origin.
These summaries almost always follow the KP, and usually also explicitly identify
the KP as their source. Very often, even the original text of the KP is displayed
in the temples. For example, the phalasruti verse on the Kacchapes$vara temple
that was quoted above (KP 23.11) is displayed in several places in the Kacchapes-
vara temple itself (see Fig. 8). In other cases, the entire section dealing with the
temple in question is inscribed on the temple walls. Temple priests also often
refer to the KP when retelling their temple’s origin story to temple visitors. Only
some of them have first-hand knowledge of the text, but most priests are aware
of the fact that their temple is mentioned in the KP and can name the chapter of
the KP that deals with it. Grey literature and online sources on the Siva temples
of Kanchipuram also regularly refer to the KP and quote the relevant verses. It
is worth noting that it is almost invariably Civafiana Munivar’s first book of the
KP that is referred to, whereas the second book, by Kacciyappa Munivar, seems
to be largely unknown. Similarly, the Sanskrit KM, at least today, is far less well
known than the KP, despite being the original source of the latter.

25 Ofthe four other sites, Kalahasti is mentioned in connection with the Mahakale§vara
temple (no. 85) and Chidambaram in connection with Visnvi§vara, a side shrine of the
Ekamranatha temple (no. 104). However, the concept of the paficabhiitasthalas does
not play any role in these narratives.

26 The concept as such, however, must be older as it is mentioned already in verse 100 of
the Kuficitanghristava, a panegyric on Siva in Chidambaram by the fourteenth-century
author Umapati Sivacarya (quoted in Kulke 1970: 140).
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Fig. 8 Stone slab with quotations from the KP (23.11, 22.25, and 22.10) in the
Kacchapes$vara temple. Photo by Jonas Buchholz.

From the above, it becomes clear that there is a strong local tradition that links
temples in Kanchipuram with the KP. The displaying of texts from the KP in the
temples can be seen as a material representation of this. In other words, the
connection between sites that are mentioned in the KP and the currently existing
temples is very much alive in local memory. This is particularly remarkable in the
case of smaller or ‘hidden’ sites, such as the above-mentioned Maccattanrali$vara
(the linga in the carpenter’s workshop). Although this site can hardly be found
unless one knows what one is looking for, it features on lists of Kanchipuram’s
Siva temples, and the fact that it is mentioned in the KP is also pointed out.?’
Moreover, even though there is no signboard identifying the name of the linga,
the people at the workshop know that it is called Maccattanrali$vara. In other
words, the identity of this place and its connection with the KP are well en-
trenched in local memory. Another example is Matali§vara (no. 9o0). A picture
taken by Ute Hiisken in 2008 shows (see Fig. 9) that this site, until rather recently,
was not more than a linga in an abandoned open space. Although there still is
no structural shrine today, this site has been completely revamped (see Fig. 10),

27 Cf. e.g. the article on the Macattanrali$vara temple in the Tamil-language edition of
Wikipedia (https://ta.wikipedia.org/s/5fbb), accessed February 11, 2025.
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Fig.9 Matali$vara, 2008. Photo by Ute Hiisken.

Fig. 10 Matali$vara, 2023. Photo by Jonas Buchholz.
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and a signboard now identifies the linga as Matali$vara.?® This means that at the
time when the site was refurbished, there must have been someone who remem-
bered that the linga was called Matali$vara (or at least that a linga named Matalis$-
vara was supposed to exist in that area). Quite possibly, the fact that Matali$vara
is mentioned in the KP was instrumental for maintaining this memory.

Other sites had a different fate and may have been simply forgotten. In this
respect, it is worth noting that almost all the temples that are described the KP still
exist in present-day Kanchipuram. Currently, only five of the ninety-six temples
mentioned in the KP remain unidentified (and it might still be possible to locate
at least some of them through further research). On the other hand, as we have
seen before, there are twelve temples that are only mentioned in the KM, but
not in the KP. Notably, eight out of these twelve sites remain currently uniden-
tified. An example are the temples mentioned at the beginning of chapter 12 in
the KM. The Sanskrit text describes four sites—Astabhujesvara, Adipite$vara,
Narasimhes$vara, and Jaigisivye$vara (nos. 19-22)—which, according to the de-
scription in the text, must be located in the Tumpaivanam neighbourhood in
Kanchipuram. Of these four sites, only Adipite$vara is also mentioned in the KP,
and it is the only one of them that can be currently located (although its name
has changed to Adipati$vara). The other three sites cannot be found. One won-
ders whether they are not mentioned in the KP because they had ceased to exist
already at the time of the text’s composition. This would presuppose that they
were left out, either by Civafidna Munivar when he composed the KP or by a re-
dactor of the KM who was responsible for the recension on which the KP is based,
because they were deemed obscure. It is, however, also possible that the sites
were forgotten precisely because they are not mentioned in the KP. This would
mean that Astabhuje$vara, Narasimhesvara, and Jaigisivye§vara might have been
lingas that were once found somewhere in the Tumpaivanam neighbourhood
(or which might still exist in a hidden location), but which were not converted
into structural shrines because there was no recollection about their existence.
Had they been a part of the KP, things might have been different. Admittedly
this scenario is speculative, but it invites us to reflect about the role that the KP
has played in solidifying local memory in Kanchipuram. Given the importance
of the KP for Kanchipuram’s Saiva temple traditions, it seems plausible that the
text not only describes the city’s sacred topography but has also played an active
role in shaping it.

28 The site is also identified as the samadhi of Katuveli Cittar, a Tamil Siddha saint.
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Conclusion

In this article, I have shown how the KM and the KP, the two most important
textual sources for the Saiva temple traditions of Kanchipuram, describe Kan-
chipuram’s religious landscape. Their emphasis on listing a large number of sites
reflects the peculiar sacred topography of Kanchipuram, which—more than in
other South Indian cities—is characterised by a multiplicity of temples. At the
same time, the special status that the texts attribute to the Ekamranatha temple
speaks of an attempt to create a specifically Saiva topography, in which— in con-
tradistinction to Vaisnava and Sakta views—this great Siva temple forms the focal
point. We have also seen how the KM and the KP localise well known puranic
myths in Kanchipuram and how they assert Siva’s status vis-a-vis other deities.
This illustrates the value of sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams as sources both
on the local proliferation of pan-Indian Hindu mythology and on the contested
sectarian relations during the early modern period. A more detailed analysis of
the texts’ contents could provide further insights. In this respect, the digital edi-
tions and translations of the KM and the KP that are currently being produced by
the “Hindu Temple Legends in South India” project are highly welcome as they
will make the texts available for further research.

While the KM and the KP present the temples as timeless sacred places, they
also anchor them in Kanchipuram’s real-world cityscape by describing their
geographical location. This allows us to identify the sites that are mentioned in
the texts with the presently existing temples. As we have seen, this project is also
relevant for the local temple traditions in Kanchipuram, in which particularly the
KP plays a very important role. Why specifically the Tamil KP is so prominent,
while the Sanskrit KM has been largely neglected, is a question that could not be
addressed here, but that deserves to be raised. Similarly, it would be worthwhile
to compare the textual versions of the temples’ origin stories with their oral retell-
ings that circulate locally. While the oral versions are often similar to the textual
narratives, they may also have other priorities or contain unique features that
are not found in the written texts. Be that as it may, the prominent role of the KP
demonstrates how the text has helped to shape local memory and highlights the
continuing relevance of talapuranam literature for living Hinduism.

ORCID®
Jonas Buchholz @ https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3303-3138

113


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3303-3138
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3303-3138

Jonas Buchholz

Acknowledgements

The research for the article was carried out in the scope of the project “Hindu
Temple Legends in South India,” funded through the Academies Programme of
the Union of the German Academies of Sciences and Humanities. I would like
to thank Ofer Peres and Malini Ambach for having read the previous version of
this article and for many valuable suggestions.

Appendix: List of Temples in the KM and the KP

What follows is a list of all temples that are mentioned in the KM and the KP. Since the
names under which the temples are known today mostly have a transparent Sanskrit
etymology, the temples are listed under the Sanskritic form of their contemporary name,
followed by the Tamil form in brackets. The following lines indicate the names under
which the temples are listed in the KM and the KP, respectively, as well as the location of
the relevant passages in the texts. For the location of the temples, geographical coordinates
have been provided.

1. Satyanathasvami (Cattiyanatasvami) 5. Vali§vara (Valisvarar)

KM: Satyavrates$vara (4.35-153)

KP: Tirunerikkaraikkatu (8.1-57)
Coordinates: 12.82909, 79.71770
Note: patal perra stalam

. Punyakotisvara (Punniyakotisvarar)
KM: Punyakoti$vara (5.1-70)

KP: Punniyakoticam (9.1-34)
Coordinates: 12.81724, 79.72034

. Valampurivinayaka (Valampuri-
vinayakar)

KM: Daksinavartavinayaka (6.1-85)
KP: Valampurivinayakar (10.1—48)
Coordinates: 12.81889, 79.72509
Note: Gane$a shrine inside the
Varadaraja Perumal temple

. Brahmapurisvara (Piramapuri-
svarar)

KM: Sivasthanesvara (7.1-78)

KP: Civattanam (11.1-49)
Coordinates: 12.81031, 79.73035

KM: Kuranginigostha (7.79-85)
KP: —
Coordinates: 12.76719, 79.69096
Note: In Kurankanilmuttam (8 km
south of Kanchipuram)
Note: patal perra stalam
Note: Different from no. 100

6. Talapurisvara/Krpanathesvara
(Talapurisvarar/Kirupanatisvarar)
KM: Talivane$a/Krpanatha (7.86-91)
KP: —
Coordinates: 12.80095, 79.61339
Note: In Tiruppanankatu (11 km south
of Kanchipuram)
Note: patal perra stalam

7. Jivatpakesvara

KM: Jivatpakesvara (7.92-95)
KP: —
So far not identified



10.

1.

12.

13.

. Manikanthes$vara (Manikantisvarar)

KM: Manikanthe$vara(8.1-62, 9.1-69b)
KP: Manikanticaram (12.1-63)
Coordinates: 12.82169, 79.71610

Note: Different from no. 60

. Phanamanisvara (Panamanisvarar)

KM: Phanamani$vara (9.69c-116)

KP: Panamanicam (12.64-67)
Coordinates: 12.82407, 79.71438
VyasacantaliSvara (Viyacacantalis-
varar)

KM: Vyasasrantasrayesvara (10.1-81)
KP: Carntacayam (13.1-51)
Coordinates: 12.81839, 79.71288
Atrisvara (Attirisvarar)

KM: Atrisvara (11.1-35)

KP: Attiricam (14.1-13)

Coordinates: 12.82027, 79.71361

Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)

Note: Atrisvara (no. 11) and Kutse$-
vara (no. 12) are two lingas in the
same shrine

Kutse$vara (Kuccésvarar)

KM: Kutse$vara (11.1-35)

KP: Kuccécam (14.1-13)

Coordinates: 12.82027, 79.71361

Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)

Note: Atri$§vara (no. 11) and Kutse$-
vara (no. 12) are two lingas in the
same shrine

Kasyapesvara (Kacipésvarar)

KM: Kasyapesvara (11.1-35)

KP: Kacipécam (14.1-13)

Coordinates: 12.82110, 79.71320

Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)

Note: Inside the Arrankarai Mariyam-
man temple

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

The City of Many Temples

Angirasi$vara (Ankirésvarar)

KM: Angirasi$vara (11.1-35)

KP: Ankiracam (14.1-13)
Coordinates: 12.81857, 79.71322
Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)
Vasisthesvara (Vacittésvarar)

KM: Vasisthes$vara (11.1-35)

KP: Vacittécam (14.1-13)
Coordinates: 12.81791, 79.71351

Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)
Bhargesvara (Pakkisvarar)

KM: Bhargaves$vara (11.1-35)

KP: Parkkavéecam (14.1-13)
Coordinates: 12.81672, 79.70668
Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)
Gautamesvara (Kautameésvarar)
KM: Gautames$vara (11.1-35)

KP: Kavutamécam (14.1-13)
Coordinates: 12.81752, 79.70464
Note: Part of a group of seven temples
(Saptasthana/Cattatanam)
Parasaresvara (Paracarésvarar)
KM: Parasdares$vara (11.36-82)

KP: Paracarécam (15.1-28)
Coordinates: 12.82953, 79.70477
Note: Inside the Valakkaruttisvarar
temple

Astabhujesvara

KM: Astabhujes$vara (12.1—7b)

KP: —

So far not identified

Adipatisvara (Atipatisvarar)

KM: Adipite$vara (12.7¢-18)

KP: Atipiticam (16.1-6)

Coordinates: 12.82467, 79.70351
Narasimhes$vara

KM: Narasimhesvara (12.19-22)

KP: —
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So far not identified
Note: Different from no. 53

22. JaigisivyeSvara
KM: Jaigisivyes$vara (12.23—47)
KP: —
So far not identified

23. Mukti$vara (Muttisvarar)
KM: Garudesvara/Mukti§vara
(12.48-71)
KP: Mutticam (17.1-17)
Coordinates: 12.82829, 79.70774
Note: Different from no. 75

24. Phanamuti$vara (Panamutisvarar)
KM: Phanadhares$vara (12.72-83)
KP: Panatariccaram (18.1-7)
Coordinates: 12.82219, 79.70353

25. Kayarohanesvara (Kayarokanis-
varar)
KM:Kayarohanes$vara (13.1-34b)
KP: Karonam (19.1-14)
Coordinates: 12.82811, 79.69575

26. Siddhesvara (Cittisvarar)
KM: Siddhe$vara (13.34¢c—42b)
KP: Citticam (20.1—4)
Coordinates: 12.83153, 79.70320

27. Harisapabhayantittésvara (Aricapa-
payantirttisvarar)
KM: Harisapabhayapahe$vara
(13.42c-86b)
KP: Aricapapayantirttatanam (21.1-20)
Coordinatres: 12.83712, 79.70336

28. Trikalajfianesvara (Tirikalafianés-
varar)
KM: Trikalajfianesvara (13.86c—90b)
KP: Tirikalafianécam (21.21)
Coordinates: 12.83573, 79.70518

29. Matangesvara (Matankisvarar)
KM: Matangesvara (13.90c—92b)
KP: Matankécam (21.22)
Coordinates: 12.83563, 79.70830
Note: Pallava-era temple
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30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37

38.

Abhiramesvara (Apiramisvarar)
KM: Abhirames$vara (KM 13.92¢-97,
32.72-83)

KP: Apiramécam (21.22, 56.1-9)
Coordinates: 12.83842, 79.70458
Note: Mentioned twice
Airavates$vara (Airavatisvarar)
KM: Airavate$vara (13.97-103b)
KP: Airavatécam (21.23-24)
Coordinates: 12.83890, 79.70188
Note: Pallava-era temple
Istasiddhi$vara (Istacittisvarar)
KM: Istasiddhis$vara (13.103¢—146)
KP: Ittacitticcaram (22.1-25)
Coordinates: 12.83866, 79.70123
Note: Inside the Kacchapes$vara tem-
ple (no. 33)

Kacchapesvara (Kaccapésvarar)
KM: Kacchapesvara (14.1-27)

KP: Kaccapécam (23.1-13)
Coordinates: 12.83803, 79.70091
Mandukarni$vara (Mantukannis-
varar)

KM: Mandukarnisvara (14.28-34)
KP: Mantakannicam (24.1-3)
Coordinates: 12.83672, 79.69799
Vahnis$vara (Vannisvarar)

KM: Vahni$vara (14.35-44)

KP: Vannicam (24.4-9)
Coordinates: 12.83732, 79.69754
Saunakesvara (Caunakésvarar)
KM: Saunake$vara (14.45-47b)
KP: Cavunakicam (24.10)
Coordinates: 12.83890, 79.69779
Jvaraharesvara (Curakarésvarar)
KM: Jvarahare$vara (14.47c-78)
KP: Curakaricam (25.1-25)
Coordinates: 12.84216, 79.69857
Tanronrisvara (Tantonrisvarar)
KM: Svayambhuvalinga (15.1-15)
KP: Tanronriccaram (26.1-12)



39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

Coordinates: 12.84081, 79.69856
Note: Pallava-era temple
Pandavadute$vara

KM: Pandavadutesvara (15.16-19b)
KP: no name is given (26.13-14)
So far not identified
Amaresvara (Amarésvarar)
KM: Tridase$vara (15.19c—45b)
KP: Amaricam (27.1-21)
Coordinates: 12.83992, 79.70050
Note: Pallava-era temple
Tirumérrali$vara (Tirumeérralis-
varar)

KM: Pascimasthana (15.45¢-64)
KP: Tirumerrali (28.1-11)
Coordinates: 12.83515, 79.69122
Note: patal perra stalam
Anékatankavati§vara (Anékatanka-
vatisvarar)

KM: Anekapes$vara (16.1-18)

KP: Anékatankavatam (29.1-12)
Coordinates: 12.84075, 79.69127
Note: patal perra stalam
Kailasanatha (Kailacanatar)
KM: Kailasanatha (16.19-80)

KP: Kayilayam (30.1-42)
Coordinates: 12.84227, 79.68959
Note: Pallava-era temple

Note: Different from no. 8o
Viraraghavesvara (Virarakaveés-
varar)

KM: Viraraghaves$vara (17.1-52)
KP: Virarakavicam (31.1-30)
Coordinates: 12.83907, 79.69624
Kalkisvara (Karkisvarar)

KM: Kalki$vara (17.53-58b)

KP: Karkicam (31.31)

Coordinates: 12.83725, 79.69468
Balabhadraramesvara (Palapatti-
rarameésvarar)

KM: Balabhadres$vara (17.58¢c—77)

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53-

54.

The City of Many Temples

KP: Palapattiraramicam (32.1-18)
Coordinates: 12.83581, 79.69268
Valmikanatha (Vanmikanatar)
KM: Valmike$vara (17.78-104)

KP: Vanmikanatam (33.1-19)
Coordinates: 12.83856, 79.68740
Colisvara (Colisvarar)

KM: Bhairavesvara (18.1-64)

KP: Vayiravicam (34.1-38)
Coordinates: 12.83542, 79.68567
Visvaksenesvara (Vituvaccénis-
varar)

KM: Visvaksenesvara (19.1-64)
KP: Vituvaccénicam (35.1-39)
Coordinates: 12.83542, 79.68567
Note: Inside the Colisvara temple
(no. 48)

Dakse$vara (Takkésvarar)

KM: Dakse$vara (20.1-127)

KP: Takkicam (36.1-77)
Coordinates: 12.83516, 79.68825
Muppurarisvara (Muppurarisvarar)
KM: Tripurarisvara (21.1-22)

KP: Muppurarikottam (37.1-11)
Coordinates: 12.85154, 79.66706
Hiranyes$vara (Iranyésvarar)
KM: Hiranyes$vara (21.23-71)
Iraniyicam (38.1-22)

Coordinates: 12.84661, 79.69385
Narasimhes$vara (Naracinkésvarar)
KM: Narasimhesvara (22.1-20b)
KP: Naracinkicam (39.1-13)
Coordinates: 12.89012, 79.59271
Note: In Tamal (13 km west of Kanchi-
puram)

Note: Different from no. 21
Varahesvara (Varakisvarar)
KM: Varahe$vara (22.20c-38)

KP: Varakécam (39.14-15)
Coordinates: 12.88954, 79.59336
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55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

118

In Tamal (13 km west of
Kanchipuram)

Jatayulinga

KM: Jatayulinga (22.39-45b)

KP: —

So far not identified
Andhakesvara (Antakésvarar)
KM: Andhake$vara (22.45¢-73,
23.1-16b)

KP: Antakécam (40.1-32)
Coordinates: 12.87050, 79.62100
Note: In Tirupputkuli (10 km west of
Kanchipuram)

Banes$vara (Vanésvarar)

KM: Banesvara (23.16c—-104b)

KP: Vanicam (41.1-111)

Coordinates: 12.85467, 79.69119
Onakantesvara (Onakantisvarar)
KM: Aunakantesvara (23.104¢c-112b)
KP: Tiruvonakantanrali (42.1-9)
Coordinates: 12.85042, 79.69434
Note: patal perra stalam
Jalandhares$vara (Calantarésvarar)
KM: Jalandhare$vara (23.112c-115b,
24.1-86)

KP: Calantaricam (43.1-23)
Coordinates: 12.85027, 79.69427
Note: Inside the Onakante$vara tem-
ple (no. 58)

Manikanthesvara (Manikantisvarar)
KM: Pravale$vara (25.1-36)

KP: Tirumarpéru (44.1-18)
Coordinates: 12.93746, 79.64054
Note: In Tirumalpur (13 km north-
west of Kanchipuram)

Note: patal perra stalam

Note: Different from no. 8
Kriaresvara

KM: Kriiresvara (26.1-5b)

KP: —

So far not identified

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

Parasuramesvara (Paracurameés-
varar)

KM: Parasurames$vara (26.5c—98)
KP: Paraciramiccaram (45.1-62)
Coordinates: 12.95727, 79.66935
Note: In Pallar (14 km north of
Kanchipuram)

Renukesvara (Irénukésvarar)
KM: Renukeévara (27.1-68b)

KP: Irénukiccaram (46.1-35)
Coordinates: 12.95688, 79.66899
Note: In Pallar (14 km north of
Kanchipuram)

Daksinamirti (Tatcinamiurtti)
KM: Daksinamairti (28.1-5b)

KP: —

Coordinates: 12.94523, 79.66657
In Kovintavati (13 km north of
Kanchipuram)

Dhavale$vara (Tavalésvarar)
KM: Lakuli$vara (28.5¢—43)

KP: Ilakuliccam (47.10)
Coordinates: 12.84714, 79.69462
Kames$vara (Kamésvarar)

KM: Kames$vara (29.1-9)

KP: Kamiccaram (48.1-7)
Coordinates: 12.84672, 79.69385
Tirthe$vara (Tirttisvarar)

KM: Tirthesvara (29.10-30b)

KP: Tirtticam (48.8-19)
Coordinates: 12.84664, 79.69397
Gangavaresvara (Kankavarésvarar)
KM: Gangavaresvara (29.30¢—33)
KP: Kankavaram (48.20)
Coordinates: 12.84636, 79.69539
Kasivisvanatha (Kacivisvanatar)
KM: Vi§vanathes$vara (29.34-42)
KP: Viccuvanatam (48.21-26)
Coordinates: 12.84686, 79.69385
Javantisvara (Cevvantisvarar)
KM: Javanti$vara (29.43-49)



7.

72.

73-

74-

75-

76.

77

78.

79-

KP: Cevvanticcaram (49.1-3)
Coordinates: 12.85098, 79.69890
Paridhi$vara (Paritisvarar)

KM: Suaryalinga (29.50-56b)

KP: Pariticam (49.4)

Coordinates: 12.85431, 79.69831
Sparsavedhisilalinga

KM: Sparsavedhisilalinga (29.56¢c-59)
KP: —

So far not identified

Candresvara (Cantirésvarar)
KM: Candres$vara (29.60-61b)

KP: Cantirécam (49.5)
Coordinates: 12.84422, 79.69440
Piravattane$vara (Piravattanés-
varar)

KM: Apunarbhavesa (29.64c-71b)
KP: Piravattanam (50.1-8)
Coordinates: 12.84541, 79.70622
Note: Pallava-era temple
Muktisvara

KM: Mukti$vara (29.71c-75)

KP: Mutticam (50.9-10)

So far not identified

Note: Different from no. 23
Iravattane$vara (Iravattanésvarar)
KM: Mrtyufijayesa (30.1-15)

KP: Iravattanam 51.1-8
Coordinates: 12.84535, 79.70488
Note: Pallava-era temple
Mahalingesvara (Mahalinkésvarar)
KM: Mahalinga (30.16—75)

KP: Makalinkam (52.1-23)
Coordinates: 12.84482, 79.70683
Virattanes$vara (Virattanésvarar)
KM: Virattahasesvara (31.1-132)
KP: Virattakacam (53.1-55)
Coordinates: 12.84606, 79.70854
Pandavesvara

KM: Pandaves$vara (32.1-16b)

80.

81.

82.

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

The City of Many Temples

KP: Pantavicam (54.1-8)

So far not identified
Kailasanatha

KM: Kailasanatha (32.16¢c—18)

KP: Kayilayam (54.9)

So far not identified

Note: Different from no. 43

?

KM: no name is given (32.19-61)
KP: —

So far not identified
Matsyesvara (Maccésvarar)
KM: Matsyesvara (32.62-71)

KP: Maccicam (55.1-10)
Coordinates: 12.83829, 79.70658
Krsnesvara (Kannésvarar)

KM: Krsnesvara (33.1-14b)

KP: Kannicam (57.1-10)
Coordinates: 12.84180, 79.70414
Kausikesvara/Cokkesvara (Kaucikés-
varar/Cokkisvarar)

KM: Tvakkausikesvara (33.14c—16b)
KP: Kavucikiccaram (57.10-11)
Coordinates: 12.84078, 79.70414
Mahakalesvara (Makalisvarar)
KM: Mahakalesvara (33.16c—22)
KP: Makalécam (57.12)
Coordinates: 12.84163, 79.70268
Kumarakottam

KM: Kumarakostha (33.23-83, 34.1-52)
KP: Kumarakottam (58.1—45)
Coordinates: 12.84149, 79.70189
Note: Murukan temple
Macattanralisvara (Mahasastresvara)
KM: Mahasastresvara (34.53-106)
KP: Macattanrali (59.1-34)
Coordinates: 12.83998, 79.70111
Mangalesvara (Mankalésvarar)
KM: Mangale$vara (35.1-11)

KP: Mankalicam (59.35)
Coordinates: 12.84387, 79.70098
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89. Ramanathesvara (Iramanatésvarar)
KM: Ramesvara (35.12—24b)
KP: Iramanatam (59.36)
Coordinates: 12.84421, 79.69992

90. Matalisvara (Matalisvarar)
KM: Matali$vara (35.24¢-27)
KP: Mataliccaram (59.37)
Coordinates: 12.84545, 79.70301

91. Anantapadmanabhes$vara (Anan-
tapatmanapésvarar)
KM: Anantapadmanabhes$vara
(35.28-44Db)
KP: Anantaparpanapam (60.1-10)
Coordinates: 12.84482, 79.69866

92. Kaccimayanam
KM: Smasanesvara (35.44¢—97)
KP: Kaccimayanam (61.1-23)
Coordinates: 12.84694, 79.70045
Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

93. Fkamranatha (Ekamparanatar)
KM: Ekamranatha (36—45 passim)
KP: Tiruvekampam (62-64 passim)
Coordinates: 12.84733, 79.69963
Note: Most important Siva temple
in Kanchipuram; patal perra stalam
(Tiruvekampam)

94. Vedanupuresvara
KM: Vedanupures$vara (37.54-55)
KP: Vetanupuram (62.78)
So far not identified

95. Kadambanathasvami (Katampanat-
asvami)
KM: Kadambesvara (37.56)
KP: —
Coordinates: 12.70503, 79.74747
Note: In Katamparkoyil (15 km south-
east of Kanchipuram)

96. Vedapuris$vara (Vétapurisvarar)
KM: Adhyapakesvara (37.59¢—62)
KP: Tiruvottir (62.80)

120

97.

98.

99.

100.

101.

102.

Coordinates: 12.64868, 79.53971

Note: In Ceyyaru (Tiruvattipuram)
town (27 km south-west of Kanchipu-
ram)

Note: patal perra stalam
Vellaikkampar

KM: Svacchaikamre$vara (38.4c—12)
KP: Vellakkampam (62.86-90)
Coordinates: 12.84728, 79.69952

Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

Kallakkampar

KM: Coraikamre$vara (38.4¢c—12)

KP: Kallakkampam (62.86-90)
Coordinates: 12.84736, 79.69972

Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

Nallakampar

KM: Bhadraikamresvara (38.4¢c-12)
KP: Nallakampam (62.86-90)
Coordinates: 12.84732, 79.69980

Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

Valis§vara (Valisvarar)

KM: Valilinga (38.36-67)

KP: Valicam (62.103-21)

Coordinates: 12.84713, 79.70075

Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

Note: Different from no. 5
Rsabhesvara (Itapésvarar)

KM: Vrsabhe$vara (41.2—43)

KP: Itapéccaram (63.73—-107)
Coordinates: 12.84739, 79.70030

Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

Kankanes$vara (Kankanésvarar)
KM: Raksabandhe$vara (42.1-3b)

KP: Kankanécam (63.131-32)
Coordinates: 12.84370, 79.70389



103. Katakesvara (Katakésvarar)
KM: Katakes$vara (42.3¢c—4)
KP: Katakicam (63.133)
Coordinates: 12.84352, 79.70426

104. Visnvisvara (Visnuvésvarar)
KM: Visnvisvara (42.29-67)
KP: Vintuviccaram (63.150-82)
Coordinates: 12.84713, 79.69914
Note: Inside the Ekamranatha temple
(no. 93)

105. Agastyesvara (Akattisvarar)
KM: Agastyes$vara (43.1-109)
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Murukan’s “Six Battle-Camps
The Origin and Development of
the Arupataivitu Concept

Introduction

South Asian holy places often come in sets. This phenomenon holds profound
significance within the landscape of Hindu religious traditions, across the various
sects included under this umbrella. Sets of holy sites, characterized by shared
thematic elements, by mythology, and by pilgrimage routes, embody a complex
interplay of cultural, social, and religious elements. These sets can differ widely
from each other, yet they are all deeply rooted in the practice of pilgrimage, which
has particular significance and popularity in South Asia. Among them, the twelve
Jyotir-lingas, the fifty-one (or 108) sakti-pithas, the “seven holy cities” (sapta-puri),
and the five Siva temples of the element-lingas (paficabhiita-sthalas), are some
notable configurations. These sets can be small or large, scattered across South
Asia or centered in one region, and the connections between them can be based
on a shared mythology, ritual links, or some physical correspondence. Some
of the above examples belong to a common type of sets, which Anne Feldhaus
described as “numbered sets” (Feldhaus 2003: 127-36). In numbered sets, the
temples or sites are interlinked by an abstract idea (at times based on mythology)
that is expressed in a number." Some of the numbered sets, like the sakti-pithas
and paficabhitita-sthalas symbolize a simultaneous unity and individuality of the
places (each sakti-pitha has one part of the Goddess’s body; each bhita-linga is
made of one of the five elements in nature). In other sets, the common element
is duplicated and distributed in several different places, such as the set of twelve
Jyotir-linga temples, the sapta-purt, and the seven Tamil temples with tyagaraja
icon, commonly known as sapta-vitankastalam. In these cases, the duplication
is by a typological number.

1 Ewa Debicka-Borek’s chapter in this volume is a scholarly treatment of one such
numbered set, namely, the set of nine Narasimhas in Ahobilam.
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This article studies the history of one widely known numbered set—a group of
six holy places of the Hindu god Murukan in Tamil Nadu, conventionally called
“the six battle-camps” (arupataivitu). On the surface, this cluster of sites seems to
be a typical case of a numbered set, in particular because of the inherent relation
of Murukan to the number six.? However, in the following pages I show that it
has an entangled history that involves traditions of textual transmission and
commentary, and the early history of print in the Tamil language.

Murukan and the “six battle-camps”

Murukan is one of the most popular divinities among Tamil people. Within the
Hindu pantheon, he is identified from a very early stage with Siva’s son, Skanda
(also known as Subrahmanya, Karttikeya, or Sanmukha). Yet Murukan is also
deeply rooted in the Tamil religious and literary traditions from their earliest
known stages, at the beginning of the common era. Among the numerous Tamil
temples dedicated to Murukan, there is a set of six temples that are convention-
ally called arupataivitu® (“the six battle-camps”), located in Tirupparankunram,
Tiruccéntir, Palani, Cuvamimalai, Tiruttani, and Palamutircolai.*

Nowadays, it is generally accepted among Murukan’s devotees that these six
temples, as a group, are the most important pilgrimage centers for the Murukan
cult. An article from Hinduism Today magazine, published in 2007, illustrates
the contemporary popular ideas about the “six battle-camps.”® This article,
titled “Journey to Murukan,” describes a pilgrimage journey that its authors
took to all the six sites, in the order presented above. According to the authors,
Murukan “shower[s] grace upon the seeker who visits His six abodes” (Hinduism

2 Murukan’s mythology is suffused with ‘six-ness:” he was born out of six sparks from
Siva’s third eye and was raised as six separate infants by six of the krttikas (the
Pleiades). Even though he was later ‘welded’ into a single child by Uma, when she
took them\him in her lap, one of his forms remains Sanmukha, “Six-faced.”

3 A note on transliteration: since this article has transliteration of both Sanskrit and
Tamil, I follow David Shulman’s Tamil transliteration scheme (Shulman 2016: xii),
marking the short Tamil vowels € and 0 (which are distinctive to the Dravidian lan-
guages) and not marking the Sanskrit diphthongs and the long Tamil diphthongs.

4  Since the occurrences of these sites’ names in written sources make up a large part of
this article’s data, I use their standard (‘correct’) transcription throughout the article,
rather than the more popularly used phonetic equivalents (i.e., Tiruparankundram,
Tiruchendur, Palani, Swamimalai, Tiruttani, and Palamuthirsolai).

5 Hinduism Today is a magazine on various aspects of what is conventionally called
“Hindu” faith, produced by a Hawaii-based monastic community that is a branch of
the “Kailasa Parampara.”
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Today editors 2007: 39). Each of the six sites is associated with an episode from
Murukan’s mythology. In Tirupparankunram he is said to have married his first,
‘celestial’ wife, Téyvayanai (or Devasena, in the Sanskrit sources). Tiruccéntir
was the place where Murukan encamped before and after his oceanic battle
with the demon Car/Cuarapanman (Skt. Sirapadma). Palani is where Murukan
came, in his childhood, to practice austerities, after losing a contest to his elder
brother, Ganapati. The prize in that contest, initiated by Siva, was a pomegranate,
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a symbol of wisdom. Siva came to Palani and consoled Murukan with the words:
“you are the fruit” (palam n1), which provides a popular etymology for the town’s
name. Another episode from Murukan’s childhood is said to have taken place in
Cuvamimalai. Here, Murukan locked up Brahma when the latter did not know
the meaning of the syllable “Om.” When Siva later came to speak for Brahma, he
revealed his own ignorance about the meaning of the sacred syllable and eventu-
ally Murukan taught this sacred knowledge to Siva. Tiruttani is the place in which
Murukan married his second, ‘tribal,” wife, Valli. It is also where Murukan deliv-
ered the supreme Saiva knowledge to the sage Agastya. Finally, in Palamutircolai
the saint and poetess Auvaiyar had an encounter with a young boy who sat on
a tree above her and who later turned out to be no other than Murukan himself.

Even a preliminary examination of the above description shows that this tem-
ple-set has some quirks. First, the sequence of the sites makes little sense, both as
a pilgrimage route (in particular, the route between the first three sites) and with
regard to the mythological chronology.® Along with the issue of sequence, there
is some imbalance in these myths’ relative significance, which further enhances
the sense of asymmetry: the killing of the demon Car—basically, the victory of
Good over Bad—can hardly be compared to a ‘casual’ vision given to Auvaiyar,
or even to Murukan’s myth of the fruit in Palani.”

In addition to the asymmetry in their mythology, there is also some imbal-
ance in aspects of the temples themselves: although the list of “six battle-camps”
includes some of the most popular Murukan temples, they are not the six most
popular Murukan temples, nor are they the six wealthiest Murukan temples.®
Similarly, although some of them are among the oldest known Murukan temples,
itis not a list of the six oldest Murukan temples. This could be further problema-
tized: among these six temples, the one located in Palani is not the extremely

6 In Palani and Cuvamimalai, that is, the third and fourth “battle-camps,” the myths
concern Murukan’s childhood, while the others concern his adulthood. In addition,
Murukan’s marriage with Téyvayanai in Tirupparankunram (the first “battle-camp”)
is supposed to have taken place after his victory over Car, which is associated with
Tiruccéntar (the second “battle-camp”).

7  This is more than an intuitive observation: the central myths of Murukan were can-
onized in the fifteenth-century Kantapuranam. The central narrative is Skanda’s war
with Car and his army of demons. One can also find there Murukan’s marriage to
Téyvayanai and his love affair and marriage with Valli. The main story of Cuvamimalai
is there, but it is not associated with the place. However, the abovementioned stories
of Palani and Palamutircolai are not included in this text. While this has no necessary
implications on the antiquity of these narratives, it does provide some scale of relative
importance and popularity, at least up to the fifteenth century.

8 For example, the Kumarakottam temple in Kanchipuram and Kantacami temple in
Tirupporar are two very popular and important temples not included among the “six
battle-camps.”
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popular hill-temple of Palani, but the smaller and less-frequented Tiruvavinankuti
temple.? In addition, the temple of Palamutircolai is a relatively minor pilgrimage
center, which did not have a structure prior to the last few decades.’ Neverthe-
less, these six sites are, indeed, linked by a common thread, which also provides
the raison d’étre for their given order: the “six battle-camps” list is based on an
old Tamil text called The Guide to Lord Murukan (Tirumurukarruppatai).

The development of the “six battle-camps” concept, from its roots in The Guide
to Lord Murukan (hereafter, The Guide) to its contemporary expressions, stands in
the focus of the current article. For the sake of clarity, I first provide a very brief
historical survey of Murukan’s cult and some of the major stepping-stones of its
devotional literature. Next, I follow the textual route which begins with The Guide,
goes through its medieval commentaries, to its allusions in the early modern and
modern devotional literature on Murukan. I show that the concept of Murukan’s
six abodes did not arise from The Guide and was originally a distinct, abstract
notion. I point out the dynamics by which The Guide became associated with this
concept, and the origins of the term pataivitu (“battle-camp”). Finally, I address the
unique case of Tiruttani and how it came to be regarded as the fifth “battle-camp.”

Murukan’s cult and devotional literature

The first references to Murukan and his cult are found in the earliest layers of
Tamil cankam (pronounced “sangam”) literature, from the beginning of the first
millennium CE. Murukan is depicted there as a youthful hunter-warrior-lover
mountain god, and is associated with rituals of ecstatic dancing, intoxication, and
blood offerings (Clothey 1978: 25-35). In addition, within the context of the canikam

9 In the Hinduism Today article quoted above, the authors ask their guide, a member of
the hill temple’s administrative board, about the difference between the temples, and he
answers that the two temples are considered as one, since they are under the same man-
agement and share the same priesthood (Hinduism Today editors 2007: 46). However,
it should be noted that the same management is responsible for over thirty temples in
and around Palani (See Somasundaram Pillai 1941). In addition, the seventeenth-century
talapuranam of Palani (Palanittalapuranam by Palacuppiramaniya Kavirayar), which
extolls all the shrines around the town, differentiates between the temples, and speaks
only of the Tiruvavinankuti in the context of Murukan’s six sacred sites.

10 I could not find information on this temple’s date of construction. However, Fred
Clothey mentions only the site—and not the temple—in his 1972 article “Pilgrimage
Centers in the Tamil Cultus of Murukan” (Clothey 1972: 85n10) and does not mention
it at all in his more elaborate work on Murukan (Clothey 1978). In the 2007 Hinduism
Today piece mentioned above, the authors interview the son of the temple’s chief priest
who says the temple “was constructed recently” (Hinduism Today editors 2007: 52).
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poetry’s system of conventions, with its divisions to poetic landscapes (tinai),
Murukan is associated with the kurifici landscape, that is, the hill landscape of
kalavu, “stolen love” (Ramanujan 2005: 115). In short, Murukan is a divinity with
substantial presence in the earliest existing Tamil records. More important for
the matter at hand, Murukan is also the subject of what is considered the first
Tamil devotional poem—the above-mentioned “Guide to Lord Murukan.” This
text, dated to the sixth century, belongs to the later strata of the carikam literature,
and it is ascribed to Nakkirar, a famous poet and ‘president’ of the ancient Tamil
academy (Wilden 2015: 8).

Arruppatai (“guide poem”) is a genre of cannkam-age Tamil poems, in which
a bard addresses his fellow practitioners and directs them to the residence of
a generous patron who has supported him. It is, in essence, a eulogy poem for that
patron, describing the latter’s land and town, his heroic victories and his many
merits and qualities. In The Guide, the patron is replaced with God, and instead
of one residence the text describes several places where one may find Murukan
and appeal for his help. Due to this shift of subject, from patron to God, it is con-
sidered a transitional and innovative text, which stands out as a representation
of a moment of change and a bridge between the secular cartkam poetry and the
wave of bhakti poetry that washed over the Tamil speaking region from the sev-
enth century onwards (Zvelebil 1974: 50-51). Nevertheless, the style of The Guide
and most of its descriptions of nature and social life are better associated with
the category of cartkam poetry (Zvelebil 1973: 129-30). The Guide mostly consists
oflong descriptive clauses portraying various natural sceneries, landscapes, and
Murukan himself, who is presented as more of a ‘universal’ god, featuring some of
Skanda’s puranic attributes, yet without directly narrating his puranic mythology
(Zvelebil 1974: 49-51, Clothey 1978: 69—72). The worship depicted in The Guide com-
bines cult elements attested in the cankam poetry, such as the possession-dance
of the velan priests and blood offerings, alongside descriptions of Brahminic
practices. However, The Guide’s main point of emphasis is not mythology, theology,
or ritual, but the personal sentiment of devotion (bhakti) toward Murukan, and
Murukan’s intrinsic relation to the various places that are described.

Although Murukan was clearly a popular god in the Tamil speaking region
around the middle of the first millennium, the following centuries are marked
by a gap in the textual evidence for his cult (Gros 2009: 268, Clothey 1978: 73—-77).
The infrequent mentions of Murukan in the early body of Saiva bhakti poems (the
Tevaram, composed between the seventh and ninth centuries) refer to him only
as Siva’s son, without any additional religious significance."" Yet this long period
of relative ‘silence’ (with regard to the Murukan cult), from the seventh to the

11 Within this vast corpus there are only around forty such mentions (Clothey 1978: 75).
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thirteenth century, may have been only a “literary event,” in Leslie Orr’s words,
which does not reflect the actual patterns of Murukan worship in medieval Tamil
Nadu (Orr 2014: 37). In any case, during this period, there were relatively few tem-
ples with individual images of Murukan; these were usually in his form as Sub-
rahmanya, and in “multi-shrine contexts” (p. 25). This state changes from around
the middle of the tenth century, a period from which an increasing number of
separate shrines for Murukan can be found, including a complex iconography
that represents different aspects of his divinity and mythology (Clothey 1978: 77).

The growth in Murukan’s popularity from the tenth century onwards mani-
fested primarily within the context of the Saiva religion and temple culture. The
post-medieval cult of Murukan became a part of Saiva system, using Saiva infra-
structure, in the institutional sense as well as with regard to philosophy: the meta-
physical speculations that developed around Murukan are anchored in the basic
elements of Tamil Caivacittantam (the Tamil formulation of the Saivasiddhanta
system). As for The Guide—despite its association with the ancient, ‘tribal’ Murukan
cult, which is irrelevant to the Saiva framework, it was not left behind but rather
the opposite: The Guide was included in the eleventh book of the Saiva devotional
corpus, the Tirumurai, compiled in the twelfth century (Francis 2017: 321)."

Two literary milestones that have had an immense influence on the shaping of
the cult to this day are commonly dated to the fifteenth century. One milestone is
translation of the Sanskrit Skanda Purana, but rather an independent Tamil work
that presents a complete and integrated account of the Tamil Skanda-Murukan
mythology. Although neither the narratives it tells nor its integration of Tamil
and Sanskrit themes are new, the Kantapuranam nevertheless represents a sig-
nificant moment of canonization of Murukan’s Tamil puranic mythology, and
to some extent also of the Tamil mythology of Siva: the Kantapuranam became
a highly influential text in the Saiva tradition, and it remained a reference point
for later tellings of Saiva mythology (Shulman 1980: 30-31).

The second fifteenth-century literary milestone is the huge body of devotional
poetry ascribed to Arunakirinatar, an interesting figure with a juicy biography.
According to tradition, Arunakirinatar “spent his young years as a rioter, good-for-
nothing brawler, drunkard, and unbridled seducer of women” (Zvelebil 1973: 239).
His lifestyle eventually led him to illness and social rejection, and, in his despair,

12 Although The Guide belonged to two different canons—the Pattupattu (“Ten 1dylls”)
of the cartkam corpus and the Saiva Tirumurai—in the extant manuscripts it is trans-
mitted mostly alone or within a compilation of loosely-related texts. Thus, as Francis
shows, at least in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, The Guide was mostly
regarded as a devotional text without an exclusive connection to the Saiva context
(see Francis 2017).
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he attempted suicide by jumping from the eastern tower of the Tiruvannamalai
temple. However, his body was caught before crushing on the paved ground by no
other than Murukan himself. As a result, he became an ardent Murukan bhakta
and composed numerous devotional songs in His honor. Arunakirinatar’s works
mark the beginning of a wave of devotional poetry to Murukan that continued
throughout the early-modern period and, to some extent, to this day.” Murukan’s
association with the Tamil language (which has its earliest manifestations already
in the middle of the first millennium), first in his depiction as a supreme poet of
Tamil and, in later narratives, as a preceptor of Tamil language and literature
(Ramaswamy 1998: 81), was intensified through Arunakirinatar’s works™ and
became an inseparable part of Murukan’s popular image. With the sprouting of
the first buds of ‘Dravidianism’ in the late nineteenth century, which came into
full bloom in the middle of the twentieth century, this association, along with
Murukan’s ancient roots in Tamil literature and religion, turned Murukan into
an “emblem of Tamil identity” (Orr 2014: 21)."®

The Guide to Lord Murukan and the “six battle-camps”

The Guide to Lord Murukan is generally accepted to be the source for Murukan’s
set of six pilgrimage centers, the “six battle-camps” (arupataivitukal). However,
reading the text may lead to a different conclusion. Hence, I will first present The
Guide’s structure and contents, to facilitate this argument.®

13 Countless devotional works from this long period are available today in print. Although
few are revered like Arunakirinatar’s poems, some were canonized alongside them,
such as Kumarakuruparar’s Kantar-kali-venpa (seventeenth century) and Devaraya
Swamigal’s Kantar-casti-kavacam (late nineteenth century), which is used by Murukan
devotees for daily worship.

14 See the many examples from Arunakirinatar’s poems in Cénkalvaraya Pillai’s 1941
Murukarun Tamilum, which examines in detail this very notion.

15 This process is eloquently summarized by Clothey: “[Murukan]...is riding the crest
of a Tamil self-consciousness which has come to new focus in the minds of many
Tamilians, at least since Bishop Caldwell’s publication of a comparative Dravidian
grammar in 1856.... The cult of Murukan is, in some respects, an expression of Tamil
self-consciousness, for many Tamilians recognize that Murukan has been identified
with the Tamil cultural heritage for centuries and feel he is an embodiment of their
heritage” (Clothey 1978: 2).

16 Iam greatly indebted to Maanasa Visweswaran, who generously shared with me her
detailed translation of the The Guide, a part of her MA thesis written under the super-
vision of Prof. Eva Wilden at Hamburg University (Visweswaran 2022). Her diligent
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The Guide is composed of 317 lines in the akaval meter. It begins with an intro-
ductory sentence of 66 lines, in which the speaker turns to his audience and says:
“if you desire a pilgrimage to the feet of Murukan—you will obtain [what you
wish].” Most of this sentence consists of descriptive clauses, depicting Murukan
and the bloody battle-field from which he came out victorious. The following
sentences explain where Murukan could be found. The first is ten lines long
and it says that Murukan resides on a hill near Madurai (which is identifiable as
Tirupparankunram). The hill itself is described very briefly and most of these
lines describe the near city of Madurai. The next sentence, forty-eight lines long,
says that it is Murukan’s “well-established habit” (nilaiiya panpe, TMAP 125) to go
to Ciralaivay (i.e., Tiruccéntar). This sentence mostly consists of a description of
the six-faced and twelve-armed form of Murukan. The site itself is not described.
Next, the speaker says that Murukan also resides in Avinankuti (i.e, the temple
at the foot of Palani hill) along with his wife. There, Murukan is worshipped and
praised by all the sages, gods, and other divinities, in what seems to be a proces-
sion, the description of which takes up most of the fifty-one lines dedicated to this
place. In the next sentence, starting in line 176, the speaker says that Murukan
also resides in Erakam, where brahmins perform their rituals and chants. The
brahmins’ description takes up all thirteen lines that are dedicated to Erakam.
Then we are told that Murukan has another well-established habit: “dancing on
every hill” (kunru tor’ atal, TMAP 217)." The expression “every hill” is predicated
by twenty-eight lines which describe the dance-rituals of the hill-tribes’ women
and shaman-priest (velan), typical of Murukan’s cult in the cankam literature,
and the beautiful form of Murukan himself as he dances with these women,
embracing them. Lines 21848 say that Murukan is one whose known nature is
to reside wherever he is worshipped (ant’ ant’ uraitalum arintav are, TMAP 248).
This sentence consists mostly of descriptions of the occasions on which Murukan
is worshipped: various rituals performed during festivals in many towns and
villages, mostly by the hill-tribes’ women (kura makal) and the velan priests. In
line 249, the speaker turns again, like at the beginning, to his (imagined) audience
and says that even though Murukan is everywhere, “when you come to see him ‘in
person’” (muntu ni kant’ uli, TMAP 252ab), bowing with your hands folded, even
before your thoughts are filled with praises of Murukan (and here comes a long
list of these praises, as an embedded stotra (TMAP 256-80))—the God’s attendants
will speak in your favor, and Murukan will appear, tell you “fear not!” and grant
you the rarest of gifts (i.e., liberation) (TMAP 287-95). The poem then ends with

linguistic analysis of the work, as well as her detailed comments and insights on the
earlier influences on The Guide, have been extremely valuable.

17 TMAP 217: “...Also, His well-established habit is dancing on each and every hill” (kunru
tor’ atalu(m) ninra tan panpe).
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a long clause (lines 296-317) that describes “Him”—that is, he who grants the
‘gift’—as “lord of the hill with groves of ripening fruit” (pala-mutir-colai-malai
kilavone, TMAP 317). Most of this clause is made of subclauses that beautifully
describe the hill’s dense natural life, flora, and fauna.

To sum up this outline, The Guide begins with a personal address of the speaker
to his imagined audience, talking about the benefits of pilgrimage to Murukan.
Then he presents four locations where Murukan can be found, whether by resi-
dence or because of his habit to visit them. He adds that Murukan also dances (or
‘sports,” if you like) on every hill, and, in fact, he resides in every place where he
is worshipped. In any case, the speaker concludes, while addressing his audience
once again, when one comes to see Him in person, even before uttering the first
praise, one can be sure of obtaining one’s wishes.

The contents of The Guide do not suggest a direct or linear connection between
the text and the “six battle-camps.” The term “battle-camp” (pataivitu) does not
occur in The Guide and, as we shall see toward the end of this article, it will
not appear in the context of Murukan’s six holy abodes before the end of the
nineteenth century. More crucially, The Guide points out only four sites that are
associated with Murukan, and although these four can be identified with four
of the current “battle-camps,” the text does not express the idea that Murukan
has “six holy abodes.” Nevertheless, the “battle-camps” concept is rooted in The
Guide’s textual tradition. The following examination of this text’s transmission
and influence would enable us to see how this happened.

In all the extant manuscripts and printed editions of The Guide, the text is
divided into six sections, bearing as titles the names of Murukan’s so-called
‘abodes’ that are mentioned in the text.” The first section (lines 1—77) is titled
“Tiruparankunram,” and it includes the speaker’s introductory statements and

18 There is some diversity in the section-titles between the different manuscripts. The
complete description can be found in Francis 2016 (512-13). In some cases, the vari-
ations are minor: for example, instead of Tirupparankunram one can find Tirup-
pérunkunram or Tirupparankiri. In other cases, the more recent name of a place can
appear instead of the old one, e.g., Tiruccéntlr instead of Ciralaivay. For a discussion
on the identification of Alaivay with Tiruchendur, see Gillet 2014. Erakam is in some
section titles called by the name of the current fourth “battle-field,” Cuvamimalai. The
identification of Erakam with Cuvamimalai, which is located in the Kaveri delta, seems
to have appeared relatively late: the fourteenth-century commentator Naccinarkkini-
yar identifies Erakam as a “holy hill in Cera-country” (malai-natt’ akatt’ éru tiruppati,
Tirumurukarrppatai 1959: 60), and so does the thirteenth-century Parimelalakar (Tiru-
murukarrppatai 1959: 135). In the fifteenth century, however, Villiputtarar glosses
“Erakam” as Cuvamimalai, in his commentary on the first verse of Arunakirinatar’s
Kantar-antati (Kantar-antati 1879: 5). In any case, Erakam clearly indicates an actual
geographical spot, which is the important point for the current paper. The identifica-
tion of Tiruvavinankuti with the temple at the foot of Palani hill that currently bears
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the much shorter description of Murukan’s dwelling in Tiruparankunram.' The
second section (78-125) includes the lines that describe Murukan’s habit of coming
to Ciralaivay and it is titled accordingly. Similarly, the third and fourth sections
are titled “Avinankuti and “Erakam,” and they are in congruence with the lines
that mention Murukan’s ‘residence’ in these two places (TMAP 126-75; 176-90,
respectively). The fifth section is titled “kunru tor’ atal,” that is, “dancing on every
hill,” and includes the description of this habit of Murukan’s (191-217). The sixth
and last section, taking up almost a third of the whole poem (218-317), includes
the lines that describe Murukan being wherever he is worshipped, the speaker’s
addressing of his audience and his account of what happens when one comes to
‘meet’ Murukan, with the long final epithet of the deity as “Lord of the hill with
groves of ripening fruit” (palamutircolaimalai-kilavone). This section is titled
“Palamutircolaimalai.”

The section-titles are taken from The Guide’s text itself; the first four are the
sites in which Murukan can be found. The last two section-titles, kunru tor’atal
and palamutircolai, present some difficulties. Kunru tor’ atal, commonly explained
nowadays as signifying Tiruttani,? is obviously not a place name, but rather
Murukan’s habitual action—dancing or ‘sporting’ on every hill—which seems
to be a reasonable characteristic for a deity with such a long-lasting association
with the mountain landscape.?' Although not signifying a place, it makes sense
as a section-title, since it captures the general idea expressed in the relevant
segment of the text. The sixth section-title is a bit trickier to interpret. In some
manuscripts, the title is Colaimalai (“Colai hill”), while in others it is the compound
palamutircolai, which is the name of the present-day sixth “battle-camp.” Both
versions echo the very last bit of The Guide: “O The lord of the hill with groves

that name is not under any dispute. Finally, it is important to note that there is no
variation in the fifth section-title, kunru tor’ atal.

19 The text refers to Tirupparankunram only as “kunru” (“hill”), but specifies its location,
west of Madurai (kital kutavayin, TMAP 71). The identification of this hill as Tirup-
parankunram is also affirmed by a parallel from the Ainkuruniiru (See Visweswaran
2022: 26 n 36).

20 See, for example, Comacuntaram 1967: 12-13; Hinduism Today editors 2007: 50-51.

21 This reading is supported by the five medieval commentaries on The Guide (see Tiru-
murukarruppatai 1959), dated roughly between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries
(Francis 2020: 255-58). It is also supported by the commentary of the nineteenth-century
scholar Arumukanavalar, which is an adaptation of Naccinarkkiniyar’s commentary
(Tirumurukarruppatai 2011). In an appendix to the 19th edition of Arumukanavalar’s
commentary (1967), Cu. Turaicamip Pillai states similarly that “[kunru tor’ atal] are
the hill-sites for the dances of Murukan, who is the Lord of the Kurifici-landscape”
(kurifici nilak katavul akiya murukanukku vilaiyattayarum itankal kunrukal akum, Tiru-
murukarruppatai 2011: 85), a view agreed upon by other twentieth-century scholars,
such as Ki. Va. Jakannatan (Jakannatan 1970: 159).
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of ripening fruit!” (pala mutir colai malai kilavone, TMAP 317). This epithet of
Murukan could be translated in several other ways. For example, it could be “the
lord of the hill [called] palamutircolai,” as it is commonly understood today, or,
alternatively, “the lord of colai-malai (“Colai hill”) [that has] ripening fruit.” The
five traditional commentators of The Guide read malai here as “hill” in singular,
and since Colaimalai is also a name of a hill near Madurai (also known as Alakar-
malai or Tirumaliruficolaimalai), the identification of the two is possible. However,
keeping in mind the poem’s structure presented above, it seems unlikely that this
final epithet, a part of the text’s conclusion, is supposed to denote another specific
location in which Murukan can be found. It simply does not fit the thematic pro-
gression of the poem, which proceeds from the local to the universal.2

One alternative interpretation is that “the hill” (malai) in the last line should
be read as plural, meaning that Murukan, generally known as a mountain-god,
is the Lord of all the hills that have groves of ripening fruit, perhaps a reference
to his traditional literary role as Lord of the kurifici landscape. In other words,
the last epithet could imply that even though Murukan is the Lord of the Hills,
since his known nature is to come wherever he is worshipped, he would come
to bless the devotee who seeks him.?

Even if we interpret the name Palamutircolai in The Guide as a reference to
a specific abode of Murukan, perhaps the one known as Colaimalai, the data
provided above is still sufficient to determine the three following points: first, The
Guide, despite encouraging the act of pilgrimage, does not offer a geographical
template for pilgrimage, and definitely not the “six-battle-camps” template accept-
ed by present-day devotees. Nothing in the text suggests that the order of the four
geographic spots that appear in it beyond doubt (Tiruparankunram, Ciralaivay,
Avinankuti, Erakam) has any significance, nor that the geographical and physical
attributes of these places have any significance, as they are not the focus of the

22 The Guide begins with the suggestion of pilgrimage, continues to four locations, pro-
ceeds to “every hill” and then to “every place where he is worshipped.” This sug-
gests an effect of widening the scope, turning the deity from local to universal. Then
comes the poet’s conclusion: a description of one’s fanciful hypothetical encounter
with Murukan, and the poem ends with the long clause describing the hill or hills of
which Murukan is the lord (kilavon). Thus, it is hard to believe that the poet is again
pointing out another specific location of Murukan in this finale.

23 A similar doubt is raised by Turaicamip Pillai in his appendix to Arumukanavalar’s
commentary on The Guide, in which he claims that according to the Naccinarkkiniyar
and Uraiyaciriyar (which he quotes on this matter), there is no reason to think that an
actual ‘holy place’ by this name has existed (“avarkal uraiyal ippéyar konta tiruppati
iruntat’ éna kolla itam illai,” Tirumurukdarruppatai 2011: 85). Likewise, Ponnambalam
Arunachalam, in an article on the worship of Murukan, suggests that palamutircolai
refers to a whole category of places, among which the Murukan shrine in Katartagama
(in today’s Sri Lanka) is included (Arunachalam 1981: 132).
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descriptions (at times to the degree of not being described at all). The second point
that can be argued is that although the general association of Murukan with the
number six is present in the text,?* The Guide neither provides an inventory of
six sacred sites, nor does it imply an underlying concept of six ‘special’ places.
The third point is that The Guide’s division into six sections, although found in all
the manuscripts of the text and its old commentaries, does not arise organically
from the text—it has no internal justification, neither semantic nor syntactic.?®

Nevertheless, this division into six was an important stepping stone in the
development of the “six-battle camps” concept from The Guide. Since none of the
extant manuscripts is earlier than late eighteenth century (Francis 2020: 306),
it is difficult to point out with certainty the exact moment in which The Guide’s
division into six sections originated. However, one medieval commentator sheds
some light on this issue.

There are five medieval commentaries on The Guide, which survived in eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century manuscripts and are currently available also
in print. All five commentaries are divided into six sections, in agreement with
The Guide’s division. Since their manuscripts are just as old as The Guide’s, this
does not provide any valuable information. Luckily, commentaries sometimes
have internal segmentation. Two of the five commentaries on The Guide have no
segmentation at all.?*® Two other commentaries, more elaborate in style, make
a syntactic segmentation of the text, which does not suggest any sixfold division.”
But the fifth commentary, by Uraiyaciriyar (perhaps thirteenth-fifteenth century),
is structured differently. This commentary has line-by-line paraphrases of the
source text’s segments. Each glossed segment is concluded with a recapitulation

24 His six faces are described at relative length (TMAP 91-102), but he is also described
as having attacked the demon in the six parts of the day/in six ways (TMAP 58), his
six-syllable mantra contains the whole Veda (TMAP 186), he is one who was begotten
by six and remains six (or—in “sixness,” TMAP 255).

25 A more natural and logical division would be into eight sections, by separating the
introductory part, which encourages the audience to perform pilgrimage (lines 1-66)
from the proper section on “Tirupparankunram” (lines 67-77) and splitting the last
section in two: one part on Murukan’s known disposition of being everywhere he is
worshipped (lines 217-50) and a concluding section that describes the hypothetical
darsan of Murukan (lines 251-317).

26 These are the intertwined commentaries of Kavippérumal and Pariti (perhaps eleventh-
thirteenth century). They are relatively simple running commentaries, which provide
line-by-line paraphrases and explanations without any segmentation of the source
text (See Tirumurukarruppatai 1959: 150-76).

27 These are the commentaries of Parimelalakar (thirteenth century) and Naccinarkkini-
yar (fourteenth century). They both cut the source text into sentences/clauses (totar).
After glossing the words of each segment, they paraphrase the segment, sometimes
rearranging its order for clarification, and give further explanations.

135



Ofer Peres

of the relevant portion, which rearranges the syntactic units in a more compre-
hensible and natural order. What is unusual is that the points in which the text
is segmented (that is, the points where he inserts his recapitulations) are in ac-
cordance with The Guide’s current sixfold section-division.? Thus, Uraiyaciriyar’s
commentary is the first known example for The Guide’s sixfold division. Since
none of the other medieval commentators apply this division, we can assume that
it was not an accepted feature of the text for any of them. Yet this division later
became standard for all manuscripts and editions of The Guide and its commen-
taries. Hence, either Uraiyaciriyar was introducing an innovation, maybe even
his own, or, perhaps, he should be dated relatively later than the other commen-
tators, closer to the fifteenth century. In that case, the segmentation found in his
commentary may reflect this period’s upsurge in religious interest in Murukan.

Uraiyaciriyar does not explain his segmentation of the source text, and so we
are left with the same question—why was the text divided in this manner? The
most reasonable possibility is that the division of The Guide into six sections
was a religio-hermeneutical act. The sixfold division does not have an internal
justification in the text, but being a text on Murukan and for Murukan, it has an
essential justification. Uraiyacariyar, or whoever it was who decided to apply
Murukan’s ‘six-ness’ to The Guide, used a common traditional South Asian her-
meneutical principle, according to which, the meaning of a text is found not only
in its words but also in its form.? Thus, dividing a devotional text on Murukan
into six is a hermeneutical technique for making the text a representation of this
divinity; the division embodies the deepest meaning of the text—God himself.

So far, we have seen that The Guide to Lord Murukan, despite some modern
claims, is not the source for the present-day concept of the “six-battle-camps.” It
associates Murukan with four or five of the “battle-camp” sites, but it does not
suggest a template for pilgrimage, nor a notion of six sacred abodes. The Guide
was divided into six sections around the fifteenth century, probably as an act of
religious projection of the sixfold divinity of this deity onto the first devotional
poem dedicated to him. As we shall see next, the expansion of Murukan’s ‘six-ness’
that influenced Uraiyaciriyar, manifested in other early-modern texts, through
an abstract notion of “six abodes.”

28 That is, TMAP 1-77; 78-125; 126-76; 177-89; 190-217; 218-317. After each of the first
five segments there is a concluding recapitulation of the segment, and after the last
segment—a recapitulation of the whole text. The same practice of adding a syntactical-
ly rearranged recapitulation after a segment of the text is found in Naccinarkkiniyar’s
commentary too, but his segments are shorter and seem to be based on syntactic units.

29 See, for example, the argument made by Mishra on Vallabhacarya’s analysis of the
Bhagavata Purana’s structure (Mishra 2018).
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The Guide and Murukan’s “six abodes”
in early-modern Tamil literature

The idea that Murukan has six favorite (terrestrial) abodes does not find its way
into texts before the fifteenth century. Among the very first references, there are
two verses from Arunakirinatar’s fifteenth-century Tiruppukal—a monumental
collection of devotional songs to Murukan. Verse 81* in this collection begins with
a long description of prostitutes who tempt young men. The speaker admits his
own foolishness and fickleness, because he cannot help hankering after them.
In the last part of the verse, the speaker calls for Murukan’s help and blessing,
turning to him by using various epithets, the last of which is:

O Great One who mounts the grand peacock, [and] who resides in the six
abodes that are foremost [among] all [places]!*

In another Tiruppukal verse, the speaker begs Murukan to teach him the wisdom
that would release him from his worldly bondage. Here, too, the verse ends with
a list of epithets in the vocative case, of which the last is:

O Great One who dwells in six holy abodes!**

These two verses are the only references to the concept of “six abodes” in the
whole Tiruppukal (which accommodates over 1,300 verses). The word used for
“abode” is pati or tiruppati (“holy abode”), which does not appear anywhere in
The Guide. Moreover, these two verses are not linked with any specific location,
nor are they related in any other form to The Guide. Nevertheless, Arunakirinatar
was, beyond doubt, familiar with The Guide, as we can see from the opening verse
of the Kantar-antati, another of this poet’s famous devotional works:

Go to Parankunru, which [is so high it] fills the sky,

to Ciralaivay, to Tiruvavinankuti,

to Erakam, to every hill [on which Murukan] dances (kunru tor’ atal),
[and] to the mountain [covered with] cool rainclouds,

on which dwell herds of roaring elephants,

30 The order of the verses varies between editions. Throughout this article, I use the
numbering of the 1935 edition of the Tiruppukal (and other works of Arunakirinatar),
which lists the poems alphabetically.

31 Tiruppukal 81 ... cakalamu(m) mutal akiya arupati nilai meviya | tata mayil tanil eriya
pérumale |

32 Tiruppukal 237 ... aru tiruppatiyil valar pérumale ||
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And praise [these] homes of the Youthful One,

whose skill in the great, ancient scriptures was [highly] esteemed
by Visnu, whose ‘soul’ is Laksmi,

and by Siva, whose half-body

is the lady with lovely eyebrows, Uma.*

In this verse, Arunakirinatar mentions The Guide’s first five section-titles—four
abodes of Murukan and “dancing on every hill” (all marked in bold letters in
the text above)—by their exact names and order of appearance in The Guide.
The commentators, beginning with Villiputtarar (presumably Arunakirinatar’s
contemporary), unanimously claim that the hill with dark clouds and herds of
elephants, which appears in the last pada of the verse, is Palamutircolai. This
interpretation can be challenged, but accepting it has interesting implications
on the way Arunakirinatar, and perhaps all his contemporaries, understood
Palamutircolai’s status in The Guide: the verse implies an essential gap between
the first five ‘abodes’ (four places and “every hill”), and Palamutircolai. This gap
is less evident in the translation, but unignorable when looking at the Tamil
verse’s word order. The first five names appear as a set list and are followed by
the incomplete verbal form cénru (derived from the root cél, “to go”). Only then
comes the compound denoting the cloudy mountain, followed by the finite verb,
“to praise” (in an imperative plural form). While the meaning is the same as in
the above translation, the word-order gives the impression that reaching the last
hill and praising it is a conclusion of the previous actions. In addition, the first
five are categorized in the verse as Murukan’s “homes” (kuti), while the last is
not.> In other words, the structure of this verse implies an interpretation of The
Guide’s structure, according to which, Palmutircolai should be distinguished from
the first five ‘abodes,” and perhaps should not be considered as one of them at all.

33 Kantar-antati 1:
tiruv avi nan kuti pankalar én mutu cir urai ca-
tir uvavinan kuti van ar parankunru ciralaivay
tiruvavinankutiy erakan kunru tor’ atal cénr’ a-
tir uvav inan kuti konta tan kar varai céppumine ||
Arunakirinatar’s emphasis here is on the phono-aesthetic effect, typical to this text:
in addition to the technical constraint of the antati (the last word of each verse is the
first word of the next one), the first two metrical units (cir) of each verse are identical,
while their meaning is different in each repetition. This makes the translation rather
awkward and given to many interpretations, yet for our purpose, even just looking
at the Tamil would have been enough.

34 It may also be of some importance that the word used here for “home” or “dwelling”
is kuti and not pati. This could be explained as Arunakirinatar’s way of handling the
need to match the repeating cir, but it also seems that for him pati or tiruppatiis a term
that belongs in a different context.
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Whether the last pada refers to Palamutircolai or not, this verse demonstrates
beyond doubt that for Arunakirinatar, The Guide was well-known and significant
enough to stand in the focus of the first verse of one of his greatest works. At
the same time, it was not sufficiently significant to be mentioned at the begin-
ning of all his works, nor to leave any other substantial reference. From a wider
perspective, this verse is a standard example of how The Guide is referred to
in early-modern Tamil devotional works—that is, by using the fixed list of The
Guide’s section-titles, in their original order. A similar reference can be found,
for example, in Pakalikkuttar’s fifteenth-century Tiruccéntir pillaitamil, which,
following the conventions of the pillaitamil genre, describes Murukan as an infant
in various daily situations. The “toy drum” (ciruparai) chapter of Pakalikkattar’s
poem consists of ten verses that encourage the infant-Murukan, in the final pada
of each verse, to play his toy drum, while the rest of the padas are long epithets.
In the seventh verse, the epithet that takes up most of the verse describes Muru-
kan as Lord of Parankiri, Ciralaivay, Tiruvavinankuti, Erakam, kunru tor’atal,
and Palamutircolaimalai.®®

Another similar reference to The Guide is found in the benedictory verses
(katavul valttu) of Kacciyappa Civacariyar’s fifteenth-century Kantapuranam.
Seven verses of the benediction are dedicated to Murukan.® In each of the first
six, Murukan is eulogized as the master of one of The Guide’s (so-called) abodes:
he is The God who resides in Tirupparankunram (tirupparankunr’amar cey), The
God who came to Ciralaivay (ctralaivay varu cey), The immaculate One who came
to Avinankuti (@vinankuti varum amala[n]), The six-faced Lord of Erakam (erakatt’
arumukan), Kumara who dances on every hill (kunru tér’ atiya kumara[n]), and
The beautiful Lord of Palamutircolai (palamutircolaiy am pakavar), respectively.’
The contents of these verses are mostly epithets, which have little to no relation
to the specific geographical features and mythologies of the places themselves,
or to the descriptions found in The Guide.

The Kantapuranam has an additional noteworthy reference to The Guide: verse
106 of the introductory chapter on the town (tirunakarap-patalam) praises Muru-
kan of Kumarakottam (Kaficipuram) in the following way:

The One who abides in Kumarakottam temple,
graciously dwells on the difficult-to-reach hill [that is located] west of
Madurai,

35 The full verse (with my translation) can be found in appendix 1 to this chapter.

36 The verses (Kantapuranam, katavulvalttu 12-18), along with my translation, can be
found in appendix 2.

37 The seventh verse eulogizes Murukan as the master of Kaficipuram’s Kumarakottam
temple, where Kacciyappa Civacariyar composed this work.
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in Alaivay, in Avinankuti, in good Erakam,
on the hills of this earth, such as Tanikai,
[and] in temples in other magnificent towns.®®

The mention of “the hill west of Madurai,” Alaivay, Avinankuti, and Erakam makes
it clear that this is a reference to The Guide. It is curious that Palamutircolai is not
mentioned here, even though it was mentioned in the benedictory verses. This
may hint to the possibility that Palamutircolai was perceived differently, as I have
suggested above with regard to the first verse of the Kantar-antati. In addition,
the absence of Palamutircolai, along with the plural “hills,” makes the verse
incompatible with the six-abode concept. The most interesting point, however,
is the mention of Tanikai (i.e., Tiruttani) in the clause on the “hills of this earth,”
which corresponds to The Guide’s “dancing on every hill” section-title. This could
have implied that the idea that Tiruttani is Murukan’s fifth ‘abode’ originated
from the Kantapuranam. However, as will shall see later in this chapter, Tiruttani
did not enter the “battle-camp” list before the twentieth century.*

The list-like references in fifteenth-century texts, such as those presented above,
are not correlated with the concept of “six holy abodes” mentioned in the two
Tiruppukal verses quoted earlier. They still appear as two different phenomena:
the latter is an expansion of Murukan’s ‘six-ness’ to include also some (unknown,
abstract) six spatial manifestations; the former is a reference—perhaps tribute,
perhaps lip-service—to the ancient ancestor of Murukan bhakti, which attests to
the continuity of this tradition.

This, however, has one exception: a small section from the Tiruvakuppu,
a less-celebrated collection of praise songs by Arunakirinatar, seems to hint at
a partial fusion of the two phenomena. This section of four short verses prais-
es Murukan as one who “abides in countless holy places” (alaki(l) riruppatiyir
payil) and provides a short list of examples for these places. The first item in
the list is “Tiruparankiri—the first of the six sites” (aru nilaiy énru mutal akiya
parankiriyum). At the same time, the rest of the list does not substantiate this fu-
sion: itincludes eight other sites, among which only two are equivalent to places
from The Guide, and the idea of “six places” is not reiterated.*°

38 Kantapuranam, tirunakarappatalam 106:
mev’ arun kiital melai vérpinil alaivay tannil
avinankutiyi(l) nall erakan tanir ranikaty atip
puv’ ulak’ ulla vérpir porp’ urum enai vaippir
kovil kont’ aruli vaikun kumarakottattu meyon ||
39 Moreover, as far as I know, this verse was not quoted or referred to as the source of
the identification of Tiruttani with “kunru tor’atal” prior to 1980.
40 Tiruvakuppu, putavetala-vakuppu, 16-19:
arunilaiy énru mutal akiya parankiriyum
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A similar formulation appears in Nirampav-alakiya Tecikar’s sixteenth-century
talapuranam of Tirupparankunram, the first among the “six battle-camps.” In
the tenth chapter, “the killing of Cur” (Ciiracankarac-carukkam), we are told that
after defeating the demon, Murukan went to Tirupparankunram:*'

He reached Parankiri, the first among the six holy places that give joy to
His heart, and sojourned there.

Like the Tiruvakuppu verse, this seems like potential evidence for a fusion of the
idea that Murukan has six abodes with the abode-names that appear in The Guide.
Yet it refers only to the first among the six, and, just like in the Tiruvakuppu, the
author does not provide any further elaboration. Meanwhile, many other contem-
porary works do not adopt this fusion. Palacuppiramaniyak Kavirayar’s seven-
teenth-century Palanittalapuranam eulogizes all the temples and sacred spots lo-
cated around the Palani hill. Its thirteenth chapter, dedicated to Tiruvavinankuti,
begins with a set of seven eulogy verses to Murukan, somewhat reminiscent of
(and perhaps inspired by) the Kantapuranam set of eulogy verses mentioned
above. Here, too, each of the first six verses praises Murukan as the master of
one of The Guide’s ‘abodes’: he is The One of Parankunram (parankunrattan),
The One of Alaivay (alaivaykkaraiyan), The One of Avinankuti (Gvinankutiyan),
The One of Erakam (erakattan), The One who dances on every hill (kunru-térum-
atalan),** and Kumara of Colaimalai (colaimalaikkumaran).® Like in the Kan-

avinan étun kutiyum arana mutint’ itamum ||

arunaiyum ilaficiyufi céntar tiruppalaniy

atiyar mana pankayani cénkot’ itaik kaliyum ||

anavarata(m) nila malar mutt’ éri cunai punalil

aruvi kutipay taru céruttaniy én vérpum énum ||

alaki(l) riruppatiyir payil karpakavataviy

anupavan atta(n) niruttan arattavataiyan ||

He who enjoys the [heavenly] wishing-tree groves, The Great One, the Dancer, whose
garment is red, resides in coutless holy sites:

Tiruparankiri—the first of the six sites, the prominent Avinankuti, the peak of all Vedas,
Arunacalam, Ilafici, Céntur, Tiruppalani, Cénkotu, the mind-lotus of [His] devotees,
Kali, and the hill called Céruttani (i.e., Tiruttani), where waterfalls always leap and
splash in the ponds, scattering pearls and blue lilies.

41 TPKP curcankaraccarukkam, 20ab:
tiruvulan kali péruntiya tiruppatiy ar’ ul
varu mutar pati parankiriy atant’ avan vatintan

42 Literally: “the One whose dance (atal) is [on] every hill.”

43 The seventh verse serves a phalasruti of this mini-stotra, which opens the thirteenth
chapter of the Palanittalapuranam. It consists of additional, standard epithets of
Murukan, and concludes that those who would worship him will obtain divine honors.
The seven verses (and their translations) can be found in appendix 3 to this chapter.
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tapuranam, each verse consists of a list of epithets, the contents of which have
little relation to the places themselves, or to the descriptions found in The Guide.
Moreover, the idea of Murukan’s “six holy abodes” is not expressed in any of
these verses. Thus, they, too, function as a signifier for a direct link between The
Guide and the Palanittalapurdnam, that is, between the ancient ancestor and its
seventeenth-century offspring, but it is an empty link, with no other function
than signifying its existence.

Alongside such references to The Guide, the abstract “six-abodes” notion still
appears separately in other seventeenth-century texts. The Tiruccéntirk-kantar-
kalivénpa is a devotional-philosophical treatise, describing Murukan as the
supreme divinity, composed by Kumarakuruparar, a well-known seventeenth-
century Murukan devotee and poet. In this work, which became a part of the
devotional canon of Murukan’s cult alongside the works of Arunakirinatar, we
find a single reference to the concept of Murukan’s abodes:

You dwell in the hearts of those who see [your] six holy abodes and utter
with devotion the six syllables!**

The Kantark-kalivénpa refers to some of the main myths of Murukan, but it does
not mention any sacred site except Tiruccéntir, the home of the deity to which
this work is dedicated.* It also does not have any ‘list-reference’ to The Guide.
Other authors from this period, such as Vénrimalaik Kavirayar, who composed
the Tiruccéntiarppuranam, ignored completely the “six abodes” notion. The same is
true for Kacciyappa Munivar, the renowned eighteenth-century poet and scholar,
who composed the Tanikaippuranam (a talapuranam on Tiruttani) and Tanikai-
yarruppatai (a “guide poem” on Tanikai), in neither of which there is a reference
to the abstract concept of “six abodes,” nor to the set-list of The Guide’s section
titles.

Let us sum up what we have seen so far. First, there is no textual evidence
for the idea that Murukan has six particularly favorite or holy abodes prior to
the fifteenth century, that is, almost a millennium after the “Guide to Murukan”
was composed. This gap may be attributed to the general “textual silence” of
the Murukan cult in this period. Yet even from the fifteenth century onwards,

44 TKK109:
aru tiruppati kant’ ar’ éluttum anpin utan
karum avar cintai kutikontone ||

45 According to tradition, the author, Kumarakuruparar was unable to speak until the
age of five. His parents took him to the Tiruccéntir temple, and by Murukan’s blessing
he was given not only speech but also perfect knowledge of both Tamil and Sanskrit.
He then sang the Tiruccéntiurk-kantar-kalivénpa (Ceyttontarppuranam, 935-38). Even
so, Tiruccéntar is mentioned only twice in the text (TKK 98, 110).

142



Murukan'’s “Six Battle-Camps”

this concept did not occupy a central place in devotional texts. It was mentioned
by some poets and ignored by others, but other than two uncertain cases (the
verses from the Tiruvakuppu and the Tirupparankirippuranam), it remained an
abstract idea that is not directly correlated with any specific locations, including
the places mentioned in The Guide. Thus, it seems to be merely a non-particular
expansion of Murukan’s association with the number six that, although known,
had minor importance for the central figures in the early-modern Saiva and
Kaumara literary traditions. During the same period, The Guide itself was alluded
to by some of these early-modern poets, not very frequently, but in a consistent
manner—by mentioning the names of its six places/section-titles, in the same
given order. The consistency of these allusions suggests that the sixfold division
of the text and the section-titles were, by this time, generally accepted. The fixed
template of these allusions strengthens the conviction that this list is not meant to
provide a map—the geographical aspect seems almost irrelevant—but rather that
these names are used as codes for ‘constructing’ the divinity from its parts: the
deity is represented through the division of His ancient text into the typological
number that captures His essence; alluding to it by using this sixfold division is
a form a verbal embodiment of God.

Nevertheless, the identification of the “six abodes” with the section-titles of The
Guide seems to have been almost inevitable. After all, five of them were already
accepted as known geographic spots, and kunru tor’ atal is a minor inconsistency
in this scheme: it is understood as “every hill,” a general category of holy sites.
Since this set of places still floated between the literary and the purely abstract
realms, and was not yet perceived as a sacred map, it posed no problem. And
thus, in Beschi’s Tamil-Tamil dictionary, the Catur-akardati (first published in 1732),
we find an indication for this fusion: an entry for Cuppiramaniyar-piratanat-
talam (“the important sites of Subrahmanya”), which presents a short list of
names—Tirupparankunram, Tirucciralaivay, Tiruvavinankuti, Tiruverakam,
kunrukal (“hills”), and Colaimalai.®® That is not to say that Murukan’s six places
have become a matter of common knowledge or a central concept for the cult. As
mentioned above, the eighteenth-century renowned poet and scholar Kacciyappa
Munivar ignored the notion completely in his devotional works, and, in addition,
other dictionaries from around the same period, such as Proenca’s Tamil-Portu-
guese Dictionary (1679) and Fabricious’s A Malabar and English Dictionary (1779)
do not mention this concept at all. This inconsistency continues deep into the
nineteenth century until, at the turn of the twentieth century, Murukan’s “six
abodes” begin to have a clearer, more palpable form.

46 This is found in the tokaiy-akarati section of the dictionary.
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The Guide and Murukan'’s “six abodes” in the nineteenth
and early twentieth century

From the nineteenth century onwards, even larger numbers of devotional works
addressed to Murukan are composed, which at this period are more easily dis-
tributed by the growing use of print in Tamil Nadu. The increase in devotional
writing to Murukan comes hand in hand with the major efforts by Saiva pub-
lishers to print religious works in Tamil. One of the earliest Tamil texts to have
been printed in Tamil Nadu, and the first among carnkam texts, was The Guide to
Lord Murukan, with the first edition perhaps as early as 1834 (Francis 2020: 287,
Francis 2017: 322—23). The central part that print-culture played in promoting re-
ligious trends in Tamil Nadu during this period was already discussed by Richard
Weiss (2016). We can assume that the resurgence of The Guide in print entailed
arise in its popularity and its status among Murukan devotees. The publication
of The Guide’s printed editions may also explain why in dictionaries published
after the middle of the nineteenth century, the “six abodes” of Murukan are
consistently associated with the section titles of The Guide: Dupuis and Mousset
(1855), Winslow (1862), Visvanatha Pillai (1888), and Cinkaravelu Mutaliyar’s en-
cyclopedia Apitanacintamani (1910), all mention them as the “six important places
of Subrahmaniya.”

The association between The Guide and Murukan’s six important sites, al-
though attested in dictionaries, did not play a part in this period’s devotional
poetry. An example for this can be taken from the writings of Kumarakurutaca
Cuvamikal, alias Pamban Swamigal. Pamban Swamigal, born around the middle
of the nineteenth century, was a prolific author of devotional texts to Murukan.
His devotional hymns are considered his earliest writings and are said to amass
to 6,666 verses in total. His corpus of devotional hymns begins with a poem to
Murukan as “king of gods” (amararkon), which is then followed by poems dedi-
cated to many temples and holy places, composed in a style similar to the Saiva
Tevaram poems. The first six among these temple-hymns are titled Tirupparankiri,
Tiruccéntil, Tiruppalanimalai, Tiruverakam, Tirukkunrutoratal, and Tiruccolai-
malai, respectively. In other words, Pampan Swamigal opened his collection
of temple eulogy-songs with a reference to The Guide, similar to what we have
seen in Arunakirinatar’s Kantar-antati and Palacuppiramaniyak Kavirayar’s
Palanittalapuranam, although more elaborate (to each temple or ‘place’ he de-
voted a decade of verses).”” In another one of his works, the Tiruvalankar-rirattu
(“Collection of divine garlands”), we find another set of such decades, yet slightly

47 Ttisdifficult to confirm beyond doubt that the arrangement of the hymns was decided
by Pamban Swamigal himself or by a later editor, as the information on the editing
of his devotional hymns is practically non-existent. However, since many of his other
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different: the first two are titled “Tirupparankiri” and “Tirucciralaivay,” respec-
tively. The third is titled “Tiruverakam” (which we would expect to find as fourth),
the fourth is titled “palakiri” (“many hills”), which obviously stands for kunru
tor’ atal, and the fifth—“Tiruccolaimalai” (normally the sixth in the list). Then,
there are three decades, the first two are titled “Tiruppalani,” and the third—
”Tiruvavinankuti.” Thus, the template of the six names in their given order is
not maintained here.* One point, to which I shall return later, should be noted—
for Pamban Swamigal, kunru tor’ atal (paralleled with palakiri) does not mark
a single place but a category of places, that is, the hills where Murukan dwells.*

A third mention of our ‘places’ appears in the same collection of Pamban’s
poems, the Tiruvalankar-rirattu, in a ten-verse poem called Tirukkantar tirup-
palantu (Tiruvalankarrirattu 58). Each verse of this poem ends with the words
“I sing [this] pallantu to Guha (Murukan)” (kukanukkup pallantu kirutume). The
third verse goes as follows:

He, who graciously bestows greater-than-great wealth
On those who meditate on [his] feet,
[while] being at Tirupparankunram, which is abundant with waters,
at Tiruccéntar, in which beauty abounds,
at the immensely flourishing Tiruverakam,
at the faultless Palani,
and on the beautiful Tiruccolai mountain, of expansive wealth—
I sing [this] pallantu to Guha.*®

The absence of kunrutor’atal from this verse, along with the substitution of
Avinankuti with Palani (i.e., the central hill-temple), indicates a certain shift in
the meaning of these references to The Guide, from being mainly literary to
being a direct call for a real pilgrimage to well-known (and central) places. At

works were printed during his lifetime, one may assume that it was indeed his own
decision, or by his approval, and at any rate in agreement with his line of thought.

48 Here, too, we do not have sufficient information to decide whether this shift in the
order of poems was Pamban Swamigal’s own decision or his editors’.

49 The epithet that repeats in each verse of this decade (Tiruvalankarrirattu, mutar
kantam, 11) is “O Murukan who resides on many hills!” (pala kiriy urai muruka). In the
decade titled kunrutor’atal (Kumarakurutaca Cuvamikal Patal 6), the repeating epithet
is “...0 Noble One, full of beauty, whose manner is to dance on every hill” (...kunru
tor’ atal vati marfic’ ar péruntakaiyane).

50 Tiruvalankar-rirattu, mutar kantam, 58.3:
nir valam ar parankunriku(m) nit’ éli()) nimir tiruccéntililum
cir valam ar tiruverakan tannilun tit’ aru palaniyilum
er valam ar tiruccolaiy an kiriyilum irunt’ ati ninaivarkkup
par vala(m) mel vala(m) nalk’ arut kukanukkup pallantu kiirutume ||
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the same time, it should be emphasized that the concept of “six abodes” does
not play a part in Pamban’s references to The Guide, since the last two of the
three examples above do not maintain a sixfold template. In fact, this concept is
almost completely absent from his devotional poetry, with the exception of one
verse, in a poem called énn alankara lakari (“The Billow of Number-Ornaments”).
Poems of this type use successive numbers for praising a deity. In the current
case, there are ten verses that use the numbers one to ten. The sixth verse goes
as follows:

“Six are his mouths,” it was said [, and therefore]

six was the number of women whose breasts® suckled him.
Six are his most important places,

[and] six are the syllables in his mantra.>

As in the earlier examples for this notion in poetry (and unlike some of the dic-
tionaries), there is no information about the places. Given the context, it seems
to be only a ‘number-ornament’ and not a reference to a sacred geography.

The poet-devotee Devaraya Swamigal was a contemporary of Pamban Swami-
gal. His Kantar-casti-kavacam, a poem of 118 couplets, is currently one of the most
popular devotional songs on Murukan and a part of the daily worship (Zvelebil
1995: 663). The poem, dedicated to Murukan in Tiruccéntur, is another example for
the relative absence of the “six abodes” from the nineteenth-century devotional
literature, as it does not mention the concept of “six abodes,” nor does it have any
‘list reference’ to The Guide’s six section-titles. In present-day publications and on
devotee websites, Devaraya Swamigal is attributed with five additional “kavacam”
poems, each dedicated to one of the five other “battle-camps.”* However, this

51 Thelast cir of the second pada appears in all the editions as mukaicciyar én. Since this
makes little sense, I read here mulaicciyar [én], which is more thematically consistent
with the preceding péyaréccam “unta.”

52 Tiruvalankar-rirattu, mutar kantam 45.3 c-d
ar’ am avar ananam énr’ araital
ar’ am avar unta mufljaicciyar én
ar’ am avar mukkiyamana talam
ar’ am avar mantirav akkarame ||

53 One example for such a printed publication is Aru-kantar-casti-kavacankal (2012). On
the web, see: https://kaumaram.com/text_new/k6_kavasam_u.html and https://muru-
gan.org/texts/devaraya.htm. The six kavacams also appears in the “Project Madurai”
website, accessed February 11, 2025, (https://www.projectmadurai.org/pm_etexts/
pdf/pm0034_02.pdf). In addition, these six kavacam poems attributed to Devaraya
Swamigal appear on some (relatively new) wall panels in the outer prakara of the
Kapali$varar temple in Mayilapur, Chennai, near the Palani-Antavar shrine.
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attribution is somewhat dubious, since there are no old editions of these poems,
which differ significantly in style and length from the Kantar-casti-kavacam.>*

To conclude this section, by the nineteenth century, the notion of Murukan’s
six holy abodes was established and was already fused with the list of The Guide’s
section-titles in some circles, to the degree that it appeared in dictionaries. How-
ever, as the above examples show, this does not entail its acceptance in all the
devotee circles, nor does it mean it became a key notion in the mainstream of the
Murukan cult. As we have seen, for two prominent and influential devotees such
as Pamban Swamigal and Devaraya Swamigal, it seems to have been a rather
minor to non-existent element within their theological system. The change, how-
ever, did not take place until later.

The resurgence of the Tiruppukal

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, an important turn of events began
to unfold when Va. Ta. Cuppiramaniya Pillai, a head clerk at the Maficakuppam
district court and an ardent devotee of Murukan, heard for the first time in his
life a quote from Arunakiranatar’s Tiruppukal and decided to dedicate his life to
the collection and publication of this poet’s works, beginning with the Tiruppukal.
Prior to that, Arunakirinatar’s poems, like many other literary and devotional
works, were scattered throughout the Tamil region on palm-leaf manuscripts.
Between 1876 and 1903, Cuppiramaniya Pillai collected hundreds of them. The first
volume, with only 603 poems, was published in 1894, followed by a second volume
in 1902, and a revised second edition in 1909 (Zvelebil 1992: 209-10). Subsequent
editions were published by Cuppiramaniya Pillai’s son, Va. Cu. Cenkalvaraya
Pillai, who continued his father’s endeavor after his death (Zvelebil 1995: 136).>°

54 Evenif we accept the claim that these six poems should be taken together as one body
of works by Devaraya Swamigal, it does not change the current argument, since the
poems, despite making occasional references to the “battle camp” sites, are only loosely
linked to the places they are associated with (and that appear in their titles). In addition,
the fifth poem, titled kunru tor’atum kumaran (“Kumara who dances on every hill”),
does not mention Tiruttani. Thus, in this case, too, the sixfold formation seems to be
intended to echo the structure of The Guide as the ancient source of Murukan bhakti.

55 Va. Cu. Cenkalvaraya Pillai eventually published between 1952 and 1957 the Murukavel
panniru tirumuraikal, an anthology of devotional works, mostly of Atunakirinatar’s
alongside several notable others. The whole anthology is structured to parallel the
Saiva Tirumurai, in an attempt to create a Kaumara parallel to the Tamil Saiva scrip-
tures. This is stated in the preface to the works and apparent by the choice of the
name “Tirumurai.” His endeavor complements his father’s wish to form a Kaumara
parallel to the Saiva Tevaram anthology. Thus, the first seven books of this anthology,
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Cuppiramaniya Pillai organized the Tiruppukal poems in groups, the first of
which was of poems dedicated to the ‘abodes’ mentioned in The Guide. Next, he
grouped together the poems on Siva’s paficabhiita temples, followed by groups of
poems organized by region (natu), and, at the end, the general poems (i.e., poems
not associated with any specific site). In other words, Cuppiramaniya Pillai fol-
lowed the footsteps of all the poets we have seen so far, as his editing work echoes
the same type of allusion to The Guide. However, for Cuppiramania Pillai, the
poems’ context was (like Pamban Swamigal’s poems) clearly geographical and not
only literary. Thus, under the title of Tiruvavinankuti he included all the poems
to Palani hill as well. Similarly, under the category of kunrutor’ atal, he gathered
first all the poems that use this expression or what he considered its variants (i.e.,
kiriy énkanum, pala kunrum, pala malai, pala vérpu, malai yavum),*® but then also
added the poems dedicated to many different mountains and mountain-shrines,
beginning with mythical mountains like Kailasa (Tam. kayilai) and Skanda-giri
(kanta-kiri), followed by thirty-two different terrestrial hills and mountains. It
should be noted that within this list of hills, Tiruttani occupies a significant posi-
tion as one of the temples that has the largest number of poems, yet it is not the
first in the list and nothing suggests it has a unique status.

Cuppiramania Pillai explained the arrangement of the poems, in his own
words, in his preface to the first edition of the Tiruppukal: “when arranging
[the poems], the songs of the six [holy] sites—Tirupparankunram, Tiruccéntir,
Tiruvavinankuti, Tiruverakam, kunru tor’ atal, Palamutircolai—which are the
central “battle-camps” (pataivitu) of Lord Murukan, were placed first.”’

These words reveal a full-fledged fusion between the abstract concept of “six
abodes” and The Guide’s section-titles, in the circles of Cuppiramania Pillai and
his collaborators in the Tiruppukal publishing project, which are contemporaries
of Pamban Swamigal and Devaraya Swamigal. This fusion will soon have become
a common property, with the distribution of the Tiruppukals’s printed editions.
The question of how the tradition of paying tribute to The Guide, which appeared
relatively insignificant at the end of the eighteenth century, became a central com-
ponent in the new networking of the cult, seems to have a simple answer: print.
AsThave said above, The Guide was being printed in multiple editions from 1834
onwards, and this may well have been one of the consequences of its new form

which include Arunakiri’s temple-poems (with Cenkalvaraya Pillai’a own commen-
tary), parallel the Tevaram; the eleventh book, like the Tirumurai’s, is a collection of
poems (and verse-selections) from a variety of sources, and the twelfth book is the
Ceyttontarppuranam, a hagiography of famous Murukan devotees, which parallels
the Périyapuranam.

56 All the expressions mean “every/many hill(s)/mountain[s].”

57 From his preface to the first edition of the Tiruppukal (tiruppukal mutarpatippin
mukavurai), Tiruppukal 1921: vii.
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and extent of distribution, which has raised The Guide’s symbolic significance
for the Murukan devotees of the late nineteenth-century.

The above quote from Cuppiramniya Pillai’s preface is also an early indication
of the use of pataivitu (“battle camp”) in this context. In all but one pre-twenti-
eth-century dictionaries I have checked, if the term pataivitu appears at all, it
is only in its original meaning of “arsenal” or “soldiers’ quarters.”*® Dupuis and
Mousset’s dictionary (1855) is the only exception, adding “temple” as a possible
translation. In his 1910 Tamil encyclopedia, the Apitanacintamani, Singaravelu
Mudaliar used pataivitu to describe only Tirupparankunram, without apply-
ing this term to the “important Subrahmanya places” (which appear elsewhere
in this work), or to any other one of them in particular. In the same year, Na.
Katiraivel Pillai, in his Tamil-mdliy-akarati,> translated pataivitu, alongside the
original meanings, as temple (tevalayam), and, in a separate entry, tiruppataivitu
is translated as “an abode of gods, [in which they] sit with crowds of great-ones.”®
In addition, in the separate entries for Murukan’s sites, he used “battle camps”
and “Subrahmanya’s important places” interchangeably.®’ Hence, when the term
“battle-camps” appeared in the first edition of the Tiruppukal in 1894, it was not
yet the accepted and standard appellation for these six sites, and, therefore, it
may be the source for the present-day popularity of this term. Cénkalvaraya Pillai,
Cuppiramania Pillai’s son, expressed his opinion on how this term was coined.
In his commentary on Tiruppukal 81 (the verse quoted above on “the Lord who
resides in six foremost-of-all holy abodes” cakalamum mutal akiya arupati nilai
meviya pérumadle), he writes:

[the six abodes are] the places called tirupparankunram, tiruccéntar, tiru
avinankuti (palani), tiruverakam, kunru tor’ atal, [and] palamutircolai, who
have primacy among all [holy] places. These places are, therefore, six

58 Proenca (1769) and Beschi (1824 [1732]) do not have an entry for pataivitu. Fabricious
(1779) and Winslow (1862) give only the original (i.e., literal) meaning.

59 The first edition of the dictionary was printed in 1910. Unfortunately, I could not find
anything earlier than the sixth edition (1928).

60 tevarkal periyorkal kuttatt’ utan irukkum.

61 “Céntil” (i.e., Tiruccéntar) is “one of Murukakkatavul’s battle-camps” (murukak-
katavulatu pataivitukalul onru), but in the entry for Tiruccéntir it is defined as “one
of Subrahmaniya’s important places.” Similarly, Avinankuti is “one of the six places
that belong to Subrahmanya murtti,” and Tiruvavinankuti (i.e., the same place): “one
of Subrahmanya’s battle-camps.” Erakam is “one of the six places of Subrahmaniya,”
and Colaimalai—*“a place of Subrahmaniya, one of the battle-camps.” Interestingly,
Tirupparankunram is described just as “a major hill of Subrahmanya” (cuppiramani-
yarukkup piratana malai). Tiruttani is not described as one of the six places. Naturally,
there is no entry for kunru tor’ atal.
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homes (vitu) of Murukan, which are mentioned in the [Tiru-lmurukarrup-
patai. People of later times started calling [them] by the altered [form]:
“arupatai vitu” ([from] “arruppatai vitu”).%

According to Cénkalvaraya Pillai, the term arupataivitu is a corrupted form of
arruppatai-vitu, that is, “the homes [which appear in Murukan’s] guide-poem.”
Since the word “daru” (“way”) can also mean “six,” this term was altered, or per-
haps misunderstood, by later readers, who disjointed the first part of the com-
pound from the text’s name (tirumurukarruppatai). Taking “aru” as “six” causes,
in turn, a reorganization of the compound, so it now comes to mean “the six
patai-vitu,” hence, “the six battle-camps.” This, too, may have been a peripheral
influence of The Guide’s distribution after its publication in print (from the middle
of the nineteenth century onwards), among audiences who were not necessarily
familiar with genres of the cankam era, and in any case were more interested
in the devotional value of this text. Whether Cénkalvaraya Pillai’s explanation
is historically accurate or not, by the middle of the twentieth century “the six
battle-camps” became the standard appellation for Murukan’s six holy abodes.
The first edition of the Tiruppukal was published in 1894, sixty years after
the first printed edition of The Guide. By this time, the concept of Murukan’s six
abodes is well established. The abodes are considered a set of Murukan’s most
sacred spots and, therefore, auspicious pilgrimage sites. They are identified with
the names that appear in the six section-titles of The Guide. They are elevated to
a special status among the numerous holy sites of Murukan in the Tamil region,
which are now perceived jointly, to form a ‘sacred landscape,” by virtue of their
appearance in the unified and accessible corpus of the Tiruppukal. In addition,
the six abodes obtained a new appellation—“the six battle-camps”—which is
perhaps another outcome of The Guide’s shift into the cult’s mainstream during
the nineteenth-century, thanks to its publication in print form. These innovations
are not reflected in the writings of some author-devotees who are contemporaries
of the Tiruppukal’s editor. Nevertheless, most of the innovations can be perceived
in dictionaries and encyclopedias from the later part of the nineteenth century.
Thus, things at this point in time—the turn of the twentieth century—are not too
far from what the pilgrim-authors of the Hinduism Today piece described in 2007.
Yet there is still one important difference from the present-day “six-battle camps:”
the fifth “battle-camp,” kunru tor’ atal, is still considered a category of sites and

62 Cénkalvaraya Pillai 1992, Part I vol. II, 646: “cakala talankalukkum mutanmaiyakav
ulla tirupparankunram, tiruccéntar, tiru avinankuti (palani), tiruverakam, kunru tor’
atal, palamutircolai énnum talankal. it talankal murukarruppataiyir kirappatta muru-
kavelin aru vitukal atalin. (“arrppatai vitu”) arupatai vitu éna maruvinirkap pinnor
alaikkalayinar.”
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not a specific place. As a result, the “six battle-camps” could not have been con-
sidered yet a pilgrimage route. This last development consists of two different
issues, which should be put as two separate questions. The first is—when and
how did the idea that Tiruttani can stand for kunru tor’ atal originate? There is
no certain answer to this, yet we can track at least one important source that may
have been the spark to ignite the spreading of this idea.®® This will be discussed
below. The second question is more complex—when and how did the idea that
kunru tor’ atal stands for Tiruttani become the accepted opinion by the general
public of Murukan devotees? This question will stand in the focus of a follow-up
research I am conducting, and therefore will be only briefly addressed below.

Vallimalai Swami and the
Tiruppukalp-parayanat-tavanérit-tirumurai

One plausible origin for Tiruttani’s status as one of Murukan’s “battle-camps”
points in the direction of a person called Vallimalai Swami. Vallimalai Swami was
born in 1870 to a poor brahmin family in a village near Erode.** He was given
the name Artanari, after the deity of Tiruccénkdotu temple (Ardhanarisvara), by
whose blessing he was born. His father died when he was very young and he was
raised by his maternal uncle in Mysore, where he was trained as a cook, eventu-
ally becoming the head cook in the royal palace and a personal cook for the king.
He took little interest in religious matters and received no literary education. In
the fourth decade of his life, he experienced a series of personal tragedies, as
five of his six children died one after the other. In addition, he began to suffer
from a stomach ailment that could not be cured by any standard means. Feeling
distaste for worldly life, he then followed the advice of a fellow worker at the
king’s court and took a long pilgrimage to ask for the grace of Palani Antavar, that
is, Murukan in his form as the Lord of Palani hill. Artanari remained in Palani
with his family between 1908 and 1912, doing simple services for the temple, and
soon was cured of his disease. One day during this period, he happened to hear

63 AsIhave shown above, there is one verse from the Kantapuranam (tirunakarappatalam
106, quoted above) that could be interpreted in a manner that suggests that Tiruttani
is the first or most important among Murukan’s hill temples. However, none of the
authors quoted above, nor the authors of dictionaries and encyclopedias, have picked
up this verse as a source for such an identification.

64 This account of Vallimalai Swami’s life is based on his short biography (Sri-saccitananta-
svamikalin-caritrac-carukkam) given in the preface to the TPTM (1978: xiv—xxxii).
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a devadast from Madurai, who came for the temple’s utsavam (festival), sing
a verse from the Tiruppukal. Artanari was enchanted. Having spent most of his
life in the Kannada-speaking Mysore and having received no relevant educa-
tion, Artanari’s Tamil skills were very basic. Yet he decided to please his Lord by
means of the Tiruppukal. For that purpose, he studied Tamil, and, in addition, he
found a way to contact the Chennai publisher of the Tiruppukal, who in 1912 was
Va. Cu. Cénkalvaraya Pillai (Cuppiramaniya Pillai’s son), and ordered a copy of
the work to be sent to him in Palani. At this stage in his life, the forty-two-year-
old Artanari learned the Tiruppukal and started reciting verses in the temple’s
courtyard, with growing numbers of people gathering to listen to his recitations.
He later traveled to Tiruvannamalai, where he spent a few months with Ramana
Maharshi, and then went off for three years on a pilgrimage in the northern parts
of the Indian subcontinent. Throughout this time, Artanari continued learning
and reciting the Tiruppukal. He returned to Tiruvannamalai in 1916, but very
soon, after an encounter with Cesatri Cuvamikal, settled in a mountain cave on
the Vallimalai hill, the place where, according to tradition, Murukan courted his
second wife, Valli, and which also gave Artanari his famous name—Vallimalai
Swami. His exclusive form of worship was to sing Tiruppukal verses, for which
he also composed melodies. He initiated Tiruppukal bhajan-groups wherever he
went, with several such groups gathered in Vallimalai itself. As years went by,
his mountain cave turned into an ashram and attracted pilgrims and continued
to draw pilgrims also after his passing away in 1950.

The impact of Vallimalai Swami’s life-project was immense. Zvelebil describes
him as one who “was mostly responsible for the Tamils adopting Murukan as their
‘national’ deity” (Zvelebil 1995: 734). This strong influence that Zvelebil attributes
to Vallimalai Swami is the result of his part in spreading the Tiruppukal through-
out Tamil Nadu and beyond (Clothey 1978: 115). In addition to singing Arunakiri’s
poems himself and organizing Tiruppukal bhajan-groups, Vallimalai Swami’s
most significant contribution was his Tiruppukalp-parayanat-tavaneérit-tirumurai.
This work is particularly important in our context, since it is here that we find,
for the first time, the identification of the fifth ‘battle-camp” as Tiruttani. The
Tiruppukalp-parayanat-tavaneérit-tirumurai (“The Virtuous System for the Path of
Adoration [by] Recitation of the Tiruppukal,” hereafter The System) is a practical
prayer book, which provides a selection of Tiruppukal verses, alongside verses
from other works by Arunakirinatar (Kantar-antati, Kantar-alankaram, Kantar-
anupitti, and Tiruvakuppu), with a detailed plan for their recitation according to
the days of the week.®®

65 The existing editions of this work were published by the “Vallimalai Swami’s Tirup-
pukal council,” from 1957 onwards, yet they are based on earlier editions published
by Vallimalai Swami himself.
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The System’s plan includes clusters of general verses, which are to be recited ev-
ery day, and specific verses for each weekday. The division of verses is structured
according to Murukan’s “six battle-camps.” The special daily verses of Sunday to
Friday are mostly (although not exclusively) associated with Tirupparankunram,
Tiruccéntir, Tiruvavinankuti, Tiruverakam, kunru tor’atal, and Palamutircolai,
respectively. The verses for Saturday include a selection from the six other days’
special verses (one verse for each of the six “battle-camps”), with the addition
of Arunakirinatar’s ksettirak-kovai, a Tiruppukal poem that lists twenty-nine
of Murukan’s most important places. In each day’s recitation, after the initial
benedictory verses and before the day’s special verses, appear two verses of
Arunakirinatar that were already quoted above: Kantar-antati1, which mentions
all the section-titles of The Guide, and Tiruppukal 237, which praises Murukan as
having “six holy abodes.” Hence, the daily prayers are structured according to
the notion of six abodes and are filled with devotional content that is associated
with the names of The Guide’s section-titles.

Vallimalai Swami settled, perhaps for the first time, some of the ambivalent
issues around the place-names from The Guide. The most important—and per-
haps controversial, as we shall see below—is his interpretation of kunru tor’ atal.
Among the six special verses for Thursdays, dedicated to kunru tor’ atal, only
two are on Murukan’s tendency to inhabit the hills,*® one is a general verse not
dedicated to any place, and three are on Tiruttani.’’ In other words, Vallimalai
Swami makes a firm association of the “many hills” with one specific place—he
does not include any other of the thirty-one hills and mountains that appear in
the kunru tor’ atal section of the Tiruppukal editions, only Tiruttani.

Where did this idea come from? Vallimalai Swami was not a part of any mon-
astery (matam), and the gurus he met during his life, that is, Ramana Maharshi
and Cesatri Swamigal, were not associated with the Murukan cult (nor were they
familiar with the Tiruppukal before meeting him). It also does not seem probable
that he learned it from his attested personal encounters with Cénkalvaraya Pillai,
who does not imply this identification of Tiruttani in his extensive commentary of
the Tiruppukal. Thus, it may well have been Vallimalai Swami’s own innovation,®

66 TPTM 41, 67 [Tiruppukal 778, 30].

67 TPTM 42, 43, 68 [Tiruppukal 1249, 296, 783].

68 Tiruttani is known to have been one of Vallimalai Swami’s most adored places. He is
also associated with Tiruttani in another way—Vallimalai Swami started in 1917 the
tradition of Tiruttani’s “step festival,” which takes place every year on December 31st
(thus unusual in being set according to the Gregorian calendar rather than the tradi-
tional calendar) and in which pilgrims recite Tiruppukal poems while climbing the
steps leading to the temple (Sri-saccitananta-svamikalin-caritrac-carukkam, in TPTM
1978: XXVII). Yet if it was personal taste that led Vallimalai Swami to make this choice,
would it not be more reasonable that he chose Vallimalai and not Tiruttani?
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perhaps inspired by or based upon the verse from the Kantapurdnam that was
mentioned above (although we have no way to know for certain). In any case,
this idea, which is mostly left unexplained,®® was not immediately embraced.
As the following example shows, this caused some incongruity in the scholarly
understanding of the “six battle camps.”

In 1970, the renowned Tamil scholar Ki. Va. Jagannatan published a short arti-
cle titled “Arupataivitukal.” In this article, he explains the etymology of the term
pataivitu,’”® describes the sites’ origin in The Guide, and their unique aspects.
Regarding the fifth “battle-camp,” kunru tor’ atal, he says: “It is Murukan’s na-
ture to be in a state of ‘sporting’ in each and every hill” (Jakannatan 1970: 159).
He adds that another suitable name for this pataivitu would be “pala kunru,”
that is, “many hills,” and quotes Arunakirinatar who eulogized Murukan as “the
Lord of many hills.” Finally, he explains Nakkirar’s choice of this description by
referring to Murukan’s association with the kurifici hill-landscape. Nothing in
his words suggests that kunru tor’ atal could be considered a specific sacred site.
Two years later, in 1972, Fred Clothey published an article in the Journal of the
American Academy of Religion, named “Pilgrimage Centers in the Tamil Cultus
of Murukan,” which also deals with the “six battle-camps.” Clothey writes that
“[TThe Murukan devotees are virtually unanimous in acclaiming the existence
of six pilgrimage centers of special sacrality. However, in the present cultus only
five of these sites are accepted as authentic without dispute” (Clothey 1972: 81-82).
Surprisingly, the “accepted” five sites that Clothey names are Tiruvavinankuti,
Tiruverakam, Tirupparankunram, Tiruccéntar, and Tiruttani. The sixth center,
Clothey continues, is under dispute. Both in this article and in his 1978 book, The
Many Faces of Murukan, Clothey repeats this statement. Although the identifi-
cation of Palamutircolaimalai with the Alakarmalai is found everywhere from
the medieval commentaries on The Guide to all the nineteenth-century dictio-
naries, Clothey mentions it only in a footnote, saying that “[Rlumor associates

69 The closest thing to an explanation is what we find, for example, in Comacuntaram
Céttiyar and Vénkateca Carma vilakkam about The Guide, in which they say that “in the
current usage, when talking in general, kunrutoratal [means] that [Murukan] dwells on
every hill, and when considering [it] as a single place, it means Tiruttanikai” (kunru-
toratal: tokaiyakac connal kunrukal torum élunt’ aruliy ullan énrum, tanittalamakak
karutinal tiruttanikai énrum colluvatu valakku, Comacuntaram Céttiyar and Vénkateca
Carma 1969: 152). In his introduction to the Tiruttanikai-canniti-murai, Mu. Canmukam
Pillai quotes the above-mentioned Kantapuranam verse (tirunakarappatalam 106) as
an explanation for the identification of Tiruttani with the fifth “battle-camp,” yet this
reference is not found in any of the many other modern materials I have come across
(Tiruttanikaicannitimurai 1980: ix-x).

70 Thatis, he explains the compound “battle-camp,” and the association of this term with
Murukan’s myth of the war against Car (Jakannatan 1970: 155).
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the Palamutircolai with Alakarmalai” (Clothey 1972: 85n30). Another odd point is
that Clothey never follows the ‘right’ order of “battle-camps:” In both his article
and book, he begins with Palani, then Tiruccéntar, Tiruttani, Tirupparankunram,
and finally Cuvamimalai, leaving the sixth and last slot empty. Thus, it appears
that he organizes the sites according to their popularity, from the most popular
to the least.

Another peculiar (and obviously confused) observation of Clothey is that he
takes the last and what he calls the “most obscure” shrine to be kunrutoratal
(Clothey 1978: 117). This is in accordance with his organizing principle, but it also
implies that he associates Tiruttani with the name “Palamutircolai.” Colaimalai
is not even suggested in the list of the potential sites to fill the sixth slot. What
caused Clothey, who conducted several years of fieldwork in Tamil Nadu in the
late 1960’s, such a confusion? And how did he arrive at the depiction of Murukan’s
“six battle camps” that is so different from his contemporary Ki. Va. Jagganatan’s?
Itis hard to believe that it is the result of sloppiness. Rather, it seems that Clothey
based his knowledge of “battle-camps” on human informants and not on textual
materials, focusing on the contemporary common knowledge regarding the “battle
camps.” In the late 1960’s, the Palamutircolai temple was not yet constructed. At the
same time, the temple at Tiruttani was the third most popular Murukan temple in
Tamil Nadu. Perhaps Clothey’s informants belonged to the same devotional circles
as Vallilmalai Swami, but there are other possibilities: Tiruttani has several more
advantages, one of which is its proximity to Chennai, the modern cultural, political,
and economic center of the region. Clothey only hints at the political importance of
Tiruttani’s location, saying it is “the northern outpost of Murukan’s sacred domain”
(p- 123). This point implies the potential dynamics that may have eventually led to
the acceptance of Tiruttani as the fifth “battle camp” despite being contested by
some even today.”" Further research is necessary to track down the spread of this
notion and to analyze the underlying currents that made it popular.”

71 Some of the recent books on the “battle-camps” that take a textual approach, show some
difficulties with the identification of Tiruttani as the fifth battle-camp.” For example,
in Tirumarukal Cinkaravelanar’s Arupataivitukal (2003), the author lists under “the
fifth battle-camp—kunru tor’atal” eight hill-shrines, among which Tiruttani is only
the fourth (the others are Curulimalai, Ilafici, Kunrakkuti, Vayalar, Viralimalai, Vait-
ticuvaran koyil, and Cénnimalai) (Cinkaravelanar 2003: 115-52). Another example is
Alaku murukanin alayankal (2016) by P. Cuvaminatan. While the author indeed takes
Tiruttani to be the fifth pataivitu, he adds that “Nakkirar called Tiruttani ‘kunru tor’
atal’ Even though ‘kunru tor’ atal’ refers to all hill-sites where Murukan appears, spir-
itual instructors have concluded that it indicates Tiruttani as the best [place] among
them” (Cuvaminatan 2016: 116).

72 As part of my undertaking in the SITes project, I am currently conducting a follow-up
research, aiming to trace the spread of this identification (kunru tor’ atal=Tiruttani)
in texts from the second half of the twentieth century, in order to map its branching
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Conclusion

Murukan’s “six battle-camps” is a set of six Tamil temples which are connected
by a textual thread, but it is an inconsistent one, with several gaps and devia-
tions. Its origins can be traced to the sixth century, in The Guide to Lord Murukan,
which mentions four important shrines. This text was divided into six sections
by at least one medieval commentator (Uraiyaciriyar), as a form of hermeneu-
tical embodiment of the deity. In the existing manuscripts, each section was
titled after an important word or aspect from the relevant part of the text, and
the medieval commentators also associated the last epithet in The Guide with
a specific site, Colaimalai. And so, around the fifteenth century, The Guide had
a six-fold division with section-titles, of which five were considered to refer to
terrestrial holy sites. While the acknowledgement of the text seems to have had
certain importance for the devotees of this period, it was not a central element
in the cult. Similarly, the concept of Murukan’s “six holy abodes,” which appears
in texts from around the same period, seems to be of minor importance to the
cult, just an abstract expansion of Murukan’s ‘six-ness.” Between the fifteenth and
eighteenth centuries, this state does not change much—we find some sporadic
occurrences of tributes and allusions to The Guide, made by mentioning its six
section-titles, and some references to Murukan’s six abodes, but the two seem
hardly to coincide. The real change seems to have taken place in the nineteenth
century, with the publication of The Guide’s first printed editions. The complete
fusion of the abstract “six abodes” concept with The Guide’s section-titles is re-
flected in the printed editions of the Tiruppukal, from the end of the nineteenth
century. The Tiruppukal’s printed editions put Murukan’s six abodes at the center
of the cult, and also affixed their common appellation—*“the six battle-camps.”
From the sixth century until the twentieth century, the term kunru tor’ atal
did not indicate a specific location. “Dancing on every hill” was understood as
an expression which emphasizes Murukan’s innate relationship—in ritual and
in literature—with the hill landscape. Later, when it was considered to be one
of Murukan’s “battle-camps,” it was understood as a category of hill-shrines. At
some point around the middle of the twentieth century, the title “dancing on every
hill” came to be identified with one specific hill-shrine—Tiruttani. This may have
happened through the teachings of Vallamalai Swami, an influential Murukan
devotee, who recorded this identification in his Tiruppukal-based prayer book, the
Tiruppukalp parayanat tavaneérit tirumurai. As soon as this idea (i.e., that the fifth

in time and space. This would allow cross-referencing it with historical events and
trends, and provide a better understanding of the complex dynamics behind shifts
in religious notions.
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“battle-camp” is a defined, terrestrial site) was thus formed, the arupataivitu set
of temples could go through its last transition and become a pilgrimage route.”

Murukan’s “six battle-camps” have their roots in the ancient corpus of Tamil
poetry, yet their present reality as a temple-set was determined by a variety of
elements, not all expected. These include aspects of literary transmission, such
as the transmission of The Guide between and across different types of literary
corpora (e.g., Pattupattu and Tirumurai), the application of theological-hermeneu-
tics, and the allusion-strategies of early-modern poets to produce the semblance
of a continuous tradition, by relying on the segmentation of The Guide. The list of
the “six battle-camps” was and remained for a very long time—in fact, for most of
its history—a literary allusion, a reference to a literary moment of transition into
Murukan-bhakti. This allusion was devoid of specific theological or mythological
meaning, but like the medieval segmentation of the text, it embodied the deity.
Another influential factor in the history of the “six battle-camps” was the tech-
nological advancement that resulted in an outburst of printed editions of Tamil
texts. And not least important is the human factor: the development of the current
perception of the “battle camps” involved moments in which individual people
heard a verse of poetry that changed their lives—we have seen above two such
instances! The case of Cuppiramaniya Pillai is particularly important: the most
crucial change in the history of the “six battle-camps” concept took place when
Cuppiramaniya Pillai decided to dedicate his life to publishing the Tiruppukal
and creating (as he says in his own words) a religious corpus for the Murukan
cult that would parallel the Saiva Tevaram.” The implications of this decision
(and its successful execution) are not purely literary: just as the Tevaram maps
the Saiva pilgrimage-centers throughout the Tamil region, so does the Tiruppukal
in its anthologized form, thus forming a Kaumara sacred landscape for the cult’s
devotees, which, in turn, allows the six “battle-camps” to shift to the center of
scriptural and practical attention. However, up to the point in which the fifth
“battle-camp” was generally accepted to be Tiruttani, the religious centers were
distant from other types of centers (e.g., economic and political): looking at the
six sites’s geographical distribution, it is evident that without Tiruttani, up in the
north, the “battle camps” ‘cover’ only the southern half of the Tamil-speaking
region. Despite the cultural (and historical) importance of Madurai, it is very far
from the modern political center, which is Chennai. But by including Tiruttani, the
sacred region of Murukan marked by these sites overlaps with the territory of the
modern Tamil Nadu. Further research is necessary to establish the undercurrents

73 Arecent example for this current perception of the arupataivitu as a pilgrimage route
is found in this blog: https://visakhkrishna.medium.com/the-six-divine-barracks-of-
the-tamil-country-f37f8f072339 (accessed January 25, 2024).

74 Tiruppukal 1921, preface to the first edition: vi.
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that popularized the idea of Tiruttani as the fifth “battle-camp.” This will definitely
add another twist to the entangled history of the arupataivitukal, an unusual
example of ‘numbered set’ of South Asian holy places.

From a wider perspective, the complex turns of events that gave birth to the
current form of the “six battle camps” can add to our understanding of the powers
that connect sacred sites. Sacred sites can be perceived as points of interaction
between the mythological and the geographical. This is particularly evident in
South Asia, with its many examples of “sacred landscapes.” Scholarly reflections
on sacred sites are often based on an analysis of human-related dynamics (mainly
social and economic aspects) and religious dynamics, expressed in mythologies
and theologies, along with their manifestations in the temples’ architecture and
narrative traditions. The sacred site is indeed the point of interaction between
these currents, usually embodied through ritual and experienced by pilgrims.
Yet the example of the “six battle-camps” shows that we must also consider the
effects of literary-aesthetic currents as additional factors in this system: as we
have seen above, shifts and innovations of a literary nature, such as changes in
modes of transmission, commentary, and editing, the addition of melodical as-
pects, and, moreover, the aesthetic effect of literature (and performative art) on
human beings, can play a crucial role in the development of religious phenomena.
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Appendix (1) Tiruccéntirppillaittamil, ciruparaipparuvam 7:

aran taru purantaratiyar ulakil aramakalir atu(m) maniy tcal cirril
ammanai kalanku pala cériyun tatafi caral aruvi pay parankiriyum ut-
puran taru punirru vél valaik katar rirait torum poruta ciralaivayu(m) men
potu kamal tiruvavinankutiyum ariya marai pukalum erakamum inimaik
kuran taru koticciyar pérun kuravai murai kulavu kunru tor’ atalum tan
konmut mularnkum atu kant’ inam énak karata kuficaram pilirum aravam
ciranta palamutircolai malaiyum puranta ni ciruparai mulakkiy arule
céruvil étir porutara para nirutar kula kalakane ciruparai mulakkiy arule

In Parankiri waterfalls run down the wide slopes,
heavenly nymphs from the world of Indra and the other celestials
(the world obtained by [preserving] dharma),
huddle to bathe, sit on gem-set swings
and play many [games, such as] ammanai, kalariku, and play-houses,
to Ciralaivay all the ocean-waves reach, [full of] fresh, white conch-shells,
Tiruvavinankuti is fragrant with soft buds,
in Erakam the difficult Vedas are chanted,
on every hill the kurava hill-women sport,
sweetly rejoicing, according to [their] custom, in the great kuravai [dance]
on the eminent Palamutircolai hill rutting elephants trumpet,
calling their herds, having noticed the thundering approach of cool rain clouds.
You, who protect [all these places], sound you little drum!
You, who fought the tribes of enemy-demons, confronting [them] on the battlefield,
Sound you little drum!

Appendix (2) verses from the Kantapuranam,
katavul-valttu 12-18:

irupp’ aran kuraitt’ itum ekka vel utaip
poruppar ank’ unarv’ urap putalvi tan micai
virupp’ arank’ amar itai vilankak kattiya
tirupparankunr’amar ceyaip porruvam |12||

We praise the God who resides in Tirupparankunram,
who has revealed his love toward the daughter of the hunters
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whose pointed spears are whetted with iron files
on the deadly battlefield,
to make them know [his divine nature].”

ctr alai vay itait tolaittu marpu kint’
tralai vay itum ékkam entiye

veral aivay taru vélli vérp’ oriic
ciralaivay varu ceyaip porruvam |[13||

We praise the God who took in his hand the pointed spear

that would kill Car in his oceanic abode, tear open [his] chest, and devour [his] liver,
left the silvery Mount Kailasa, with its bamboos and lions,
[and] came to Ciralaivay.

kavinan kutil uru kamar pon nakar
mevinan kutivara viliyac cturamutal
puvinan kutilaiyam pérutku mal ura
avinankuti varum amalar porruvam |14||

We praise the Immaculate One
who settled in Indra’s beautiful celestial city of gold,
who killed Ctr and [all] the other [demons],
who caused confusion to the lotus-born Brahma, regarding the meaning of Om,
[and] who came to Avinankuti.

nir akatte tanai ninaiyum anpinor
perakatt’ alamarum piravi nitt’ itun
tarakatt’ uruvam an talaimaiy éytiya
erakatt’ arumukan atikal ettuvam |15

We praise the feet of the six-faced Lord of Erakam,
who obtained the supremacy of which form is the Om
that removes the [state of] recurrent birth upon the vast earth
[for] the devotees who meditate on Him in [their] good hearts.

75 The hunters’ daughter is Murukan’s second wife, Valli. The verse probably refers to
the episode in which Valli’s kinsmen fight Murukan for having an extramarital affair
with her, and he kills and then revives them.
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onru tor’ atalaiy oruviy avi méy

tunru tor’ atalait totanki aivakai

manru tor’ atiya vallal kamurak

kunru tor’ atiya kumarar porruvam |16||

We praise Kumara who dances on every hill,
to pray to the generous Siva,
who left behind the task of coalescing all the souls,
undertook the [divine] play of attaching a body to each soul
and dances in each of the five halls.”

él a(m) mutiraip punatt’ iraivi munpu tan
kila(m) mutir ila nalan kitaippa munnavan
malamutir kalir’ éna varutal ventiya
palamutircolaiy am pakavar porruvam 17|

We praise the beautiful Lord of Palamutircolai
who wished his elder brother would arrive as a rutting elephant
in front of the Goddess from the fields of tall, beautiful millet,
in order to obtain, in his old form, the pleasures of [her] ripe youth.”

ru cer polutinum irutiy inriye

mar’ ilat’ irunt’ itum valankol kariciyir
kiru ctr punai taru kumarakottam val
aru ma mukap piran atikal porruvam |18 ||

We praise the feet of the great six-faced Lord,
who resides in the highly praised Kumarakottam temple,
in Kaficipuram of which wealth is unequalled
and that would remain unextinct even at the end of the eon.

76 These are the five temple halls in which Siva is known to dance: Cidambaram, Tiru-
valankatu, Maturai, Tirunélveli, and Tirukurralam.

77 This is a reference to the episode in which Murukan approaches Valli in the form of
an old ascetic and tries to seduce her. She rejects him and runs away, and he prays for
his brother, Vinayakar (Ganesa), to appear on her path in the form of a frightening
elephant. Vinayakar accepts the request, and, upon seeing him, Valli rushes quickly
back to Murukan ‘s arms.
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Tirunakarappatalam 106:

mev’ arun kiital melai vérpinil alaivay tannil
avinankutiyi(l) nall erakan tanir ranikaiy atip

puv’ ulak’ ulla vérpir porp’ uru, enai vaippir
kovil kont’ aruli vaikun kumarakottattu meyon ||106||

The One who abides in Kumarakottam temple,

graciously dwells on the difficult to reach hill, [that is located] west of Maturai,
in Alaivay, in Avinankuti, in good Erakam, on the hills of this earth, such as Tanikai,
[and] in temples in other magnificent towns.

Appendix (3) Palanittalapuranam, tiruvavinankuticcarukkam 1-7

ten imir potak kuravan rériv arum potak kuravan
ran utavav aranattan raluvu téyvavaranatta(n)
nanakara vaccirattan ar’ayav ac-cirattan

vana paran kunrat tan valarnta parankunrattan |1|

He who has [garlands of] Kurava flowers, humming with bees,
the preceptor of the obscure knowledge,
the [master] of the Vedas that he himself delivered,
he who embraced the divine [she-]elephant,”
whose fragrant hand [holds] the vajra [weapon],
He whose heads are six—
[he is] the [Lord] of the Parankunram,
[the hill which] he elevated [so much that even] the lofty heavens diminished.

nak’ avir kolan kaiya(n) navai tavir kol ankaiyan

vekam utan ur’ tran viri pdlili(n) nar’ aran

mokam 6li vayinan mona mdli vayinan

maka malai vaykkaraiyan maruvum alaivayk karaiyan | 2|

He who never disfavors a form of glittering youth [for himself],
and who [holds] in his beautiful hand a staff that removes [all] blemish,

78 Téyvayanai (“divine elephant”) is Murukan’s first wife, which he married in
Tirupparankunram.
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whose enemies were destroyed by [his] wrath
[and] whose hundreds of hometowns’ are full of groves,
whose abode is without delusion and whose mouth speaks silent [teachings],
He who [resides] on the tip of the heavenly mountain—
[He is the One who dwells] on the shore of the place that the waves ‘embrace.’”®
van pana nak’ arav’ araiyan matalai ciukara varaiyan
inpa(m) mayil vak’ anattan erru(m) mayil vakanattan
anpar ula(m) malaiv’ elan ani kol civa malai vela(n)
nank’ élum avinan kutiya(n) nalan kélum avinankutiyan | 3||

The son of [Sival, who has fierce, hooded snakes on his waist,
the Lord of the hogs’ mountain,®
he whose mount is the peacock,
he who is praised by the goose[-riding Brahmal]
[and by Visnu, whose] arms [hold] the loving peacock[-like lady],
he who never accepts delusion in the hearts of [his] devotees
[and] who [holds] the spear, [residing on] the beautiful Siva-malai,®’
the kin of [Siva who rides] the good, tall bull—
[he is] the Lord of Avinankuti that abounds with wealth.

ctlar tamakk’ aram araintan cey patirarkk’ ara maraintan
mal avan inpam arumakan maraivarar anp’ amaru(m) makan
kola malark katampattan kulaivinar mikka tampatta(n)
niillavari(n) ner akatta(n) nuvalav arum erakattan | 4|

The son of Him who taught the dharma for [the benefit of] the virtuous people,
he who is entirely hidden for the cruel [peoplel,

Visnu’s beloved son-in-law,

the devoted son of the great [Siva, who spoke] the Vedas,

he who has beautiful [garlands of] blooming Katampa [flowers],

who is a great pillar [for] those who languish,

who [dwells] in the virtue of learned—

[he is] the Lord of the ineffable Erakam.

79 That is, Alaivay (=Tiruccéntar).

80 The “hogs’ mountain” (citkara varai or varaka kiri) is a hill near Palani, which is men-
tioned in this purana.

81 Civamalai is another hill in the Palani area (also described in this text).
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mélliyalal pala(m) nimalai vimalai cey palani malai
célviyar mekaravanafi ciranta kannikara vana(m)
mallal valanattinan vaikavur nattinan

kol cina vel atalan kunru torum atalan ||s||

The son of the tender, ancient, immaculate [Goddess],

he who [dwells] in the wealthy, fertile lands [that include] Palani hill, Mekara forest,*
the excellent Kannikara forest, and who resides in [Tiru]lvaikaviur,?3

he who [uses] the lethal, raging spear in battle—

[he is] the One who dances [on] every hill.

vévviyav ac’ akatt’ uraiyan veta vacakat turaiyan

mai vana ma(l) ran anattan valtt’ itum ar’ ananattan
pauva(m) mavinaik konran pavam uru(m) ma vinaikk’ onran
révvar puram alaikkum aran cey colai malaik kumaran |6 ||

He who never dwells in hearts that ‘burn’ with faults,

who [instructs] the path [given in] the Veda’s words,

whose six faces are worshipped [by] the collyrium-color Visnu [and] the goose[-riding
Brahmal],

who chopped down the mango [tree] in the ocean,

who is completely unattached to the great karma that [causes] the [state of recurrent] birth,
the son of the Hara, who destroyed of the enemies’ city (i.e., tripuram)—

[he is] Kumaran [who resides in] Colai-malai.

vari cutufl cara vanattan maruka vel caravanattan

ciir tapa mun porum ayilan curecar virump’ oru mayilan
cir unarvu tarum atikal tevar ot’ arum atikal

arvam urap panivarey amarar cirapp’ anivare |7/

Vel, the son-in-law of the Beautiful [Visnu],

who [was] the arrow that burned down the fortifications [of Tripural],
who [was born in] Saravana [pond],
whose spear formerly fought to kill Car,

82 According to the commentator, this is another name for Vilvavanam. The place names
that appear in this pada may be related to sites around Palani.

83 This seems to be the Vilavavanecuvarar temple, near Kumbakonam. Its relation to
the current context is unclear.

84 This is a reference to the episode of the killing of the demon Car (Strapadma), who, in
his escape from Murukan, turned himself into a mango tree in the middle of the ocean.
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the one and only peacock[-rider], adored by the best of gods,

the preceptor who grants the most profound knowledge,

the Lord whom [even] the gods cannot describe in words—

those who worship [him] lovingly will be ‘adorned’ with divine honors.

Abbreviations

TMAP Tirumurukarruppatai

TPKP Tirupparankirippuranam

TKK Tiruccénturkkantarkalivénpa

TPTM Tiruppukalpparayanattavaneérittirumurai
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Nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam
On Marking Sacred Territory, God’'s Manifoldness,
and Polyphony of Narratives

In this chapter I discuss a sub-category of temple networks, in which several
temples are believed to form one sacred cluster. My case study is a group of nine
shrines dedicated to Narasimha, the man-lion incarnation of Visnu, in its unique
local aspects associated with the village of Ahobilam/Ahobalam, in the Kurnool
district of the present-day Andhra Pradesh. The nine shrines are located around
the village (“Lower Ahobilam”) and on the slopes of the surrounding mountains,
which form part of the Nallamala Hills (“Upper Ahobilam”).

The site’s association with the number nine—conveyed in its alternative San-
skrit name navanarasimhaksetra (i.e., “the field of nine Narasimhas”)—is so strong
that it persists despite the fact that the actual number of Narasimha shrines there
has increased. The prevalent concept of ninefoldness seems to have contribut-
ed most, at least in recent times, to the popularity of Ahobilam in the Andhra
region and beyond. Contemporary tourism advertisements—aimed at pilgrims
across India and reaffirming both the uniqueness of Ahobilam in hosting the
ninefold Narasimha as well as the efficacy of the cluster concept in attracting
devotees—often use the term navanarasimhaksetra instead of, or alongside, the
more familiar toponym.

In addition, the Ahobilam concept of the ninefold Narasimha has been creatively
multiplied, reused or transplanted to other sites.’ For example, the Ahobilam
tradition is acknowledged as the source of inspiration by the priest and founder
of a modern private temple on the outskirts of Chennai, at a place called Navalur,
where the images of nine peculiar Narasimhas are installed. The Tamil village
of Avaniyapuram (Tiruvannamalai district, Tamil Nadu), where yet another set
of nine aspects of Narasimha are hosted in two temples situated on a hill, is

1 The phenomenon of duplicating sacred tirthas, which often reflects the emotional
and devotional connections of inhabitants of the sites to which they were relocated,
as expressed through toponyms, is common in Hindu religious traditions and extends
beyond the geographical boundaries of the Indian subcontinent (see Salomon 1990).
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believed to be a southern replica of Ahobilam, hence its other name “Southern
(dakshina) Ahobilam.” A “Northern (uttara) Ahobilam,” in turn, is under con-
struction at Naimisharanya (Uttar Pradesh), one of the 108 Srivaisnava holy places
(which include Ahobilam itself), where funds are being raised to build a temple
complex, advertised as a Navanarasimha temple, on a land that belongs to the
Naimisharanya branch of the Ahobila-matha (monastery).? Last but not least, the
nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam have been ‘brought’ to the Varadaraja temple in
Kanchipuram, in the form of mural paintings, probably during the late Vi-
jayanagara or Nayaka period (i.e., seventeenth century).

In Ahobilam itself, there are at least two coexisting, somewhat intersect-
ing, and often mutually enriching narrative traditions about Narasimha’s nine
local aspects. One version is typically presented by the priests who serve in the
temples and by the officials of the local matha, both representing Srivaisnava

2 For details, see: https://www.ahobilamutt.org/us/data/pdf/Naimisharanyam_Appeal.
pdf (accessed April 16, 2025).
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circles. According to them, the source for the concept of nine is to be found in the
Sanskrit literary production, particularly in the eulogy of the place, the undated
Ahobilamahatmya. The second set of narratives comes from a popular oral tra-
dition that is more attuned to the local environment and beliefs predating the
arrival of Vaisnavas at the site. Often incongruent, these narratives are shared
and circulated by the ‘common’ residents of Ahobilam, including the Chenchu
community, former hunter-gatherers who have lived in the Nallamala Hills since
the Palaeolithic era (Fiirer-Haimendorf 1982: 2),> and today make up a significant
part of the local worshippers of Narasimha. Having largely adopted the Hindu
way of life, they actively participate in the Ahobilam temple rituals and festiv-
ities, enriching them with elements of their original forest-related beliefs and
practices. Local temple guides, including some Chenchus, play a particularly
influential role in shaping the contemporary oral traditions, as pilgrims rely on
their knowledge while visiting the site.*

In many respects, the cluster of Narasimha sanctuaries at Ahobilam aligns
conceptually with observations by, for instance, Feldhaus (2003) and Eck (2012),
with regard to groupings of sacred sites in India.” Ranging from networks en-
compassing the entire subcontinent to clusters organising the sacred space of
a specific locality, these groupings are an essential element of Indian sacred
geography. Basically, the number of elements in the Ahobilam set of Narasimha
temples symbolically evokes the multiplicity of a god, as is usually the case in such
contexts (Eck 2012: 31). Furthermore, pilgrims often travel through imaginatively
connected locations, even if not all sites in the pattern hold significance for them
(p. 34). Similarly, in the case of Ahobilam, not all visitors reach the site or a specific
shrine within the cluster because it is their ultimate goal, but rather because it
is on their way to another destination. Additionally, the pilgrims’ urge to visit
all nine shrines of the Ahobilam cluster supports the idea that, while these are

3 More on mutual influences between indigenous beliefs and a Vaisnava version of
Narasimha cult in Andhra, including the case of Ahobilam, see Sontheimer 1985,
Murty 1997.

4 Guiding Hindu pilgrims through the Nallamala Hills has been the mainstay of the
Chenchu’slivelihood since they began visiting temples situated along the range, chiefly
Srisailam and Ahobilam. In the case of Srisailam this custom is, for instance, men-
tioned in the Telugu Srisailam Temple Kaifiyat which was recorded in 1810 CE as a part
of Col. Mackenzie collection aimed at gathering digests of village registers from the
Deccan (see the English summary of its content in Sitapati 1981: 15). It came to end
in the 1950s, after the construction of the State Highway which made it possible to
transport pilgrims to the site by bus (Turin 1999: 255). In Ahobilam the tradition has
survived, but only within the territory spread between the nine shrines of Narasimha;
moreover, because of commercialisation it has also been partly taken over by other
local communities.

5 However, neither Feldhaus nor Eck discusses a group of sites comprising nine elements.
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narratives that frequently link sites into a set, the simple act of counting these
sites can be equally meaningful (Feldhaus 2003: 127).

In the context of Ahobilam, however, the dynamics of perception and reinter-
pretation of the pattern, both at the site and beyond, raise not only the question
of what connects the nine shrines, but also how a change of perspective affects
the concept that connects them. As I hope to show, on many levels the case of
Ahobilam perfectly illustrates phenomena that have typically been studied in
relation to large, multi-religious pilgrimage centers, where their sacredness is
no longer viewed as eternal and unchanging, but rather as a product of dynamic,
ongoing changes initiated by specific agents and historical circumstances.®

Basically, I explore the issue of Ahobilam-related cluster from two angles:
one is its representation in rich, and variously articulated, narrative heritage of
Ahobilam itself; the other is a tradition from another Vaisnava sacred site, where
the narrative of the nine Narasimhas has been adopted. For the former, I propose
a comparative analysis of relevant passages of the Sanskrit Ahobilamahatmya
(hereafter: AM), the eulogy of the site, and popular myths, shared among devotees
and visitors in reference to certain shrines, which I have collected during my
fieldtrips to Ahobilam. For the latter, I discuss the potential agenda and a narra-
tive behind the visual representation of the nine Narasimhas in the Varadaraja
temple at Kanchipuram.

With the aim to highlight the complexity of Ahobilam’s narrative tradition and
the diverse strategies employed by different communities to assert their presence
there, I begin with observations on the contemporary pilgrimage practice at
the site. Following this, I briefly outline the epigraphic and textual sources that
trace the site’s transformation from a peripheral and hard to reach place of the
Narasimha worship to a renowned Srivaisnava pilgrimage destination strongly
defined by the distinctiveness of its ninefold Narasimha. My investigation into
the potential links between the nine aspects of the god and the concept of the
cluster focuses on the AM, which is the primary textual source that offers an
extensive treatment of Narasimha’s nine forms, their abodes, and powers, and
sets them in a fixed order. I argue that this order does not evoke any linear nar-
rative that would join them, but rather emphasises the number nine as crucial
for delineating a perfect territory. Another number-nine-oriented idea that may
have influenced the pattern I briefly consider regards a theological perspective:
the Paficaratrika concept of the all-pervading god who encompasses nine forms
(navamurti). What also seems to speak in favor of ‘arithmetic’ symbolism of the
nine-fold pattern is that it was maintained despite changes in the actual number
of temples or their spatial rearrangement at the site. In this sense, the concept

6 See, for instance, Lazzaretti (2017) for a summary of the recent scholarly approaches
to the sacredness of Varanasi.
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which connects the nine forms of the god as given in the premodern texts’ dif-
fers significantly from the popular oral traditions, which tend to encapsulate the
nine aspects of the god within a ‘totalising’ narrative, aiming at subordinating
single episodes related to certain aspects of Narasimha so that all the nine are
explained in a cohesive and unified manner. The last case I discuss is the cultural
articulation of the nine Narasimhas beyond Ahobilam exemplified by their visual
representation on the walls of the Kanchipuram Varadaraja temple. As I show,
the aspects painted in a mural seem to follow a linear narrative, yet adjusted in
a way that focuses more on recalling Narasimha’ s multiplicity and fury, than
details of individual episodes of his localized myth.

Nine Narasimhas and the current pilgrimage
tradition in Ahobilam

The nine temples of Narasimha in Ahobilam are named after locally rooted forms
of the god, which are associated with specific episodes from his mythology and
are often believed to be represented by elements of the natural surroundings.
Although basically produced with the Puranic Vaisnava version of the Narasimha
myth as a point of reference, these episodes enhance the widely acknowledged
narrative through endowing the god with a sort of afterlife, which he experienced
in Ahobilam after killing the demon Hiranyakasipu there.

The order of aspects one is usually informed about while at Ahobilam is as
follows: Jvalanarasimha, Ahobilanarasimha, Laksminarasimha (or: Malola-),
Varahanarasimha (or: Kroda-), Karafijanarasimha, Bhargavanarasimha, Yoganan-
danarasimha, Chatravatanarasimha, and Pavananarasimha (or: Pamuletti). This
particular sequence, which also appears in most of the modern religious liter-
ature accessible at the stalls in Ahobilam, is not a new concept; it features, for
example, in the Telugu Ahobila Kaifiyat, recorded in 1810 by Kasuba Karnam
Ramanna (Sitapati 1982: 3).2

The Jvalanarasimha, Ahobilanarasimha, Laksminarasimha, and Varaha-
narasimha are located on the hills, in what is known as the “Upper Ahobilam.”

7 Besides the AM I briefly refer to the poems of Tirumankai Alvar, Tallapaka An-
namacarya/Annamayya, and one of the jiyars of Ahobilam, in which they venerate
the nine Narasimhas.

8 Although the Kaifiyat has not been published, excerpts from it happen to be cited in
contemporary scholarly books on Ahobilam. Sitapati mentions that the manuscript
in Telugu is available in State Archives, Hyderabad.
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Three temples, i.e., Karafijanarasimha, Yoganandanarasimha, and Chatrava-
tanarasimha, are scattered at the foot of the hills, around the village, in the area
known as the “Lower Ahobilam.” Karafijanarasimha lies on the paved road that
connects the village to the Upper Ahobilam. The remaining two, i.e., the Bharga-
vanarasimha and Pavananarasimha temples, are located deep in the jungle, far
from the village but on the lower slopes of the hills.

Today, the most common and effective tool for informing the devotees about
the circumstances related to the occurrence of each of the nine Narasimhas is
a bulk of the locally produced myths that, in addition to being spread orally, are
circulated through small, cheap pamphlets in Telugu, Tamil, or English, and sold
at stalls in Ahobilam, else by way of more substantial authored publications,
chiefly released under the auspices of the Ahobila-matha. Both pamphlets and
books creatively emulate the style of Sanskrit mahdatmyas, supplementing sections
on the mythical background of Ahobilam with historical overviews and practi-
cal information, including maps of the spatial distribution of the temples and
the routes by which they may be accessed. In some, the meaning of the number
nine is explained as corresponding to the nine elements of the anustubhmantra
of Narasimha (the so-called mantraraja), which goes as follows: ugram (1) viram
(2) mahavisnum (3) jvalantam (4) sarvatomukham (5) nrsimham (6) bhisanam (7)
bhadram (8) mrtyormrtyum (9) namamy aham.®

Additionally, the nine-partition of the god is visually emphasized through
a modern pictorial religious map (Fig. 1), which is displayed in several lo-
cations, including spots along routes connecting the shrines and in the village.
Although the map’s legend includes other religiously important sites situated

9 Which literally means “I bow to wrathful (ugram), heroic (viram), great Visnu
(mahavisnum), fiery (jvalantam), facing in all directions (sarvatomukham), Nrsimha
(nrsimham), terrifying (bhisanam), auspicious (bhadram), the Destroyer of Death
(mrtyormrtyum)”. The identification of this mantra with the nine aspects of Ahobila-
narasimha, apparently based on a simple association with a number nine, is given, for
instance, in the 14-page-long Sri Ahobila Nava Narasimha Kshetram; A Travel Guide by
Krishna Kumar (2008) and the anonymous, undated, 24-page-long modern booklet, Sri
Ahobilam Navanarasimha. However, this idea is also considered in scholarly books, see
Narasimhacharya 1989: 32. The mantra comes from the Nrsimhatapantyopanisad of
the Atharvaveda tradition, namely from its first part called Nrsimhaptrvatapaniya, see
Deussen 2004: 810; according to Farquhar the Nrsimhatapaniyopanisad cannot be later
than the seventh century (Farquhar 1920: 188). The same mantra is also promulgated
by the Ahirbudhnyasamhita of the Paficaratra tradition (ca. thirteenth century, see
Rastelli 2006: 50f.), which in its three consecutive chapters (54-56) explains the subtle
(sitksma) and gross (sthiila) aspects of its respective words. According to the text, the
mantra is suitable for adherents of any five major schools of thought, i.e., Samkhya,
Yoga, the doctrine of Sattvatas/Paficaratras, Vedanta, and the doctrine of Pasupatas
(Ahirbudhnyasamhita 54.2-5), see Debicka-Borek 2011: 108-13.
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Fig. 1 A modern pictorial information board displaying the network of the Ahobilam
shrines and routes, 2019. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

around Ahobilam, such as the largest and most popular temple of Prahlada-
varadarasimha/Laksminarasimha located at the village center (which is shown
on the map, yet situated on the far edge of the sacred area) or the Bhavanashini
river (whose size is considerably exaggerated), the map primarily focuses on the
nine shrines that form a cluster, numbered from 1to 9. Other places of veneration
are marked with letters, clearly distinguishing them from the nine. Despite the
efforts to be topographically accurate—for instance, the space’s organization is
relatively correct, and routes’ distances are indicated by numbers indicating
kilometers, this map—as Gengnagel (2011) has shown in relation to the cartogra-
phy of Varanasi—is more of a medium for representing the sacredness of the
area and transforming its space into an imagined, in this case ‘nine-folded’, land-
scape, rather than a practical tool for pilgrims.

In turn, the popular myths primarily strive to create a sequential storyline that
connects the nine aspects, assigning each a distinct and logical position in the order.

1. Jvalanarasimha

The aspect with which the prevalent narrative starts is Narasimha in a fiery (jvala)
form. It comes as the first, for in this very aspect the god is believed to have de-
feated the demon Hiranyakasipu at the site, and his anger has not yet subsided.
Visually, his fierceness is conveyed by the main miirti, installed in a small cave
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Fig. 2 The Jvalanarasimha shrine, 2024. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.
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Fig. 3 The Jvalanarasimha
shrine, 2024. Photo by Ewa
Debicka-Borek.

shrine: the eight-armed ugra Narasimha is shown while mutilating Hiranyakasipu
who lays on his laps, with the demon’s intestines around the neck. One among
the several other figures kept in the shrine depicts the combat between Narasimha
and Hiranyakas$ipu (dvandva-yuddha). In the popular imagination, the column
of Hiranyakas$ipu’s palace, from which Narasimha emerged to slay the demon,
is a rock called Ugra Stambha (“wrathful pillar”), which rises vertically in the
Upper Ahobilam. Devotees can admire it from a distance on their way to the
shrine. Before they approach it, they can also visit a small pond of reddish water,
in which Narasimha is believed to have washed off Hiranyakasipu’s blood from
his hands. For many, this is the most important temple at the site.

2. Ahobilanarasimha

The next aspect in the popular sequence, the Ahobilanarasimha, resides in the
largest temple in the hills of the Upper Ahobilam. This temple is also considered
to be the earliest among the grouping, perhaps constructed on a spot previous-
ly sacred to the Chenchu people (Sontheimer 1987: 149). According to Biardeau
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Fig.4 The Ahobilanarasimha temple, 2019. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

(1975: 52), the structure is of the early Vijayanagara period (ca. fourteenth cen-
tury). Sitapati (1982: 13) estimates similar time of its construction (although
labeled as under the Kakatiya period), and remarks that the Ahobila Kaifiyat
mentions an inscription—so far not discovered by the epigraphists—which re-
fers to the construction of the mitkhamandapa of the Ahobilanarasimha temple
in 1385/1386 CE."°

The main deity of this temple, the Lord of Ahobilam who is believed to self-
manifest (svayambhit), also displays a wrathful aspect (ugra). As in the case of
the Jvalanarasimha’s mirti, he is shown as tearing apart the demon who rests
on his lap, yet he is two-handed and there are no entrails decorating him. In ad-
dition, the demon’s position is different: whereas the Jvalanarasimha keeps the
demon’s head on the left thigh, the Ahobilanarasimha keeps it on the right thigh.

10 Vasantha (2001: 17) estimates the dates of all the temples, however, with not much
evidence; these proposals, particularly in regard to the shrines considered the oldest,
are extremely early, even if pointing not to a structure itself but to some iconographical
elements it contains: Ahobilanarasimha shrine to the second-third century; Pavana- to
sixth-seventh century; Varaha-, Yogananda- and Jvala- to seventh-eighth century;
Karafija- and Bhargava- to tenth-eleventh century; Malola- to twelfth-thirteen century;
and Chatravata- to early Vijayanagara period.
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The most popular version of the myth, particularly favoured by the priests and
the matha circles, is that Narasimha appeared here in response to a penance of
Garuda." However, a version circulated in contemporary pamphlets says that
the God stayed here at Prahlada’s request, when his anger after killing his demonic
father Hiranyakasipu did not abate. This version is closer to a narrative, which
begins with the Jvalanarasimha’s act of killing the demon (Krishna Kumar 2008).

3. Laksminarasimha

The Laksminarasimha shrine is where, according to the local guide I talked to in
2024, Narasimha appeared, after being impressed by the penance of Laksmi that
she took on in hope of appeasing him, after he killed the demon. That is why

Fig. 5

The Laksminarasimha
(or: Malolanarasimha)
shrine, 2024. Photo by
Ewa Debicka-Borek.

11 The motif of Garuda’s penance occurs in AM 2 narrative on the etymology of the
designation of ‘Garudacala’ (Mountain of Garuda) and reuses the epic and Puranic
myths on how Garuda became a vehicle (vahana) of Visnu. According to the AM, in-
structed by his father, Garuda undertook mortifications in Ahobilam, on a hill called
Narayana, with a wish to fulfil all his desires. In response to his penance Visnu in the
form of Narasimha manifested in front of him and granted him two boons: becoming
Visnu’s vehicle and calling the hill where he performed austerities by his name. See
Debicka-Borek 2023: 131-37.

181



Ewa Debicka-Borek

his alternative name, Malolanarasimha, is interpreted as ‘dear [Lola] to Laksmi
[Ma]’. According to another variant of this narrative, Laksmi approached
Narasimha on the request of gods, who were threatened by Narasimha’s anger
after the slaughter. She then ‘tamed’ the god and stayed with him there, to bless
the devotees (Rangachar 1993: 10—11). Some narratives attribute more agency to
the goddess, saying that she moved to the hilly area of Markonda (local name of
the hill where the shrine is situated) because she was offended by Narasimha,
when he invited a Chenchu huntress to their abode, associated with a cave shrine
of the Ahobilanarasimha (Ayyengar 1914: 82). Unlike the Laksminarasimha shrine,
the main miirti of the Ahobilanarasimha temple is shown in an ugra aspect, and
thus without a consort. However, a figure of Laksmi in her aspect of a Chenchu
huntress (Ceficilaksmi) is kept not far from him, in a separate cave shrine.

4. Varahanarasimha

The next episode continues the theme of the goddess as Narasimha’s companion,
by locating in Ahobilam the Puranic myth of rescuing the Earth (Bha). It is be-
lieved that Narasimha, having taken the form of the boar, dug her out of Patala—
to which she had been taken by Hiranyaksa, the brother of Hiranyakasipu—at
the very site where the temple of the Varahanarasimha now stands.

Fig. 6 The Varahanarasimha shrine, 2024. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.
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5. Karaijanarasimha

The following episodes are rather loosely connected, if at all, with the rest of the
story. According to one version, Narasimha, in the aspect called Karafija, designat-
ed after a Karafija tree (Pongamia Glabra) under which he sat, blessed Hanuman
when the latter approached Ahobilam. Out of respect for Hanuman’s worship of
an avatara of Visnu other than Rama in this particular place, Narasimha took
a bow, an emblem of Rama, in one of his four hands. Accordingly, the god’s miirti
in this shrine is depicted as having four arms, with a bow in one hand. In addition,
there is a small shrine of Hanuman on the temple grounds.

Fig. 7 The Karafijanarasimha temple, 2019. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

6. Bhargavanarasimha

The oral tradition associated with the aspect of the Bhargavanarasimbha is also
related to the theme of Visnu’s other incarnations, claiming that Bhargava (i.e.,
Parasurama) worshipped Narasimha here. This belief seems to be hinted at by
the fact that the halo (prabhavali) that frames the miirti depicts Visnu’s ten in-
carnations. Unlike the Karafijanarasimha, the Bhargavanarasimha is shown in
the ugra (“wrathful”) aspect, ripping the demon lying on his thigh.
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The Bhargavanarasimha
temple, 2015 (above),
2024 (below). Photos by
Ewa Debicka-Borek.



Nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam

7. Yoganandanarasimha

The aspect known as the Yoganandanarasimha is associated with Narasimha
who taught yoga and other wisdom to Prahlada after the death of his demoniac
father.

Fig. 10 The Yoganandanarasimha temple, 2024. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.
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8. Chatravatanarasimha

The Chatravatanarasimha, called after a Banyan tree the deity sits under, is
the aspect which, as my interlocutor explained, was entertained by the singing
Gandharvas (this narrative occurs in the AM, see below). Due to that, he inter-
preted the main mirti’s face as smiling with contentment.

Fig. 11 Chatravatanarasimha temple, 2024. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

9. Pavananarasimha

The last in the sequence, the Pavananarasimha, is situated in a temple located
in a protected forest with restricted access, close to the hamlets of the Chenchu
community, about 8 km from the Ahobilam village. Currently, the Chenchu’s
contribution to the local form of worship is emphasized and discernible in the
Ahobilanarasimha temple’s festival programme: it is the Chenchu who decorate
temple premises with products brought from the forest and escort the god to the
Lower Ahobilam before the yearly hunting festival (Paruveta, Tel. paruveta)
starts; the marriage of the Ahobilanarasimha with the Cefictlaksmi is celebrated
here on the occasion of Brahmotsava; and on the night of Garudaseva, the Chen-
chus perform an enactment of stealing jewelry from Narasimha.'> However, it

12 This is not to say that the Chenchus are invisible in the Prahladavarada temple of the
Lower Ahobilam. For example, they play an important ritual role when the Paruveta
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is only in the Pavananarasimha shrine that animal sacrifices for Narasimha hap-
pen to be offered, particularly during religious festivals.” According to a tradition
especially alive among the Chenchus, Narasimha met and married a Chenchu
huntress in this area.' This belief resonates with the wilderness of the site but
also with the strongly emphasized presence of the goddess. Whilst the main miirti
of the Pavana temple is shown accompanied by Laksmj, there is also a shrine of
Cefictlaksmi, Narasimha’s local wife, within walking distance from the temple,
in a tiny cave slightly higher on the hilltop, where she is believed to have been
born. The priestly and matha circles do not explicitly neglect this version of the
myth associated with the Pavana. Nonetheless, when requested to explain the
myth behind the temple, they point to certain verses of the AM (4.80-82; see be-
low), which associate the designation with the site’s purifying (pavana) power.

Fig. 12 The Pavananarasimha temple, 2015. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

procession sets out from the temple for a 40-day march through the local villages. On
Paruveta in Ahobilam, see Debicka-Borek 2021.

13 Noteworthy, Sitapati (1982: 17) mentions the Chenchu practice of sacrificing fowls at
the Ahobilanarasimha temple but is silent about it in relation to Pavana. This can mean
that with the growing interest of pilgrims over the last four decades, the practice has
been redirected (or restricted) to the most distant and difficult to access shrine.

14 According to Sethuraman Kidambi, communication officer of the Ahobila-matha, more
and more people believe this version of the story nowadays because of the bloody
sacrifices that can be seen there.
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In terms of temple ritual, contrary to other shrines in Ahobilam where priests
follow the Paficaratra order, those appointed in the Pavana (in 2025 there were
two of them) belong to the Vaikhanasa tradition.

As we could see, the linear narrative that encompasses all nine Narasimhas,
begins with an episode of Narasimha’s slaying of the demon, which, in the Pura-
nic tradition, essentially ends the Narasimha myth. The linear narrative closes
with an episode that is particularly important for the inclusive character of the
Ahobilam religious tradition, namely the romance between him and the Chen-
chu huntress. Importantly, it does not exclude Laksmi, the god’s first wife. This
narrative, involving a series of episodes based on a particular timeline of the
nine aspects of Narasimha, is an influential tool for capturing the imagination
of the pilgrims, even if it is only roughly coherent. While its linearity facilitates
the comprehension of the god’s ‘nine-ness’, another important factor is the visu-
al dimension of the narrative’s episodes.™ First, by anchoring certain episodes
in the local landscape, they can be experienced and seen by devotees on their
journey (Ugra Stambha, certain peaks, jungle). Second, the iconographic features
of miuirtis more loosely connected to the rest of the narrative, are translated into
myths (or vice versa) to which pilgrims are exposed. This is especially evident
in the case of the myths concerning aspects of Karafija and Chatravata, which,
although associated with specific trees by designation, focus on elements of the
deity’s iconography (the bow, the facial expression). The narrative fulfils the
purpose of showing the god at successive moments in his ‘life’ at Ahobilam,
and, as a result, unites the nine temples into a group that reflects these events
in a chronological order.

However, the narrative order of the nine aspects is not in congruence with
the order of visiting the shrines, particularly in the case of those located in the
Upper Ahobilam. For instance, to reach the Jvalanarasimha shrine, which comes
first in the narrative, one has to walk a challenging footpath which starts on the
premises of the Ahobilanarasimha temple of the Upper Ahobilam, and then pass
by the Varahanarasimha and the Laksminarasimha shrines, as the Jvala is located
at the end of this route.

Nowadays, apart from the temple of the Prahladavaradanarasimha in the
Lower Ahobilam (‘the tenth’ temple), which is usually the first on the devotees’
agendas due to its convenient location in the heart of the village, the order in
which the nine shrines are visited depends on the time and resources of the
pilgrims. Currently, all shrines, served by over thirty priests, open daily: the
Prahladavarada temple in the Lower Ahobilam from 6.30 AM to 1 PM and 3 PM
to 8 PM; the Ahobilanarasimha temple in the Upper Ahobilam from 7 AM to

15 On the role of visuality in experiencing Ahobilam, see Adluri 2019.
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Map 2 A route map of temples in Ahobilam circulated in inexpensive booklets and on
the Internet.

1 PM and 2 PM to 7 PM, and the rest of shrines from 9 AM to 4:30 PM. Given the
challenging terrain, distances, opening hours of the temples, and the timing reg-
ulating when the protected area in which some of them are located is accessible
to visitors, saving time is paramount.

Having reached the hills of the Upper Ahobilam in a vehicle, along a paved
road, just after the sunrise, pilgrims often spend half a day there, walking back
and forth on a steep footpath leading to the Jvalanarasimha shrine, and worship-
ping in the Varaha- and the Laksminarasimha shrines in between. Whereas some
of them visit the Ahobilanarasimha temple as the last amongst those in the hills,
others do it at the very beginning, before setting off to the Jvala. The other half
of the day is usually spent using various means of transport to visit the shrines
of the Lower Ahobilam, including the furthest one, the Pavananarasimha, and,
on the same occasion, the Bhargavanarasimha shrine, which is also situated in
a deep forest. The Karafijanarasimha, located along the road from the Lower to
the Upper Ahobilam, is customarily visited during a short journey between the
two. Some visitors choose to divide their stay into two days, especially those who
come from far away. Another option taken by many is to do the pilgrimage in the
reverse order, starting in the afternoon at the Lower Ahobilam, crossing the hills
early the next day, and after lunch moving on to the Pavananarasimha and the
Bhargavanarasimha.
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Beyond the nine

The Prahladavaradanarasimha temple, commonly viewed as Ahobilam’s tenth
Narasimha shrine and thus beyond the traditional cluster of nine, is a large tem-
ple dedicated to the peaceful Narasimha, accompanied by Laksmi, and consid-
ered a benevolent aspect of the fierce Ahobilanarasimha of the Upper Ahobilam.
Nowadays, because of its naturally easier accessibility in the heart of the village,
the Prahladavarada temple attracts most pilgrims and serves as the centre of
temple festival life. It was most likely built after the cluster of nine had already
been established.

Vasantha (2001: 17) suggests that the Prahladavaradanarasimha temple of the
Lower Ahobilam was a project of Saluva Narasimha, and thus its construction
began between the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Michell (1995:
176), however, believes that certain features of the sculptural representations of
the god in the temple’ main hall prove that the temple is contemporary with the
Vitthala temple at Vijayanagara, meaning that it was built in the mid-sixteenth
century.

Another shrine not currently included in the group of nine is a cave shrine
of Narasimha in a yogic posture, located in the Upper Ahobilam behind the
Laksminarasimha (Malolanarasimha) structure, at the back of a flat rocky area
known as “Prahlada Badi” (Prahlada’s school). According to oral tradition, this
is where young Prahlada studied yoga under Narasimha’s guidance before his
father was killed. Therefore, the shrine is called Yoga/Yoganandanarasimha, that
is, in the same manner as the shrine hosting Narasimha in a yogic posture in the
Lower Ahobilam, which does belong to the cluster of nine, or the Prahladanara-
simha, that is by the name which emphasizes the fact of teaching yoga to Prahla-
da."® Not all pilgrims visit this shrine, as it requires extra effort to reach, and not
always there is a chance of finding it open. When I approached it in 2024, a group
of devotees was roaming around waiting for a priest. In February 2025 the priest
was there. In this case, the exclusion from the cluster was most likely caused by
natural reasons. The temple’s murti was ‘duplicated’ and transferred to a larger
shrine, built later on in the Lower Ahobilam, for, according to Rangachar, the
natural setting of the ‘original’ Yoganarasimha temple made its circumambulation
impossible (Rangachar 1992: 21)."

16 Forinstance, Ayyangar (1914) distinguishes between the two using Prahladanarasimha
when referring to the old shrine in the Upper Ahobilam and Yoganandanarasimha
when referring to the later one, in the Lower Ahobilam.

17 On the various mechanisms of displacing deities in reference to religious heritage of
Varanasi, see Lazzaretti 2017.
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Fig. 13 and 14

The ‘old’ Yoganandanarasimha
(or: Prahlada-) temple in

the Upper Ahobilam, 2024.
Photos by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

191



Ewa Debicka-Borek

The latest addition to Ahobilam’s complex religious landscape is a modern and
brightly painted temple donated by the followers of the recently deceased guru
and Kadapa-born saint, Kasireddy Nayana Swamy, who was not associated with
the Srivaisnava tradition. Operated by a Saiva priest and collectively called
Navanarasimha, this temple combines the concept of the nine Narasimhas with
that of the nine planets (grahas), which are usually represented collectively in
Saiva temples. In such a case, their figures are assembled on a small platform,
all are represented in anthropomorphic forms which do not face each other
and are often differentiated by the colour of their garments, with Sirya in the
centre, and others around, in eight cardinal directions, i.e. Moon/Candra (south-
east), Mars/Mangala (south), Mercury/Budha (north-east), Jupiter/Brhaspati
(north), Venus/Sukra (east), Saturn/Sani (west), the ascending node/Rahu (south-
west) and the descending node/Ketu (north-west). These celestial bodies are
worshipped as deities and believed to influence human destiny (Biihnemann
1989: 1-2). In Ahobilam, the distinctive adaptation of the navagraha cult to the
local Vaisnava tradition is clearly manifested in the pairing of each graha’s murti
with the miirti of each local form of Narasimha (see Fig. 16). The grahas’ idols are
displayed and worshipped in the temple hall in a pattern consisting of the

Fig. 15and 16

The Navanarasimha
temple in the Lower
Ahobilam (left) and its
interior, with the nine
Narasimhas paired with
the nine grahas (right),
2024. Photos by Ewa
Debicka-Borek.
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three rows of three grahas each, and each graha is in conjunction with an aspect
of Narasimha that evokes the typical distribution of grahas. This temple stands
in the Lower Ahobilam, right next to the Yoganandanarasimha temple (note the
association of Siva with a yogin), which is now considered one of the nine. While
this external and relatively recent initiative of appropriating the nine Narasimhas
by the Saiva-oriented tradition of the nine planets, additionally filtered through
the teachings of a modern guru, reinforces the character of the Ahobilam centre
of Narasimha worship as a contested site already shared with the Chenchu, it
also naturally increases the appeal of the nine Narasimhas by widening the range
of potential visitors who do not necessarily identify as Vaisnavas. This is reflected,
for instance, in the active sale and distribution of devotional artefacts containing
the motif of the nine Narasimhas in combination with the nine grahas, often
simply listing their names in pairs, that were unavailable on the local market
a few years ago. On the other hand, consolidating the nine Narasimhas into
a single, easily accessible temple might discourage devotees from making the
effort to visit each one in its original, natural location.

Although the sequence in which the shrines of the Upper Ahobilam are visited
is somewhat forced by the terrain and, to some extent, remains unaltered
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Map 3 Orientation of the Navanarasimha temple (here: kshetram) towards location of
the Yoganandanarasimha temple, 2024 (based on Google Maps).
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Fig. 17 and 18 Both sides of a small card explaining the concept of the nine Narasimhas
associated with the nine grahas, 2024. Photos by Ewa Debicka-Borek.
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Fig. 19 A stall with religious articles,
mostly prints, in the Lower Ahobilam,
2024. Photo by Ewa Debicka-Borek.

(Ahobilanarasimha, Varahanarasimha,
Malolanarasimha, Jvalanarasimha and
back to Ahobilanarasimha, optionally
with Varahanarasimha and/or Malola-
narasimha visited on the way back to
Ahobilanarasimha), in general, the or-
der of worshipping the remaining as-
pects is not as important as ensuring
that the visit covers all of them. This
includes the Prahladavarada temple of
the Lower Ahobilam, making it a total
of ten aspects. Just like aligning the
nine Narasimhas with the nine grahas,
the process of widening the customary
pattern of nine temples is discernible at the stalls in front of the Prahladavarada
temple, where most of the illustrations on the covers of religious booklets, cal-
endars or posters display the nine aspects of the god gathered around the tenth,
which is in the center.

This process, however, still does not affect the content of the religious bro-
chures and tourist guides, which constantly emphasize Narasimha’s ninefoldness.
Their authors recommend other sacred sites, i.e., the Prahladavarada temple,
the ancient Yoganandanarasimha temple and its flat rocky surroundings associ-
ated with the Prahlada school, and the Ugra Stambha, as important but additional
places to visit. On the other hand, neither modern pilgrims nor ritual specialists
in Ahobilam will find the question of why Narasimha manifested in exactly nine
forms relevant. What matters is his omnipresence.

Ahobilanarasimha and navanarasimha:
textual sources and inscriptions

The paucity of inscriptions makes it difficult to reconstruct and verify Ahobilam’s
past before the turn of the sixteenth century when, probably for geopolitical
reasons, the site fell into the sphere of interest of the Vijayanagara kings, and the
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Ahobila-matha was established there."® It is also very likely that the site’s remote
location in the Nallamala Hills limited its appeal to pilgrims for many centuries.

Textual sources of various genres and traditions, though relatively scarce,
shed some light on the crucial points in the earlier history of the place. Most of
them refer to Ahobilam by invoking the Ahobilanarasimha or the Ahobilesvara,
the Lord of Ahobilam, usually identified with his ugra form associated with the
Upper Ahobilam, and, sometimes, benevolent (saumya) in a company of Laksmi,
but not to his other aspects. To my knowledge, the concept of the nine Narasimhas
appears in only a handful of pre-modern texts and in one inscription, most of
which were not produced earlier than the fifteenth century. The most extensive
treatment of the nine Narasimhas and their abodes is found in the indepen-
dent Sanskrit glorification of Ahobilam, i.e., the AM, which ascribes itself to the
Brahmandapurana, and can only be relatively dated to a period earlier than the
fifteenth century. As I argue below, this suggests that (1) the popularity of the nine
Narasimhas viewed collectively as a cluster of shrines that encompasses the god’s
various aspects is a rather modern phenomenon; and (2) the concept of the nine
aspects known to us was established by the author/s of AM.

The earliest textual mention of a place associated with Ahobilam is found in
Tirumankai Alvar’s Périya Tirumdli (1.7.1-10), in which he praises it under its
Tamil name Sinkavelkunram (‘The Hill of the Youthful Lion’), focusing on the
correspondence of the harshness of the area with the nature of Narasimha, who
killed the demon Hiranyakasipu there. Considering that the poet may not have
visited the site personally,’ yet the setting he describes does not differ much from
the natural features of the Ahobilam landscape, we can assume that it must have
been known to the South Indian Vaisnavas as a place of a particular terrifying
ambience from as early as the nineth century CE.

A version of the “Glorification of Ahobilam” is embedded in chapters 48-49 of
the Srisailakhanda,® a text linked with the ancient and famous Saiva centre at
Srisailam. This text, dated by Reddy to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries, includes

18 Most of inscriptions in Ahobilam are in the Telugu language. Vasantha (2001: 2) men-
tions that the earliest inscription belongs to the times of Calukya Kirtivarman (eighth
century) and the latest to Venkatapatiraya II (sixteenth/seventeenth century). The
name Ahobala as a designation of Narasimha occurs already in 1124 CE in an in-
scription engraved on a slab set up to the west of the $iva temple in Peddamudiyam,
currently Kadapa district (SIL, vol. IX, p. 208, no. 207; cf. Vasantha 2001: 16). On in-
scriptions in Ahobilam from Vijayanagara period, see Adluri 2019.

19 Discussion on whether Alvars visited all the sites they praised, see, e.g., Dutta 2010,
Young 2014.

20 These two consecutive colophons state that they contain glorification of Ahobalam,
which is a part of the second part in Srisailakhanda of Sanatkumarasamhita of the
Sriskamda Mahapurana.
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narratives associated with Ahobilam, along with the narratives of Saiva Nandi
tirthamandala (i.e., the area of present-day Nandyal, Sanskr. Nandyalaya, and
its surroundings), which lies between the two (with Sriailam to the north and
Ahobilam to the south) in its sacred mythology.?’ Remarkably, the sacred territories
of both Nandi tirthamandala and Srisailam are structured on the ninefold pattern.
The area which stretches between the present-day Nandyal and Mahanandj, is
marked by nine temples of Siva, the so-called navanandi, dated to the Calukya pe-
riod (seventh-eighth centuries), and displaying features of the nagara style (Subba
Reddy 2009: 69-70).2 The religious tradition of Srisailam presents the centre with
the famous Mallikarjuna temple as surrounded by eight gateways, all together
comprising nine sites. According to Reddy, the concept of the four major gate-
ways to Srisailam was developed by the tenth century, and the full, eight-element
concept by the thirteenth century. Each of the eight gateways became a religious
center with temples of Siva and the Goddess, and the routes between them and
Srisailam are important pilgrimage tracts (Reddy 204: 62-65).® In Alampur, which
is considered one of the Srisailam’s eight gateways, we find another group of nine
temples dedicated to Siva, the so-called navabrahma, as in the case of navanandi
built in the times of Calukyas of Badami (Subba Reddy 2009: 65-69). The nine-
folded architectural and conceptual solutions linked to Nandi tirtha and Srisailam,
including Alampur, appear much earlier than in the case of Ahobilam. Because
of the close proximity of these three sites, one wonders if the two Saiva centers
could have been a source of inspiration for the pattern of the nine Narasimhas.?*

21 Both Nandi-tirtha and Srisailam, and additionally Tirupati, are mentioned in the AM
passage which deals with sacred geography of Ahobilam and its surroundings, see
Debicka-Borek 2022: 249-56.

22 Currently the group of navanandi temples is located within a radius of eighteen km,
in the area stretching between the town of Nandyal and a famous Saiva pilgrimage
centre in Mahananadi (Kurnool district of Andhra Pradesh). The nine temples are:
Prathamanandi (in Nandyal town), Naganandi (in Nandyal town, inside Afijaneya
temple), Somanandi (the eastern outskirts of Nandyal), Siryanandi (on the road to
Mahanandi), Sivanandi (on the road to Mahanandi), Visnu-/Krsnanandi (on the road
to Mahanandi), Garudanandi (at the outskirts of Mahanandi temple’s premises),
Mahanandi (in Mahanandi village), Vinayakanandi (northwest of Mahanandi temple)
(Subba Reddy 2009, 69-70). Although the pilgrimage infrastructure at the place is still
not fully developed, already in the 1940s it was recommended to make the circuit in
one day (Nandyal Theosophical Lodge 1942: 44-48).

23 The eight gateways of Srisailam are eight towns situated towards the four cardinal
(Tripurantaka, Brahmeshvara/modern Alampur, Umamaheshvara, Siddhavata) and
the four intermediate directions (Eleshvara, Somashila, Pushpagiri, Sanghameshvara),
all together marking the boundary of the “Greater” Srisailaksetra (Reddy 2014, 62-65).

24 However, during the period of Ahobilam’s heyday, i.e., in the sixteenth-seventeenth
century, nine temples dedicated to Visnu in the vicinity of Alvar Tirunagari (Tirunelveli
district of current Tamilnadu) were most likely perceived as forming a group as well.
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As Reddy proposes, the literary strategy of including narratives concern-
ing Nandi-tirtha and Ahobilam in the Srisailakhanda may indeed testify to the
early stage of development of a pilgrimage route linking sacred sites of differ-
ent religious affiliations along the Nallamala range (Reddy 2014: 103—-09).*> The
Srisailakhanda introduces the topic of Ahobilam at the end of chapter 47, where
ahobilasthalapati (the Lord of the place [called] Ahobila) is mentioned (47.70) as
the form that Visnu in his Narasimha aspect took to kill the demon Hiranyakasipu.
The two consecutive chapters unfold the myth and localize it in Ahobilam by
means of praises of Narasimha by gods and other divine beings, after he defeated
the demon: “Ah, what strength! Ah, what shape! Ah! what brilliance! Ah, what
cruelty! Ah, what affection to devotees! Ah, what an expert in doing favours!”?® It
is worth noting that variants of this verse, which explains the traditional etymol-
ogy of the toponym Ahobalam (i.e., the site where Narasimha was praised with
exclamation “aho balam!”), occur in the ‘independent’ AM and in the Vaisnava
Kafictmahatmya, which I discuss later.

Another relatively early Sanskrit text that mentions Ahobilam is the twelfth-
century Smrtyarthasara by Sridhara. In the section discussing a pilgrimage to
specific holy sites as an alternative to penances based on distance traveled (the
so-called tirthapratyamnayah), “Ahobalam” is listed among a select group of South
Indian tirthas (Salomon 1979: 109).

That the Ahobilam centre of Narasimha embraced the Paficaratra temple order
before the fourteenth century can be deduced from another Sanskrit source, the
Vihagendrasamhita 4.11cd,” where a Narasimha’s aspect called Ahobilanarasimha
is listed among the seventy-four forms of the Man-Lion.

During the same century an eminent Telugu poet, Errapragada, composed the
Narasimha Puranamu, in which he situates the episode of Narasimha killing the
demon in the hills surrounding Ahobilam (Adluri 2019: 173-74).

The Rayavacakamu, a Telugu prose work composed ca 1600 CE, which reports events
from early years of Krsnadevaraya’s reign (1509-1529) (Wagoner 1993: 3), mentions
that the king visited navatirupati, “Nine Tirupatis” (transl. in Wagoner 1993: 158).
According to Branfoot (2022: 271), the navatirupati temples are not uniform in terms
of construction, with the earliest evidence for the building of two of them, Alvar
Tirunagari and Srivaikuntham, in the thirteenth century. Branfoot suggests that the
navatirupati temples started to be perceived as a connected group under the patron-
age of Madurai Nayakas, at whose court the Rayavacakamu was composed, or under
the Tenkasi Pandyas.

25 This route is nowadays reflected in a popular myth in view of which the Nallamala
Hills are the embodiment of Visnu’s snake Sesa, which spans the range from north to
south, with his tail in Srisailam, belly in Ahobilam, and head in Tirupati.

26 Srisailakhanda 49.38: aho balam aho ripam aho tejas ca sahasam | aho bhaktesu
vatsalyam aho satkaravedita ||

27 On dating Vihagendrasamhita see Gonda 1977: 106.
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Perhaps the first to mention the Ahobilam-related concept of the nine aspects
of Narasimha was another Telugu poet, Tallapaka Annamacarya/Annamayya,
associated with the famous Tirupati temple. Some of the copper plates engraved
with his compositions dedicated to Narasimha were found in Ahobilam, which
is usually interpreted as a proof of his visits there (see, e.g., Vasantha 2001: 3).
The period of Tallapaka Annamacarya’s life is usually estimated between 1408
and 1503, which allows us to assume that some form of the navanarasimha group
was known (at least) to the Telugu speaking audience in the fifteenth century.
One of the poet’s songs begins with the phrase “Hail to the nine Narasimhas ...”
“nava narasimha namo namo ...”. Based on the translation of Narasimhachary and
Ramesh (2008: 252-53), the aspects extolled by Annamacarya are: (1) Ahobala-,
(2) Jvala-, (3) Yogananada-, (4) Kanugumani-, (5) Mattemalla-, (6) Bhargava-,
(7) Prahlada-, (8) Laksmi-, (9) Varaha-. The forms I am not sure how to identify, i.e.,
Kanugumani- and Mattemalla-, can either conform under their local names to the
two amongst lacking Chatravata-, Karafija-, and Pavana known to us through the
medium of the AM and currently circulated oral myths, or refer to other, unique
forms known to the poet, that predate those known to us today.?®

However, two fifteenth-century Sanskrit courtly poems—the Ramabhyudaya of
Arunagirinatha Dindima and the Saluvabhyudaya of Rajanatha Dindima, written
under the patronage of Saluva Narasimha, the founder of the second Vijayanagara
dynasty of the Saluvas—which contain a narrative based on the motif of a king
as the incarnation of God, in this case translated into the narrative of Saluva
Narasimha as the incarnation of the ugra Ahobilanarasimha, are silent about
the nine aspects of the god. ?° Nonetheless, since the plot begins with another

28 In the opinion of Sethuraman Kidambi, “Kanugu” refers to Karafijanarasimha,
“Mattemalla” to Malolanarasimha, and “Prahlada” to Prahladavaradanarasimha of
the Lower Ahobilam. However, given that the aspect called Mattemalla is characterized
in the poem as “terrifying,” it is questionable whether it can be associated with an
aspect shown with Laksmi. In turn, considering that the Prahladavaradanarasimha
temple of the Lower Ahobilam was most likely built after the fifteenth century, I would
rather link Prahladanarasimha aspect with the ancient shrine of Narasimha in a yogic
posture located in the Upper Ahobilam, which is also associated with the teaching of
yoga to Prahlada, and thus speculate that the poet includes both in the pattern. Or,
Annamacarya praises the aspects which had not been yet enshrined in the temples
we associate them with nowadays.

29 These two Sanskrit kavyas mark the beginning of the Empire’s interest in controlling
the Ahobilam area. We can assume that the strategic importance of Ahobilam resulted
from its location on the northern border of the empire; it was close to the already
famous temple at Tirupati and, above all, to the nearby headquarters of the Saluva
generals at Candragiri, from where the king could control both the northern and the
southern territories (Stoker 2016: 79; Debicka-Borek 2022a). Particularly useful for
this polity was the establishment of a matha at Ahobilam (probably early sixteenth
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recognized motif, i.e., the miraculous conception of a heir as a reward for auster-
ities performed by his parents (the miraculous conception of Saluva Narasimha
due to austerities performed by his parents in Ahobilam), the poem mentions,
besides the god’s wrathful aspect, also his benevolent form, accompanied by
Laksmi (Debicka-Borek 2022a: 19-20).

Likewise, another Sanskrit source, which may predate the sixteenth century
and mentions Ahobilam, i.e., the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (the glorification of
the Varadaraja temple in Kanchipuram; on dating see Buchholz 2022: 22) does
not explicitly refer to the ninefold nature of Narasimha, but, instead, limits the
Ahobilam related thread to events associated with an angry aspect of Narasimha.
Kaficimahatmya 3.35-37 evokes the fierce Narasimha in a passage that provides
a variant of etymology for the name Ahobilam:

Ah! What valour! Ah! What firmness! Ah! What power in [his] arms! Ah!
Look at the great strength of Narasimha’s body! Ah! What teeth! What
jaws! What features, Ah! What a very terrifying roar! What strength in-
spiring beings!” O Rajendra! The land of Hari, which was praised by gods
in this way, is therefore called Ahobala [and] destroys all sins.*

The larger motif within which Ahobilam is mentioned in the Kaficimahatmya, i.e.,
the motif of Narasimha associated with the Varadaraja who travels to Ahobilam
to kill the demon there, seems to reflect contacts between these two Vaisnava
centres that were under the same patronage of the Vijayanagara monarchs.
While important agents of these contacts were the jiyars of Ahobilam,*' both the
Varadaraja temple in Kanchi and the Narasimha shrines in Ahobilam belong to
the Vatakalai branch of Srivaisnavism and follow the Paficaratra temple order.

Undisputably to the sixteenth century belongs another Sanskrit piece that
mentions Ahobilam, albeit not the nine Narasimhas, i.e., ‘pilgrimage account’,

century), a monastic institution that managed the Narasimha shrines at the site and
coordinated the spread of the Srivaisnava faith in the Telugu region and beyond in
cooperation with the successive Vijayanagara emperors (Appadurai 1977: 69-70).

30 Kafictmahatmya 3.32-34ab: karena tasyorasi sailasare sampraharad vajranakhena
visnuh | tasyorasah samprahatasya visnuna vinirgatas sonitabindavo ye ||32|| sadyas ta
evasurarajakotayo babhiivur urvyam satasas ca sayudhah | tato nrsimho ‘pi samiksya
danavan sata vidhiinvan sasrje nrsimhan ||33|| srstai nrsimhaih paritas suptirna babhii-
va bhaimis savanadrisagara |

31 According to tradition, the first jiyar, Adi Van Satgopa Jiyar, studied in Kanchipuram
under the guidance of Ghatikastanamammal (a.k.a, Varadakavi) before he left for
Ahobilam. Inscriptions at the Varadaraja temple, dated 1530 and 1539, mention that
the third jiyar of Ahobila-matha, Parankusa Jiyar, gave offerings to the temple on the
occasion of Caturmasa-Ekadasi and Kausikadvadasi days and made provisions for
reading the Kausikapurana on the latter (Raman 1975: 81).
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a campii (a mixture of verse and prose) titled Yatraprabandha, authored by a South
Indian Brahmin, Samarapungava Diksita, born after 1574. The protagonist is the
author’s elder brother, who undertakes a pilgrimage to eventually experience
the presence of Siva in Varanasi and visits other religious centres along the way
(Granoff 1998: 105-6). One of them is the site of Ahobilapati (‘Lord of Ahobila’),
as the poet calls the fierce deity portrayed briefly as destroying the demon.>

In the case of literary production later than the Annamacarya’s poem, the differ-
entiation into more than two aspects of Narasimha—benevolent and angry—seems
to be a feature of pieces composed at the site, i.e., in Ahobilam. The Sanskrit drama
Vasantikaparinayam, allegedly produced locally in the sixteenth century, is usually
attributed to the seventh jiyar of the Srivaisnava Ahobila-matha, under the patron-
age of the Vijayanagara kings. Although it does not mention the nine Narasimhas,
itnonetheless widens the scope of the god’s usual aspects, by portraying him taking
a local girl as his second wife, with the approval of Laksmi (Debicka-Borek 2016).
Unlike the works patronised by Saluva Narasimha, which emphasise Narasimha’s
fearsome qualities to reinforce the image of the ruler through identification with
the fierce deity, in this case the plot aims to symbolically convey the reconciliation
of the state/Vaisnava tradition with the local community and beliefs, thus evoking
Narasimha in his benevolent aspect, already married and additionally enchanted
with his future spouse from the indigenous community.

The evolvement of aspects of Ahobilam’s Narasimha is also hinted at by a Telugu
inscription at the site dated 1564, which records a grant of land by Sri Parankusa
Srivansatagopa Jiyar and mentions him as the benefactor who provided the road
and steps to the shrine of the Bhargavanarasimha (Vasantha 2001: 7-8), i.e., one
of the aspects included in the group as we know it today. This suggests that by
the sixteenth century, some kind of structures enshrining aspects other than the
Ahobilanarasimha of the Upper Ahobilam and the Prahladavaradanarasimha of
the Lower Ahobilam had already been built.

It seems that the nine aspects of Narasimha are explicitly mentioned only in one
inscription (No. 57 of 1915) at the site, engraved on the south wall of the goddess’s
shrine in the Prahladavarada temple at the Lower Ahobilam— thus most likely
after the end of the fifteenth century—which commemorates the construction
of the Ksirabdhi-Navanarasimhamantapa (i.e. ‘a pavilion of nine Narasimhas for
the Ksirabdhi [-dvadasi vrata] for the god Ahobalesvara’) (Rangacharya 1919: 969).

In fact, a full characteristic of the nine aspects of the god is found exclusively in
the undated Sanskrit AM. The passage which deals with this topic is divided into
two thematic sections. The first section (AM 4.9-53) discusses the location of the
Narasimhas’ abodes (sthana; note that the text does not explicitly speak about the

32 Yatraprabandhaby Samarapungava Diksita, edited by Pandita Kedaranatha, 1936, p. 121.
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temples/shrines of Narasimha but the sites where the god is present) and briefly
explains the myths behind the names (nama) of each aspect. The second section
(AM 4.54—109) focuses on the powers (prabhdava) that can be attained by visiting
the nine respective sites (ksetra/tirtha). According to AM 4, the sequence of the
nine Narasimhas is as follows (1) Ahobila [narasimha] (ugra aspect), (2) Varaha-,
(3) Laksmi-, (4) Yogananda-, (5) Pavana-, (6) Karafija-, (7) Chatravata-, (8) Bhargava-
(ugra aspect), (9) Jvala- (ugra aspect). The same nine Narasimhas, although in
different order, are praised in the Navanarasimhamangalasasana, attributed to
the eleventh jiyar of the Ahobila-matha (and which, if the attribution is correct,
can be roughly dated to the sixteenth century).*® In consecutive stanzas of the
hymn (3—12) the author hails: (1) Jvalanarasimha, (2) an aspect who dwells on a bank
of Gajakunda pond in a cavern of Garudadri (garudadriguhagehe gajakundasara-
state) (i.e., Ahobilanarasimha), (3) Malolanarasimha (i.e., Laksminarasimha),
(4) Varahanarasimha, (5) an aspect who passed knowledge on sage Gobhila indif-
ferent to cattle, land and gold (gobhtthiranyanirvinnagobhilajfianadayine) (i.e.,
Karafijanarasimha), (6) Bhargavanarasimha, (7) Yoganandanarasimha (note that
this aspect is described as dwelling in a cave of Vedadri, i.e., in its old location;
vedadrigahvarasthaya yoganandaya), (8) Chatravatanarasimha, (9) Pavanana-
rasimha.

Tab. 1 The sequence of the nine Narasimhas according to Tallapaka Annamacarya (TA),
the AM, the Navanarasimhamangalasasana (NMS), the Ahobila Kaifiyat (AK) and contem-
porary oral tradition (COT).

TA AM NMS AK CcoT
Ahobala Ahobila Jvala Jvala Jvala

Jvala Varaha Ahobala Ahobila Ahobala
Yogananada Laksm1 Laksm1 Laksm1 Laksm1
Kanugumani Yogananada Varaha Kroda/Varaha Varaha
Mattemalla Pavana Karafija Karafija Karafija
Bhargava Karafija Bhargava Bhargava Bhargava
Prahlada Chatravata Yogananada Yogananada Yogananada
Laksm1 Bhargava Chatravata Chatravata Chatravata
Varaha Jvala Pavana Pavana Pavana

33 Inthis caselrely on the text reproduced here: http://www.prapatti.com/stotras.php The
lineage of Ahobilam jiyars: https://www.ahobilamutt.org/us/acharya/lineage/lineage.
asp?file=26-11jeer.inc (accessed July 10, 2024).
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The Ahobilamahatmya and the myths associated with nine
Narasimhas

The AM passage on the Ahobilanarasimha (AM 4. 9—15ab) is quite generic in terms
of the god’s distinctive local features. It describes a fearsome Man-Lion, ready to
slay demons, with clichéd phrases glorifying his mane, sharp fangs and claws,
and ability to produce fire from the third eye:

The shore of the Gajatirtha is the most fortunate of all locations. Nara-
simha who tears asunder enemies appears there. He sits on the disc-seat
(cakrasana) [and is] endowed with a disc (cakra) and other weapons. With
his jaw he brings destruction to those who wander about. With a mane
dispelling the groups of demons, with jaws full of terrible fangs, he is fear-
some even to Fear. With his nails sharp as white thunderbolts he makes
demons shake, with the cruel fire produced out of the eye on the forehead,
he, of immeasurable form, appears to burn the three worlds. With his
compassion to devotees, constantly, he is looking at [those] focused on
gods. Extremely delighted, he dwells, welcoming with affection Prahlada,
full of love, sitting in front with folded hands, a true devotee. This is the
first location (sthana) honoured by Brahma and others.3*

Such a treatment of the first among the nine Narasimhas blurs, to some extent,
the boundaries between him and other ugra aspects among the nine that one can
see today in Ahobilam, i.e., the Bhargavanarasimha and the fiery Jvalanarasimha.
However, this particular form can be identified as the Ahobilanarasimha by
areference to a pond called Gajatirtha/Gajakunda, which is the same as where
the present Ahobilanarasimha temple stands. More details on this aspect can be
gleaned from AM 7.78-82, which, unlike other sources I have already mentioned,
offers two variants of traditional etymology of the toponym Ahobilam and its

34 AM 4.9-15ab: sthananam eva sarvesam gajatirthatatam subham | vidarayan
ripams tatra narasimhah prakasate ||9| cakrasane samasinas cakradyayudhasevi-
tah | camkramakramitanam tu vaktrasayavinasanah ||10| satacchatasamayuk-
to vidhatasuramandalah | damstrakaralavadano bhayasyapi bhayankarah |11
sitadambholiparusair nakhair vilulitasurah | phaleksanasamudbhiitavahnina
darunatmana | aprameyakrtakaras trilokam nirdahann iva | 12| bhaktanukampaya
nityam bhavitamrtaviksnah (13| agre prafjalim astnam prahladam priyapuritam |
premnanugrhnan sadbhaktam samadhyaste ‘tiharsitah |14| idam tu prathamam
sthanam brahmadibhir upasitam |
Most of translations of the AM 4 passages are given after Debicka-Borek 2023, some-
times slightly modified.
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alternative, Ahobalam. Their explanation is put into the mouth of Narasimha, who
is addressing Prahlada after he has killed his father, the demon Hiranyakasipu:

This field (ksetra) is of a great merit due to my appearance. From today,
the world should proclaim it as “Ahobalam.” Having known my incompa-
rable strength (balam), gods proclaimed thus: “Oh, what a valour, oh, what
a heroism, oh, what a power in Narasimha’s arms, the highest deity, oh,
what a cave! (aho bilam), oh, what a strength! (aho balam).” Therefore, this
field (ksetra) indeed will be Ahobalam. I will dwell at this very spot, near
the Gajakunda, and you [will dwell] right in front of me, on the bank of
Bhavanasini. Living here, you shall govern a whole kingdom successfully.
Here, indeed, sages, ancestors, gods [shall] praise me.

In accordance with this passage, the name of the ksetra which is located nearby
the Gajakunda can be interpreted either as referring to a cave (aho! bilam) in
which Narasimha manifested in response to the penances of Garuda, or to his
strength (aho! balam), which, along with his other qualities, was worshipped by
gods and sages after he killed HiranyakaSipu.

The next aspect in the sequence, the Varahanarasimha, locates in Ahobilam
the Puranic myth of Visnu’s avatara of the Boar, who saved the Earth from the
ocean by lifting it with his tusk. The connection of this aspect with the Earth is
also apparent in the merits attributed to this ksetra: If one recites the stotra, in
which the Earth (Bh) praises her saviour (cited in AM 4.59—71) for a certain pe-
riod of time, one’s desire for the land (bhitkama) and the kingdom (rajyakama)
will be fulfilled (AM 4.57cd).

A passage concerning the Laksminarasimha says that the whole mountain
glitters because of the glances Laksmi throws.>® Verses from the section on
Narasimha’s abodes additionally explain that in this place Narasimha granted
Laksmi supremacy (AM 4. 25).3

The site of the Yoganandanarasimha is associated with the event of the teach-
ing of yoga to Prahlada (AM 4.47).*” The passage which addresses the powers

35 AM4.45: laksmikataksaviksepat sadayam parvatottamah | phalapuspalatakirnah sar-
vatah samprakasate ||45| “This eminent mountain always glows due to glances thrown
by Laksmi, [and is] covered on all sides with fruits, flowers and creepers.”

36 AM 4.25: pradhanyam tatra devyas tu harih kalpitavan pura | tatah prabhrti lokas tu
laksmyas padam avadayan | 25| “There, Hari once bestowed Devi with supremacy.
From this time people have proclaimed the place as Laksm1’s.”

37 AM 4.47: yogabhyasam tu krtavan prahladasya mahatmanah | tada prabhrti lokas tu
yogananda iti bruvan ||47| “He was teaching yoga to the noble Prahlada. From this
time people call him “Yogananda.”

204



Nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam

attainable at this ksetra mentions various mythical figures and gods, including
Brahma, who attained peace of mind here (AM 4.77-79).

The Pavananarasimha is linked with the power to purify transgressions, such
as the loss of caste (jatibhramsa) or the killing of a Brahmin. The passage appro-
priates the Puranic myth of the sage Bharadvaja, who, in the AM’s version, got
rid of his sin here thanks to Narasimha’s presence (AM 4.80-82).

Regarding the Karafijjanarasimha, the text mentions a Karafija tree, under
which the god sits, holding a cakra and a bow.*® Another passage associates the
site with the sage Gobhila, before whom Narasimha manifested when he recited
there the king’s mantra (mantraraja) 3 (AM 4.85-89).

The myth of another aspect associated with a tree, the Chatravatanarasimha,
concerns Narasimha dwelling in its shadow,* while being entertained by various
mythical beings with music and songs. There he granted two Gandharvas, called
Huha and Haha, who approached Ahobilam from the Meru Mountain, the boon
of being the best musicians. The ksetra is therefore recommended for ambitious
artists who dream of fame (AM 4.90-96).

The name the Bhargavanarasimha is explained as being taken after the sage
Bhargava, who performed severe austerities there. After bathing in a pond (tirtha)
called aksaya (‘undecaying’),*' one should worship the god as the Adhoksaja
(an epithet of Visnu, ‘who is beyond perception’). The ksetra grants heaven and
emancipation (AM 4.97-105).

The Jvalanarasimha, the last aspect in the sequence given by the AM, is known
for his wrath. As his name suggests, his ferocity is associated with fire (since jvala
means “flame”). The final verses of the chapter praise his incorporeal (atanu)
form, which is united with the body of the eviscerated Hiranyakasipu.** One
can attain the state of communion with God (sayujya) in this ksetra by offering
burning diyas and clarified butter or sesame oil.

As we can see, the AM passages, which illustrate the successive aspects of
Narasimha in Ahobilam, are not coordinated by any expressions indicating that

38 AM 4.83: karafijamiile bhagavan yatraste sarngacakradhrt | karafijam ksetram
uddistam asritam bhavanasinim ||83| “At the feet of Karafija, where the Venerable
One holding a cakra and a bow resides, there is a ksetra described as Karafija, adjacent
to Bhavanasini.”

39 l.e., the anustubh-mantra of Narasimha mentioned before in the context of contem-
porary attempts at interpreting the ninefoldness of Narasimha.

40 AM 4.51cd: aste chatravatacchayam asrito narakesart ||51| “Narasimha dwells in the
shadow of a Banyan tree like an umbrella (Chatravata).”

41 The pond of such a name is situated in the same place nowadays.

42  AM 4.109: sambhinnam bhinnadaityesvaratanum atanum narasimham bhajamah |
“We honour the incorporeal Narasimha who is joined with a split body of the Lord of
demons.”
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their narratives follow or precede each other. Moreover, most of the episodes
do not really concern deeds of Narasimha which would advance the plot, but
simply refer to his appearance in a particular place as a result of ritual activities
of certain sages or other beings. Even though they are linked as they explain
various aspects of the same god, in fact they constitute unrelated vignettes rather
than subsequent episodes of a cohesive myth. This impression is enhanced by
a lack of consistency with the phalasruti of AM 4, which lists the nine ksetras
of Narasimha in a different order from that in which their abodes, names, and
powers are characterised in the descriptive part of the same chapter, namely:
(1) Garudaksetra (i.e. Ahobila), (2) Potraksetra (i.e. Varaha), (3) Jalanidhitanaya
(i.e. Laksmi), (4) Yoga (i.e. Yogananda), (5) Karafija, (6) Chatravata, (7) Jvala,
(8) Bhargava, (9) Pavana,* versus (1), (2), (3), (4), (9), (5), (6), (8), (7).

In addition, the motifs briefly touched upon in the (allegedly) sixteenth-century
Navanarasimhamangalasasdana to praise nine Narasimhas can only be fully com-
prehend if one is aware of their myths embedded in the AM. Therefore it seems
plausible that the AM is earlier than the former. The lack of mention of the
aspect of Narasimha embodied in the Prahladavaradanarasimha temple at the
Lower Ahobilam (‘the tenth’ temple) could be another argument to date the AM
as predating the sixteenth century.

The period before the turn of the sixteenth century was a time when the
Srivaisnava masters of Ahobilam were in the process of establishing its reputation
as a pilgrimage centre that is worth visiting, despite its unfavourable peripheral
location in the Nallamala Hills, inhabited by the Chenchus and, in the popular
imagination, robbers preying on the travellers. In such circumstances, the impo-
sition of the pattern of a nine-fold god on the territory might have served to inte-
grate local beliefs under the umbrella of Vaisnavism (and soon the Vijayanagara
state, which was interested in religious patronage). Tallapaka Annamacarya’s
poem, in which he uses purely Telugu expressions such as ‘Kanugumani’ and
‘Mattemalla’ to praise two particular aspects of Narasimha, suggests that the
pattern of nine Narasimhas had evolved and was transmitted in various config-
urations already before the sixteenth century.

The inconsistency in the enumeration of the aspects of Narasimha by authors
aware of the concept of the nine appears to confirm the artificiality of the linear
myth behind them. In other words, the transmission of the texts does not give any
basis to the contemporaneously promoted narrative which subsumes all the nine
Narasimhas. On the contrary, the textual sources which legitimized the concept

43 AM 4.113: paksindram potrasamjfiam jalanidhitanayasamjfiitam yogasamjiiam
karafijjam ksetravaryam phalitaphalacayam chatraparvam vatam ca
jvalakhyam bhargavakhyam bhagavadabhimatam bhavitam yogivaryaih
punyam tat pavanakhyam hrdi kalayatam kalpate satphalaya |113|
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focus more on locating the deity in Ahobilam, by means of revealing his complex
nature, than on praising these aspects as temporally linked or coordinated by
a common plot (other than the identity of Narasimha himself). As I argue below,
what the AM seems to suggest is that the nine Narasimhas are brought together
by their natural location.

The Ahobilamahatmya and the boundaries
of Narasimha'’s territory

The AM passages that deal with the seats (sthana) of the nine Narasimhas,
although rather brief and operating mainly with the quarters, the mountain of
Garuda (Garudacala), and the mountain of the Vedas (Vedacala) as points of
spatial reference, outline the sacred territory of Ahobilam surprisingly realistically,
if compared with the contemporary arrangement of the nine shrines (see Map 4).
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Swamy Temple

Karanja Malola Narasimha
Narasimha Temple . swamy Temple a
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Map 4 The nine Narasimhas’ temples (yellow dots), the Prahlada Badi terrain where
the (old) miurti of Narasimha in a yogic posture mentioned in the AM is kept (a blue dot),
the Prahladavaradanarasimha temple in the Ahobilam village, i.e., ‘the tenth’ (marked
with an Om sign), 2024 (based on Google Earth map).
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As already mentioned, the first aspect in the series, i.e., the Ahobilanarasimha,
can be identified due to a reference to a pond called Gajakunda/Gajatirtha lo-
cated in his proximity. Additionally, in AM 7.84, he is described as dwelling at
the side of Garudacala, on the banks of the Bhavanasini river.* This descrip-
tion seems enough to identify his abode with the place where the temple of the
Ahobilanarasimha was built: high on a hill, naturally nestled between the peaks
of Garudacala and Vedacala, in the vicinity of a river known under the same
name as the text reads.

The Varahanarasimha, i.e., the Boar Narasimha, is described as dwelling on the
hinder (or upper) side of the Vedadri (vedadreh prsthabhage, AM 4.22),*> which
also matches the actual location of Varahanarasimha’s cave shrine, slightly above
the Ahobilanarasimha temple, on the higher slopes of the Vedadri hill.

The Laksminarasimha, popularly known as Malolanarasimha, dwells, accord-
ing to the text, on top of Vedacala, and faces south (AM 4.23-24).%® In this case,
too, the description reflects the actual bearings of the shrine.

The next passage concerns the Yoganandanarasimha, optionally called Yoga-
narasimha. Unlike the others, in this case the AM description does not parallel
the location of the shrine that is currently a part of the ninefold pattern but re-
fers to its today neglected predecessor. The text (AM 4.46-48)* locates the abode
of the Yoganandanarasimha, which faces south (perhaps towards the Ahobila-
narasimha), “to the west (or: obstructed part) of Garudadri, near the place of
Laksmi,” and continues: “To the north-west from there, Lord Narasimha shines in
the cave in his own form of Yogananda.” Clearly, the extolled abode parallels the
open rocky space in the north-west quarter of the Ahobilam sacred territory, up

44 AM 7.84 garudabhidhabhudharasya bhage nivasan vai bhavanasint tate | vinutas saka-
lair mahisurendrair vijayl tisthati narasimharup?i |84| “Dwelling at the side of the
mountain called Garuda, on the bank of Bhavanasini, praised by all chief earth-gods
(Brahmans), the victorious [god] remains [there] in the form of Narasimha.”

45 AM 4.22: varaham riipam asthaya dhatte jayam vasundharam | vedadreh prsthabhage tu
sthitva devah sanatanah || 22| “Assuming the form of Varaha, the eternal god supports
his wife Vasundhara, having remained at the hinder part of Vedadri.”

46 AM 4.23-24: tasya bhadharavaryasya unnate mastakottame | daksinabhimukhah
sriman narasimhah prakasate || 23| tasya bhage mahabhaga kanakakhya mahanadr |
sada dravati dharabhir udvahanti sada udam | 24| “On the highest, lofty peak of this
eminent mountain [Vedacala], venerable Narasimha manifests [himself] facing to-
wards the south. On his side an eminent great river called Kanaka (Golden) always
flows carrying water with its streams.”

47 AM4.46,48: vedadreh pascime bhage laksmisthanat samipatah | daksinabhimukho devo
yoganando nrkesart |46 | [...] tasya vayavyabhage tu bhagavan narakesart | yoganan-
dasvartipena guhayam samprakasate ||48| “To the west of Vedadri, near the place of
Laksmj, there is the god Yogananda Nrsimha who faces south. To the northwest from
there Lord Narasimha glows in the cave in his own form of Yogananda.”
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the Vedadri hill, now called Prahlada Badi, and the old cave shrine that contains
the marti of Narasimha in a yogic posture situated at its edge.

The fifth abode belongs to the Pavananarasimha, whom, in accordance with
the present distribution of the nine shrines, the text situates to the south of
Garudadri (AM 4.49).%8

The sixth is the ksetra called Karaiija, at whose feet the god sits, west of the
Garudadri (AM 4.50).* The description is also consistent with the location of the
actual shrine, situated along the tarmac road that runs from the village (the Lower
Ahobilam) to the Ahobilanarasimha temple in the Upper Ahobilam.

According to AM 4.51,>° the abode of Narasimha in the aspect of Chatravata lies
to the south-west of the Karafijanarasimha, within half of a krosa (i.e. a distance
of about 2 miles). It extends around the umbrella-like Banyan tree (chat[t]rvata)
under the shade of which Narasimha rests. The present location of the shrine
corresponds to this description.

The features of next in the sequence, the abode called Bhargavaksetra, are
given in reference to the Garudadri. Narasimha is said to sit in a place hidden
between the mountains, to the north of it (AM 4.52).>' Contemporarily, the shrine
is situated in the same area, not far from the Lower Ahobilam.

The last ksetra, belonging to the angry Jvalanarasimha, is briefly mentioned
as located in the middle of the Acalacchayameru hill (AM 4.53ab).>? Accordingly,
the shrine of the Jvalanarasimha is built high on the hill that is still known under
the same designation.

Comparing the text with the actual topography of Ahobilam reveals that at
the time of the composition of the AM, the spatial arrangement of individual
aspects of Narasimha was almost the same as it is today, with the exception of
the abode of the Yoganandanarasimha. The features of the abode referred to in

48 AM 4.49: garudadrer daksinatah pavanam nama tirthakam | tatraste bhagavan visnur
nrsimhasya svarupadhrt | samsritanam tu jantiinam abhistarthapradayakah |49|
“To the south of Garudadri there is a tirtha called Pavana. Lord Visnu in his form of
Narasimha is there, the bestower of desired objects to living beings who resort to him.”

49 AM 4.50: garudadreh pascimatah hy avidire karafijakah | mahan vrksas tatra caste
tanmiile narakesart || 50| “Behind/to the west of the Garudadri, nearby, there is a great
tree Karafijaka, Narakesarl is at its feet” [...].

50 AM 4.51: tatsthanan nairrte bhage krosardhe hy avidiaratah | aste chatravatacchayam
asrito narakesart ||51| “In the place to the south-west from this site, nearby, within
half of krosa, Narasimha dwells in the shadow of a Banyan tree like an umbrella
(Chatravata).”

51 AM 4.52: tasya cottarabhage tu parvatantarite sthale | bhargave tirthavarye tu samaste
narakesart ||52|| “To the north from there, in a place hidden between the mountains,
Narakesart sits in the prominent bhargavatirtha.”

52 AM 4.53ab: acalacchayameros tu madhye jvalanrkesart | “In the middle of the Acalac-
chayameru there is Jvalanrkesar1.”
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the text correspond to the location of the ancient cave shrine of Narasimha in the
aspect of a yogin who taught young Prahlada, which still exists but is currently
excluded from the pattern of nine. Vasantha (2001: 8) observes that this marti
appears to be older than the one installed in the Yoganadanarasimha shrine
in the Lower Ahobilam, which, over time, took over the role of one of the nine
shrines. This suggests that the AM was composed before this abode was replaced
by the shrine that is now conveniently situated at the outskirts of the Lower
Ahobilam.

Another conclusion that can be drawn from various maps featured in con-
temporary Ahobilam guidebooks is that the literary distribution of the nine
Narasimhas in the AM attempts at reflecting an ideal territory, at least much
more ideally sketched than in geographical reality, with the Ahobilanarasimha
(1) at the centre and the other eight places defining its boundaries. Moreover,
their order in the AM, although not ideal, follows the circular order of prada-
ksina: the route starts from the centre (viz. Ahobilanarasimhaksetra), makes
a short approach to the north, passing ksetras of Varaha (2), Laksm1 (3) and
Yoganarasimha (4), then the path turns south-east (or, as required by prada-
ksina, right), towards Pavananarasimha (5), and continues south-west through
Karafija (6), Chatravata (7) and then north-west through Bhargavaksetra (8) to
close the circle at Jvalanarasimhaksetra (9) in the north-east (see Map 4).

Strikingly, the boundaries of this imaginary space are not distorted when—as it
happened in some point in time—the site of Yoganandanarasimha is moved from
the north-west (as described in the text) to the south-west, where the shrine of
Narasimha in a yogin aspect currently included into the cluster of nine stands:
in this case, too, the territory remains symbolically outlined by the eight aspects
surrounding the Ahobilanarasimha, the ninth. Apparently, what is crucial is
simply the symbolism of a digit nine, as “the grouping of tirthas in numbered
sets creates a landscape that connects place to place and thus spans the land in
between” (Eck 2012: 31).

Moreover, the route sketched by the AM is challenging and time consuming:
it requires traversing the jungle and negotiating varying altitudes, as well as
approaching the Ahobilanarasimha temple twice: at the beginning, before set-
ting off to the Varaha-, and at the end, before setting off to the Jvala-, but it still
seems manageable. Given that the text nowhere recommends traversing it in
this particular order, and that the natural conditions around Ahobilam were
much more difficult than they are today; it is likely that the ‘map’ was essentially
a mental exercise. Nonetheless, in such a configuration, the three wrathful forms
of Narasimha, i.e., the Bhargava, the Ahobila and the Jvala, are visited in succes-
sion (at least today, as abovementioned, the climb to Jvala begins at Ahobila, so
by following the recommended route, the pilgrim would have to return to the
latter, despite having visited the place at the very beginning). Therefore, one gets
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the impression that this is a deliberate strategy to amplify the experience of the
frightening nature of the god.

It seems that, from the AM’s point of view, the importance of the order of the
individual Narasimhas, in terms of the logic of the plot that connects them, is
secondary to the spatial arrangement of their abodes. As we could see in regard
to the change of the temples’ spatial arrangement, whereas ‘relocating’ of the
Yoganandanarasimha may affect linearity of the myth if perceived as consisting of
sequential episodes, it does not affect the symbolically sketched territory around
the Ahobilanarasimha.>®

The spatial interpretation nonetheless does not address the question of why
the sought-after pattern in Ahobilam includes nine aspects of the god. It is true,
however, that most texts, when talking about directions, mention eight of them,
hence nine is suitable for an ‘eight directions plus one” template. In addition, the
idea behind a cluster can be multidimensional: its elements can demarcate a wid-
er sacred space through symbolic reference to the directions, but also endow the
deity with a complex nature.> And indeed, the concept of ninefoldness provides
Narasimha with a range of aspects—a teacher, a yogin, a husband, a demon-
slayer, etc.—which address a variety of emotions and thus potentially trigger
a wide repertoire of modes of devotion (bhakti).

The nine and the Pancaratra concept of navamarti

The double nature of Narasimha’s, generally based on the opposition between his
wrathful (ugra) and peaceful (saumya) forms, had been further differentiated in
Ahobilam by enriching these forms with local features conveyed by the narra-
tives attached to them in the AM and oral traditions. This differentiation, chiefly
through the expansion of Narasimha’s nature with a whole range of benevolent
aspects, may have been a strategy aimed at making the place—hitherto seen
through the prism of the Tirumankai Alvar’s poem as defined by the bloody epi-
sode of the demon’s slaughter against the backdrop of a landscape conventionally
portrayed by Tamil authors as arid (palai)—more accessible and less frightening
in the eyes of devotees.

53 Insuch acase, the Yogdnandanarasimha episode would presumably have been moved
between the episodes relating to the Pavana and Chatravata aspects, which is not, for
example, reflected in the contemporary oral tradition.

54 Diana Eck (2012: 31) states this in relation to the tendency to present a goddess as
triplicate, materially reflected in her three shrines, either within one sanctum or built
separately.
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It is noteworthy that Tirumankai praises Narasimha in nine stanzas (the poet
introduces himself in the tenth),> each of which evokes the man-lion dwelling
in Cinkavelkunram (i.e., Ahobilam). Whereas in the first eight he evokes him in
a wrathful form, in the nineth stanza he ‘softens’ the god’s fierceness by intro-
ducing the image of the goddess Laksmi, whose beloved is Narasimha. There
is nothing explicit in the poem about Narasimha’s ninefold nature. Rather, the
nature of the god is customarily polarised into the violent, which dominates
the image, and the traces of the gentle, implied in the nineth stanza by the
goddess present at his side. Nevertheless, one wonders whether this ninefold
structure of praise may have influenced (or reflected?) a concept that was yet
to develop fully.

The digit nine is endowed with theological symbolism in the teachings of the
Paficaratra tradition. As already mentioned, one of the important steps in the
development of Ahobilam as a Srivaisnava centre of Narasimha worship was
the adaptation of the Paficaratra mode of ritual, probably before the fourteenth
century. According to the Paficaratrins, the all-pervading God (Visnu) encom-
passes nine manifestations, all of which are known collectively as navamiirti or
navavyttha. Depending on the Paficaratra samhitd, these aspects are: Vasudeva,
Sankarsana, Pradyumna, Aniruddha, Narayana, Brahma or Hayagriva, Visnu,
Nrsimha or Varaha. Detailed teachings on rituals for nine mirtis are included
in texts such as Pauskarasamhita, Visnurahasya, Agnipurana, and Garudapura-
na, whereas in later Paficaratra samhitas they are rather cursorily treated. This
suggests that the concept was more important in earlier periods than the later
(Rastelli 2007: 201-2).

This idea of a nine-folded god is perhaps echoed in the AM, nota bene con-
taining references to the Paficaratra doctrine and to the presence of the Pafi-
caratrins at Ahobilam, in its description of the Ahobilanarasimha, the first of
the sequence of nine, as the all-pervading (see e.g. AM 4.16. cd; nrsimhanayako
visvam vyaptavan purusottamah; “The chief Narasimha, the all-pervading, the
Best of Men”). In practice, the theological symbolism of nine may have been
helpful in the process of expanding Narasimha’s territory with the latest, tenth
temple: whereas from the Paficaratra point of view the digit nine evokes nine
aspects of Visnu, for Vaisnavas in general the digit ten recalls Visnu’s ten incar-
nations (avatdara).

55 See translation of the poem by Kausalya Hart available at: https://www.projectmadurai.
org/pm_etexts/utf8/pmuni0622_eng.html (accessed January 20, 2024).
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Nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam

The painted nine: narrative murals of Varadaraja Perumal
temple in Kanchipuram

Another example of the polyphony of the nine Narasimhas is their visual inter-
pretation on the garbhagrha walls of the Varadaraja Perumal temple in Kanchi-
puram. In the narrative interwoven into the third chapter of the Sanskrit Vaisnava
Kafictmahatmya, the Narasimha associated with the Varadaraja temple goes to
Ahobilam, to kill demons there (Debicka-Borek 2021). In contrast, the painting on
the same temple wall (see Fig. 20) in a sense brings Ahobilam to Kanchipuram.
As Seastrand notices in her work on murals in southeastern India, incorporation
of images of other temples into the murals visually established a network of
interconnected locations, encouraging pilgrims to experience their journey
aesthetically besides solely through physical travel (Seastrand 2023: 187).

The painting of Ahobilam belongs to a series of narratively unrelated images,
which allegedly depict the 108 holy places (divyadesa) of the Srivaisnava tradition,
all intended to remind the devotees of the many forms of Visnu, to identify and

Fig. 20. A mural depicting nine Narasimhas of Ahobilam in the Varadaraja Perumal temple,
2015. Photo by Ute Husken.
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confirm the places where he manifests, and to encourage pilgrims to visit them
(Krishna 2014: 23-24, see also Hiisken in this volume). According to Raman and
Krishna, the stylistic features of the attached labels, which name the god’s forms in
Tamil and Telugu, indicate that the murals were created in the sixteenth century,
with most of the panels presumably painted during the reign of the Vijayanagara
emperor Acyutadevaraya, who sponsored the reconstruction and enlargement of
the temple (Krishna 2014: 2021, Raman 1975: 176—78). According to Dr. Madhan,
who was a part of the murals’ restauration team, they represent the style of the
Nayaka dynasty, i.e. the art of the seventeenth century, however one more layer
of painting was found below (personal communication).> In South India, the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed a significant increase in the practice
of painting temple walls with maps of sacred places or landscapes. This trend
coincided with a surge in literature focused on praising holy sites, mirroring
the growing enthusiasm for pilgrimage practices, as well as the expansion and
renovation of many temples during this time (Seastrand 2023: 187).

In Balaji’s interpretation (2018: 116), the images, when read clockwise, create
anine-element narrative: (1) Narasimha comes out of a pillar (of Hiranyakasipu’s
palace), (2) angry Narasimha is seated with flames around his head (i.e., in the
Jvalanarasimha aspect), (3) Narasimha is seated as a warrior in virasana, (4)
Narasimha fights with Hiranyakasipu, (5) Narasimha kills the demon, (6) Narasimha
stands in anger with sixteen arms, (7) Narasimha is seated in a lotus posture
(padmasana) with a body of the demon (?) lying in front of him, (8) Narasimha
is seated in a yoga posture (yogasana) to control his anger, (9) Narasimha’s anger
is finally tamed by Laksmi sitting beside him.

While the panel undoubtedly illustrates Ahobilam—we see nine aspects of
Narasimha against the background of the hills—the forms of the god do not
quite match those described in the AM, and certainly deserve more research.
Especially peculiar is the seventh vignette, which shows Narasimha with a brown
figure, identified as the demon lying in front of him and said to be unattested
elsewhere by Balaji (2018: 117). As Ramaswamy Babu suggested to me in personal
communication (February 2025), perhaps the interpretation should be different:
the dark figure is not lying in front of Narasimha, but beneath him, dead and
trampled, similarly to the iconography of several other gods and goddesses, who
are depicted as trampling a demon to emphasize their victory over him.

The narrative visually rendered in the mural does not evoke any aspects
of the god uniquely bound with Ahobilam tradition. Instead, it rather follows
a widely circulated Puranic version of Narasimha myth, which begins with his
manifestation from a column, culminates with destroying Hiranyakasipu and

56 Ithank Prof. Ute Hiisken for connecting me with Dr. Madhan.
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ends with attempts at reducing Narasimha’s anger after the slaughter. More-
over, the mural’s painters deployed iconography of Narasimha which, except
for the aspect portrayed with a figure lying in front of it, are rather generic and
attested to in other places. In this light, the only hint of Ahobilam, besides the
nine-folded organization of the narrative and the hilly background, seems to be
the emphasis put on the wrathful aspect of the god, and thus on the act of killing
Hiranyakasipu—note that, whereas according to Ahobilam’s tradition, six aspects
of Narasimha out of nine are peaceful, in the mural only the last three vignettes
illustrate the tame/d god— with which the site has been popularly associated.
However, these two elements—the nine-partitive depiction of Narasimha and the
hilly backdrop—appear sufficient to evoke the essence of Ahobilam. Much like
the modern religious map of the network of local shrines found on the boards in
Ahobilam itself, the mural’s goal is not to offer an accurate topographical repre-
sentation or a detailed visual rendering of the local myths tied to the place, but
rather to communicate the experience of its sacredness.

Such an approach to the local flavour of the myth associated with Ahobilam by
those behind the visual rendering of the site in the Varadaraja temple responds
to the needs and expectations of pilgrims visiting Kanchipuram. Notwithstand-
ing the labels explaining what is shown in the mural, the Varadaraja paintings
actually de-localise the space in which, in accordance with Ahobilam tradition,
the painted events take place. This is understandable if we consider that the
murals’ recipients were pilgrims who mentally experienced Ahobilam during
a pilgrimage actually aimed at worshipping Varadaraja of Kanchipuram. For
them, probably unaware of the details of the myths locally rooted in Ahobilam,
a coherent narrative consisting of nine episodes, along with emphases on the
wrath of Narasimha and the hilly terrain in which the myth takes place, was
enough to learn about, or recognise, the already established Srivaisnava holy
spot. Supposedly, rather than the detailed myths of Narasimha found in the local-
ly known Ahobilamahatmya, the mural evoked—and still does— the devotional
poem of recognized Tirumankai Alvar, in which he praises the god who killed
the demon in the hills of Ahobilam in nine stanzas.

Conclusions

The Ahobilam-related concept of nine Narasimhas exemplifies the persistence
and power of the pattern of nine Narasimhas—materially expressed in nine tem-
ples which outline a sacred territory—regardless of the shifting circumstances,
audiences and perspectives. In other words, the number of elements in the clus-
ter remains intact, even when, through the ongoing processes of appropriation,
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questioning, adaptation, or even relocation, the very concept of the nine Nara-
simhas begins to function as a cultural product of various traditions, expressed
through various media. From the point of view of anthropology of a space, Aho-
bilam is another instance of a site which is culturally constructed, and therefore
can be variously perceived and variously represented by various agents (Gaenszle
and Gengnagel 2006).

In a shared place like Ahobilam, where multiple narratives coexist, are con-
tested and reinterpreted, it is rather the symbolism behind the cluster and the
conceptual tools for linking its elements that may require certain modification
to be comprehensible by and meaningful for a given community than a num-
ber of the cluster’s elements. However, regardless of the initial inspiration or
need to frame the Ahobilam centre in the symbolic pattern of nine—be it the
architectural solutions already applied in other religious centers, the textual
structure of Tirumankai’s poem, the theological teachings of the Paficaratra, or
the outlining of a sacred territory—in practice, the most effective and universal
method oflinking the nine temples is a narrative. Alinear and coherent narrative
that encompasses various aspects of the god through words or images—and thus
provides a whole range of experiencing bhakti—has the greatest impact on the
minds of pilgrims, even if it is not confirmed by the authoritative textual tradi-
tion, or it is impossible to be recreated, episode by episode, while traversing the
demanding sacred territory.
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Four Visnus in Kanchipuram
Cooperation and Competition

Many South Indian temples are a part of not merely one but several networks,
thereby attesting to rivalling or parallel perceptions and constructions of sacred
space. While these diverse layers of sacred spaces often do not directly conflict
with each other, economic resources are distributed differently, not the least
through the agency of the corresponding pilgrimage routes, other aspects of in-
frastructure, and, for example, through the diverse human agents at work in, and
connected to, the temples. These different networks can profit from each other
but might also be in conflict with each other. This relationship between the tem-
ples and their networks is therefore contested and, over time, undoubtedly very
dynamic. This paper explores four Visnu temples in the South Indian temple town
of Kanchipuram, who are today considered to be ‘brothers’, because the local
mythology narrates their coming into existence as a connected series of events.
All four are, moreover, part of the network of “108 (Vaisnava) divine places”
(divyadesa). At the same time, the four temples are not a homogenous group
either. What sets them apart are their individual sectarian affiliation (Tenkalai
or Vatakalai) and their affiliation to one of two modes of worship, Paficaratra
or Vaikhanasa. Keeping the above in mind, this chapter addresses the following
questions: How are these complex relationships expressed in the Sanskrit texts
that convey temples’ legends, and how do such relationships unfold in the con-
temporary day-to-day religious practice of the temple town? When and how do
the temples cooperate, and in what way are they in competition with each other?
What is the role of human agents, such as local Vaisnavas, pilgrims, donors,
trustees, and other stakeholders in this process? By investigating overlapping
networks, I will explore how these networks play out in different ways, sometimes
in several ways simultaneously.
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The setting: Kanchipuram

The South Indian town of Kanchipuram has played a major role in the political
and religious history of South India at least since the second century BCE." Kanchi-
puram is praised in the fourth-century Cankam text Perumpandarruppatai; it was
the capital of the Pallavas; an important political and religious centre during the
Cola rule and the Vijayanagara empire; from early on it was a trading center with
strong connections to the overseas trading routes and especially Southeast Asia;
it is frequently mentioned in the Puranas as one of the seven moksapuris; and
till today it is a town well known for its numerous temples and handwoven silk
saris. Since the early centuries of the common era, Kanchipuram was the home
of numerous shrines, temples, monasteries and sacred water bodies, attracting
religious specialists, monastics, and scholars of various religious denominations.
Many of its sacred sites praised by the early poets are extant today and remain
active sites of worship, drawing thousands of pilgrims to Kanchipuram every
day. Especially important for this chapter is the fact that Kanchipuram is home
to numerous famous Visnu temples, the biggest of which today is the Varadaraja
temple in the south-eastern part of town. In contemporary local perception, the
Visnus residing and venerated in four of these temples are considered to be four
brothers, among whom Varadaraja is the youngest.

Four Visnu temples

The four Visnu temples under discussion are all situated in Kanchipuram’s
south-eastern part which is today known as Visnu Kanchi or cinna (small) Kan-
chi.2 These temples are (from West to East) the Dipaprakasa temple, the Astabhuja
temple, the Yathoktakari temple and the Varadaraja temple.?

—_

See for example Mahalingam 1963 and Srinivasan 1979.

2 Stein (2021: 36-37) posits that the present-day subdividion of Kanchipuram into Siva
Kanchi and Visnu Kanchi (and also Jina Kanchi) was not set in place until the latter
half of the nineteenth century. She also shows that colonial sources use “Little Kanchi”
without mentioning affiliation with a particular god (p. 37).

3 These temples are locally know by their Tamil names: Vilakkoli Perumal (Dipaprakasa),

Astapuja Perumal (Astabhuja), Conna Vannam Ceyta Perumal (Yathoktakari) and

Varataraja Perumal (Varadaraja). In this study I refer to the temples and the deities

installed therein by their Sanskrit names. A table listing the Sanskrit and Tamil names

of these temples, along with their ritual tradition and Vaisnava affiliation, is given at

the end of this chapter (table 1).
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Until the fourteenth century, much of this south-eastern part of Kanchipuram

was not part of the city proper (called then kacci or kaccipetu).* The location where
the Varadaraja temple is situated was then a village known as Attiyar (“the village
[full] of Atti trees”). Today, Visnu Kanchi is an integral part of Kanchipuram. How-
ever, a physical reminder of the old city bounds are the two sixteenth-century
pillar fragments, marking the old city gate (see Fig. 1 and 2).° Until today, the huge
chariot (tér/ratha) used by Varadaraja on the seventh day of his annual brahmot-
sava festival is kept near the old city gate, within the old city limits (see Map 1).°

Siva-Kanchi

@Ter / Ratha Visnu-Kanchi
2 16th cent. pillars

Map 1 Visnu Kanchi with Dipaprakasa, Astabhuja, Yathoktakari, Varadaraja, the
location of the chariot, and the location of the two pillar fragments of the old city gate.
© Ute Hiisken, based on the map in Porcher 1985: 27.

4

Nagaswamy emphasizes that one twelfth-century inscription mentions the Yathok-
takari temple as the eastern border of Kacci—unlike other scholars, who claim that
the shrine was outside city bounds (see Nagaswamy 2011: 6, 33). Stein (2021: 46-47)
refers to the Cankam poem Perumpanarruppatai (Wilden [2014: 8] dates this text to
the fourth century), which describes Kanchi’s city walls as large brick constructions.
However, Stein considers this description of this wall to be rather a literary trope than
a piece of information reflecting physical reality.

Stein (2021: 133) says: “These pillars likely once supported an arched gateway that
marked the passage between the two city zones.” However, she misrepresents the
processional route by claiming that “this route (...) leads from the Varadaraja Perumal
temple to Astabhuja Perumal and Vilakkoli Perumal, and then turns north to pass the
Ulakalanta Perumal temple and onwards to Tirupati” (p. 133): In fact, Varadaraja’s
processions only occasionally pass the Vilakkoli Perumal (= Dipaprakasa) temple (see
below, p. 248f.). In these cases, the procession does not pass through this former city
gateway, but turns West immediately after passing the Astabhuja temple.

This annual festival takes place for ten days in the month of Vaikaci (May/June). Ter
utsava is one of the major attractions during this festival. On that day, the processional
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Fig. 1 Varadaraja’s temple
chariot (tér) covered

with metal sheets; one
sixteenth-century pillar
integrated into the front
of the fruit stand.

© Ute Hiisken, 22.9.2023.

Fig.2 Two pillar fragments at the side of the chariot. © Ute Hiisken, 22.9.2023.
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The four temples as divyadesas

All four Visnu temples are among the so-called divyadesas located in Kanchipuram
(for the distribution of divyadesas in Kanchipuram, see Map 2)’—sacred spaces
praised by the poet-devotees of Visnu called Alvars (ca. seventh to ninth
century CE) in their songs. Most of these sacred spaces at the time of the compo-
sition of the Alvars’ hymns probably were not huge temple complexes but shrines
built from bricks, sometimes in a walled enclosure. In the thirteenth century,
long after the composition of the Alvars’ songs, the individual divyadesas were
ordered and systematized as “108 divyadesas,” the number 108 being derived
from a “somewhat forced count of all the different temples mentioned in the

3 43: Tirukkacci (Varadaraja temple)
Kanchipuram’s divyadesas

44: Astapuyakaram (Astabhuja temple)

45: Tiruttanka (Dipaprakasa temple)

46: Tiruvelukkai (Alakiya Cinka temple)

47: Tirunirakam (in the Ulakalantar temple)

48: Tirupatakam (Pandavadata temple)

49: Tiru Nilatinkaltuntam (in the Ekdmbareévara temple)
50: Tiru Urakam (in the Ulakalantar temple)

51: Tiru Vehka (Yathoktakari temple)

52: Tirukkarakam (in the Ulakalantar temple)

53: Tirukkarvanam (in the Ulakalantar temple)

54: Tirukkalvanar (in the Kamaksi temple)=— ——\\
55: Tiruppavalavannam (Pavalavanna templeN\“ —
56: Tirupparaméccura Vinnakaram (Vaikuntha Perumal temple)
[57: Tirupputkuzhi (Vijayaraghava temple)]

Map 2 Kanchipuram’s divyadesas as enumerated in the lists of 108 divyadesas.
© Ute Hiisken, based on the map in Porcher 1985: 27.

image (utsavamurti) of Varadaraja is carried to the chariot, placed in it, and is then
pulled through town—first along the MG road and Kamarajar Salai, then along all
four Rajavitis, and back through the Kamarajar Salai and MG road, to stop again and
rest for another year at the parking space.

7 Hardy (1977: 146, fn. 131) counts fourteen divyadesas in Kanchipuram. However,
Seshadri (2003: 2), for example, counts eighteen divyadesas. Ninety-seven of the 108
divyadesas are in South India, and eighty-two are in Tamil Nadu (Hardy 1977: 125).
Twenty-two divyadesas are in Tontainatu (based on a classification by Pillaipperumalai-
yankar; see Young 2014: 353).

225



Ute Hiisken

whole Prabandham.”® Since then, 108 temples (or shrines within temples) appear
as a fixed group in the literature, although which sites exactly are counted among
the 108 differs from text to text (Young 2014: 355). In some temples, 108 divyadesas
are physically represented, as collection of 108 processional images (utsavamiirtis,
as in Nararyar), or as murals, as in Srivaikuntham and in the Varadaraja
temple.’

Moreover, the contemporary prominence of certain temples might lead to the
erroneous assumption that these places have enjoyed equal importance also in
earlier times. Raman (1975: 59), however, cautions that “there is nothing to indi-
cate that it (= the Varadaraja temple) was a prominent temple in the beginning.
On the other hand, from the works of the other Alvars, it is seen that Vehka (=the
Yathoktakari temple) was the most prominent Vishnu temple at Kanchi. Both
Poykai and Péey Alvars frequently refer to Vehka and rank it with other shrines
like Srirangam and Vengatam etc.”'® This shift in focus of the Vaisnava commu-
nities, taking place around the fourteenth century (Nagaswamy 2011: 6), is the
background to the mythological narrative that makes Dipaprakasa, Astabhuja,
and Yathoktakari the older brothers of Varadaraja—a concept that we shall look
into below.

While it is not difficult today to visit all fourteen or fifteen divyadesas listed for
Kanchipuram even within one day, their numbering in the lists of 108 divyadesas
(see above, Map 2) does not suggest the ideal sequence of their visit:" following this
sequence, one would wander in a zig-zag manner through town. Importantly, the
sequence of the four Visnu temples that is suggested by the Vaisnava Karicimahdatmya
(see below), namely Dipaprakasa-Astabhuja-Yathoktakari-Varadaraja is not

8 Hardy 1977: 125. In note 47 there Hardy explicitly mentions “Periya Nampi’s Tiruppa-
tikovai, Vankippuratt’ Acci’s (Nalayira-ppasura-ppati) Narr’éttu ttiruppati-kkovai, etc.”
Young sees Vatsyavaradaguru’s Paratvadipaficakam 5 as the first text that refers to
the idea of 108 places mentioned by the Alvars. Vatsyavaradaguru in turn might have
adopted the idea of 108 places’ from Amutanar’s Tiruppatikovai in the first third of
the thirteenth century (Young 2014: 352).

9 On the murals in the Varadaraja temple, see Lochan 2019: 81-131, Krishna 2014, and
Nagaswamy 2011: 196-218. Here, too, the identity of the 108 places varies. For example,
in the Varadaraja temple, the Jagannatha temple in Puri is also represented, even
though this sacred site is not praised by any of the Alvars.

10 Raman (1975: 60) adds, “in the age of the Acharyas, the modest temple of Attiyar grew
in importance and in the course of time completely overshadowed the other Vishnu
temples of Kafichi. Known as Hastigiri, it became one of the three most important
places for a Sri-Vaishnava. The three in their order of importance are Koil, Tirumalai
and Perumal-koil, which are respectively Srirangam, Vengadam and Hastigiri at
Kafichi.”

11 Orr sees the situation with the 276 places praised by the Nayanmar similar: the list of
276 places “did not serve to define an actual program of pilgrimage” (Orr 2014: 191).
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reflected in the divyadesa-lists, in which their sequence is: Varadaraja-Astabhuja-
Dipaprakasa-Yathoktakari."

In October 2022 I visited the divyadesas in Kanchipuram, and had brief conver-
sations with several priests (arcaka)'™ and other custodians of the temples and the
shrines about pilgrimage routes. Most said that the pilgrims or tourists would not
necessarily visit only the divyadesas. Rather, they would visit the most famous
temples. And, in fact, the crowd in the diverse divyadesas was very varied: When
visiting Nilattinkaltuntam (16.10.2022), a Visnu that is established and worshipped
in the Saiva Ekamranatha temple, I encountered the ‘normal’ Ekamranatha tem-
ple crowd, and hardly anyone was wearing a tirundman (Vaisnava mark) on the
forehead, identifying them as Vaisnavas. While some people specifically wanted
to worship Nilattinkaltuntam, most visitors came because they visited the Ekam-
ranatha temple, the Saiva priest at Nilattinkaltuntam confirmed. During my visits
in the Paccaivanna Perumal and Pavalavanna Perumal temples I was the only
visitor. The priest in the Pavalavannar Perumal temple reported that pilgrims typ-
ically come to this temple either because they specifically ask the auto drivers to
take them there, or because they arrive in Kanchi from Chennai along this specific
route, entering the city from the North, along the Big Kamala Street, coming from
the Bengaluru-Chennai Highway (no. 48). Several pilgrims would specifically visit
on a Saturday in Purattaci (September/October), but on other days there would
hardly be any people. It would also be crowded on Vaikuntha Ekadasi', even
though there is no “gate to Vaikuntha” in the temple." This assessment resonates
with the statement by priests in other divyadesas in Kanchipuram.

Young (2014: 361) convincingly argues that the Alvars, in fact, did not visit all
the places they praised,'® nor was the list of temples conceived as a pilgrimage

12  While it cannot be ruled out that certain pilgrimage groups make an effort to visit the
divyadesas in the order they are mentioned in the available lists, most would follow
the local infrastructure (roads, vicinity) and agents (auto drivers).

13 In the context of Brahmin Vaisnava temple ritual, the term arcaka (rarely pijaka) is
a generic term for temple priests. By contrast, acarya describes a “master”, who leads
the rituals during a festival. Acarya can also describe the eldest acting temple priest
who takes the highest place in the hierarchy of ritual specialists in the temple (see
Colas 1996: 1291, 132, 143, 153f.).

14 Thisis the only day in the year when the gate (dvara/vacal) to Visnu’s abode (Vaikuntha)
is opened. It is believed that anyone who goes through the gate will attain Vaikuntha.

15 Curiously, the only Visnu temple in Kanchipuram that has a Vaikuntha vacal is the
Astabhuja temple.

16 Orr (2014: 200-1) makes a similar argument for the Saiva Nayanmar, in contrast to
Peterson (1982: 71), who finds with reference to the Nayanmar that “The song was
composed by the saint when he was in that place, i.e., when he visited the shrine as
part of a pilgrimage.“ Young sees the mostly formulaic descriptions of the places, the
fact that the poems often are about the desire to go to those places rather than being
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route.” Dutta (2010: 24) elaborates that in the later “process of constructing a tex-
tual or canonical tradition, the adaptation and elaboration of the sacred sites
and pilgrimage network between them in these texts emerged as an important
exercise.” She sees the concept of divyadesa that had emerged in the hagiogra-
phies and guruparamparas from the twelfth century onwards further developed
in the sthalapuranas: The idea of the sacred places to be visited on a pilgrim-
age, individually or in groups, was rather an idea pursued and promoted in
this literature (pp. 18, 22). In fact, the importance of pilgrimage and the thought
that pilgrimage might be actually superior to other ritual actions is explicitly
expressed in many of the frame stories of the sthalamdahatmyas, in which the
eulogy of a place or of areas is introduced by way of a debate of the rsis on the
question which action is more conducive to salvation: Is it ascetic practices, Vedic
sacrifice, the act of giving to Brahmins, or the practice of pilgrimage? (see, for
example, KM(V) 1.7).

While the mahatmyas were composed much later than the Alvars’ hymns,
precursors of their narratives might have been around already at the time of the
Alvars. Nagaswamy (2011), however, takes the poetry of the Alvars along with the
inscriptions as (in principle) representing historical facts, and is strongly opposed
to taking the narratives of the mahdatmyas seriously. He repeatedly makes the
point that the inscriptions and Alvars’ poems do not reflect (precursors of) the
mahatmyas’ narratives.’® Rather, he sees, for example, in the verses of Patattalvar
that are linked to Varadaraja and other Visnu temples in Kanchipuram the “basis
for subsequent development of Varadaraja cult” (Nagaswamy 2011: 214).

at those places (2014: 346), and the possibility of an imitation of an already existing
Nayanmar tradition (p. 349) as indications that the Alvars might not actually have
seen many of the shrines they praise (see also Dutta 2010: 22). This would explain the
often vague connection between the place praised and the actual physical features
of an icon (mdarti) or shrine that is identified with the respective poem. As numerous
divyadesa murtis have been displaced, or replaced over time, it seems that identifi-
cation of specific hymns by the Alvars with specific contemporary mirtis/places in
some cases stands on shaky grounds. Such ‘exchanged’ mirtis include, for example,
the miuilamiurti (the immovable stone icon in the main shrine) of Pavalavanna Perumal
(see Hiisken 2017), and the original wooden miirti of Varadaraja, called Attivaratar
(see Hiuisken 2022).

17 It was only the printing press, and modern transportation that made the 108 places
a feasible lifetime pilgrimage goal, usually pursued as a series of different journeys
undertaken during the festival seasons (Young 2014: 361; see also Dutta 2010: 23).

18 See for example Nagaswamy (2011: 40, 42) with reference to the Yathoktakarilegend:
“All the Alvars sing of the place as Vehha and there is no hint that Visnu placed himself
across the river to block it (...) Neither in this ancient literature nor in the poems of
Alvars do we have this suggestion of Visnu acting as a dam.” He rather thinks that
“This legend is trying to impart a meaning to the Tamil term anai in vehh-anai-kidanta
perumal—The God who slept on a couch on the river Vehha’. But it’s all but a legend,
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The four Visnus as ‘brothers’"®

The four Visnu temples Dipaprakasa, Astabhuja, Yathoktakari, and Varadaraja
are very different in size (both physically and in terms of their income), but they
are considered to be ‘brothers’ because the local Vaisnava mythology narrates
their coming into existence as a series of connected events.?’ The texts narrating
the local mythology are the Kafictmahatmyas, which are transmitted in Sanskrit
and in Tamil, and of which we know of at least three ‘sectarian’ versions: A Saiva,
a Vaisnava, and a Sakta version.?' While these mahatmya texts seem to work with
a common stock of motifs, the elaboration and details of the narratives pertaining
to the separate temples can differ considerably, as we shall see when looking at
these texts’ sections related to the four Visnu temples.

The Vaisnava Kancimahatmya's version

The Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (KM(V)) in Sanskrit gives the most detailed account
of the coming into existence of the Visnu temples in Kanchipuram. As Porcher in
1985 noted, the 32 chapters of the text can be subdivided into four, or alternative-
ly two sections, each of which lays out the coming into existence of one specific
section of Kanchipuram, or, to be more precise, of one cluster of Visnu temples

and came into existence only after Varadaraja had become most important, that is in
the 14th century.” (p. 43, 47).

19 My contemplations regarding Yathoktakarl and Varadaraja as represented in the
three Sanskrit mahatmyas are significantly inspired by Malini Ambach’s presenta-
tion “As you said, as I said, as he said—Three mythological interpretations of Visnu
Yathoktakari and the river Vegavati in Kanchipuram” during a session of the weekly
colloquium meetings of the Cultural and Religious History Department (South Asia
Institute, Heidelberg University) in the Winter term 2022 (February 7, 2022). Some of
these four Visnu brothers also have sisters. For example, Varadaraja is said to have
eight sisters (see Hiisken 2013 for details), and Yathoktakarl has at least one sister (see
Hisken in the forthcoming ‘Yathoktakari volume’). However, here we are concerned
with the family relationship as expressed in the mahatmyas, which is the fraternal
bond between the diverse Visnus.

20 There are more brothers to Yathoktakarl. Malini Ambach identified Uttira Rankanatar
in Pallikonta and Rankanatar in Tirupparkatal as immediate predecessors to Yathok-
takari, mentioned in the Sanskrit texts. Both temples are situated 95 km (Pallikonta)
and 33km (Tirupparkatal) west of Kanchipuram at the shores of the Palar river. These
two predecessors to Yathoktakarl are typically not mentioned in Kanchipuram’s Visnu
temples, whereas the people at the temples in Pallikonta and Tirupparkatal refer to
Yathoktakari. This reconfirms the clear focus on Kanchipuram as the centre.

21 For details, see Buchholz 2022.

229



Ute Hiisken

in Kanchipuram. The first of the two spatial sections (KM(V) ch. 2—18) deals with
what I refer to as Visnu Kanchi.??

Here the focus is on the myth of Brahma’s royal horse sacrifice (asvamedha;
KM(V) chapters 9ff.). In short: Brahma created the world on the command of
Visnu, and afterwards wished to see Visnu in his form as Varadaraja. He pre-
pared first one, then 100 asvamedha sacrifices on the shores of the river Yamuna.
Moreover, he performed 100 years of ascetic practices (tapas). A voice from the
sky told him that he needed to perform 1000 asvamedhas, or alternatively one
asvamedha in a place called Satyavrataksetra. In KM(V)’s chapter 10, Brahma
arrived in Satyavrataksetra, met Narasimha, climbed on a hill and prepared for
the sacrifice. He asked the divine architect ViSvakarman to create the city (KM(V)
10.12-19) and started the sacrifice. However, Brahma was joined by his wife Savitri,
not Vani (Sarasvati), who refused to come for the sacrifice. The Asuras competed
with Brahma, wishing to perform a similarly splendid sacrifice. When sent away,
they planned to burn down Kanchi. Brahma asked Visnu for protection and
Visnu destroyed the army of the Asuras as Srngadharin. KM(V)’s chapter 12 de-
scribes how the demons were chased by Narasimha and fled to the North,” while
Brahma continued his sacrifice. The demons asked Siva in Srisaila for help and
the demon Sambara created the illusion of absolute darkness in Satyavrataksetra.
Again, Brahma asked Visnu for help; Visnu then appeared as the burning sun and
illuminated the world as Dipaprakasa. In chapter 13 the eight-footed Sarabha
approached Satyavrataksetra to kill Narasimha. Now Visnu turned into an eight-
armed deity (Astabhuja), standing on Garuda’s shoulder, manifesting with eight
weapons in his eight hands. Sarabha was turned around and acted now as the
protector of the sacrifice. Then follows the Gajendramoksa story, in which an
elephant was seized by a crocodile while worshipping Astabhuja. The crocodile
was killed by Astabhuja. KM(V)’s chapter 14 deals with the final attempt of the
Asuras to destroy the sacrifice.?* They informed Sarasvati that Savitri had taken
her place as the sacrificer’s wife. Here we also get to know why Sarasvati did not
join her husband: Laksmi and Sarasvati had asked Brahma who of the two was
the best. Brahma chose Laksmi, thus infuriating his wife Sarasvati. KM(V’s) chap-
ter 15 describes how Sarasvati rushed angrily as a river towards Satyavrataksetra,

22 Porcher subdivides the events described in the KM(V) into four (with each an avatara
of Visnu as main protagonist), or, alternatively two (centring around two ‘cavities’ in
Kanchi, Narasimha’s cave at the foot of Hastigiri and Kamakostha) sections (Porcher
1985: 25).

23 These events are also dealt with in KM(V) chapter 3.

24 The diverse textual sources relating to Yathoktakari will be published, translated and
analysed in detail in a forthcoming volume by the team of the “Hindu Temple Legends
in South India” project (see https://www.hadw-bw.de/forschung/forschungsstelle/hin-
duistische-tempellegenden-suedindien/personen; date of last access: 16.4.2025).
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aiming to drown the sacrifice. Again, Brahma asked Visnu for help. When Visnu
first tried to stop her, the river disappeared underground and reappeared to the
East of Visnu.? Visnu attempted to stop Sarasvati again, but she again was able to
avoid him.? Now Sarasvati realized that she too wanted to see Visnu and decided
to just frighten the sacrificial priests, and to worship Visnu when he appeared.
Visnu manifested, Sarasvatl appeared as a woman and prayed to Visnu, who is
Yathoktakarl. Chapter 16 narrates how Sarasvatl joined Brahma for the sacrifice,
and how Visnu appeared as Varadaraja from the sacrificial fire.?’

In this text, Visnu appears repeatedly to save Brahma’s sacrifice. In the end,
he appears as Varadaraja. Accordingly, today, the four Visnus Dipaprakasa,
Astabhuja, Yathoktakari, and Varadaraja are considered to be brothers.?® The
longest and most detailed parts of the narrative focus on Yathoktakarl and es-
pecially Varadaraja.

Two Visnus in the Hastigirimahatmya

These latter two temples are the sole focus of the first part of another Sanskrit
Vaisnava sthalapurana, namely the Hastigirimahatmya (HM). This Sanskrit text
with Manipravala commentary relates the story of Varadaraja in its first eight of
total eighteen chapters.?® The eight chapters seem to be a reformulated version
of the major plots covered by the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya.*® Here, too, Brahma

25 This place is identified as Uttira Rankanatar in Pallikonta.

26 This place is identified as Rankanatar in Tirupparkatal.

27 In KM(V)’s chapter 17 Brahma excitedly praised Varadaraja, and asked him to stay in
Kanchipuram. Varadaraja responded that he would stay in an image (pratima), which
Brahma should make. Visvakarman produced the pratima, and Brahma together with
Sarasvatl worshiped this marti.

28 Even though this Sringadharin is rather prominent in the narrative, to my knowledge
Srngadharin is not identified with a specific Visnu temple today. Narasimha is iden-
tified with Alakiya Cinka, who today, however, is only marginally part of the oral
narrative. On the two further brothers in Pallikonta and Tirupparkatal, see above,
fn. 20.

29 On editions of the HM, see Buchholz 2022, and Anandakichenin forthcoming (‘Yathok-
takari volume’). See also Srinivasan 2004.

30 Both the KM(V) and HM claim to be part of the Brahmandapurana, but neither of
them is given in any published version of the Brahmandapurana. In contrast to the
KM(V), the HM text is framed as a conversation between Bhrgu and Narada, whereas
in the KM(V) the hastigiri sections are framed as a conversation between Ambarisa
and Narada. The exact relationship between the HM and the KM(V) remains to be
explored in detail.
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performed a horse sacrifice in Satyavrataksetra (ch. 1). When he asked Sarasvati to
join him she declined, because Brahma had preferred Laksmi to her. In addition, he
had not been willing to acknowledge Sarasvatl’s superiority over Ganga. Brahma
continued the sacrifice without Sarasvati (ch. 2). When Savitri joined Brahma, the
Asuras informed Sarasvati, and she rushed towards the sacrifice as a river (ch. 3).
Brahma appealed to Visnu who stopped Sarasvati in the form of a dam. The god-
dess paid respect to Visnu and flew as seven rivers into the ocean (ch. 4). Brahma
pacified her, and the sages were able to convince her to join the sacrifice (ch. 5
and 6). Now Varadaraja appeared from the sacrificial fire and granted Brahma his
sight (ch. 7 and 8).3" In this text, only Yathoktakari is mentioned as predecessor to
Varadaraja, whereas Dipaprakasa and Astabhuja do not appear at all.

The four Visnus in the Kamaksivilasa

The Kamakstvilasa is a Sanskrit sthalapurana of Kanchipuram that focuses on the
goddess Kamaks1.*? The text is very popular in Kanchipuram, and many people
know stories that are given in it better than the corresponding narratives in the
other two local mahatmyas. This popularity is most likely based on the text’s
translation into Tamil as Kamaksililapirapavam, first published in 1906 (Potarat-
tinakaram and Alalacuntaram Pillai 2000). This prose Tamil rendering follows
the content of the Sanskrit text closely.

31 The text of the Hastigirimahatmya is read out aloud in front of the god Varadaraja
during the Pallavotsava festival at the Varadaraja temple by one member of one branch
of the Tatacarya families. The importance of this seven-day-long festival for this temple
is also emphasized by the fact that Pallavotsava is one of the only four annual festivals
that require the wearing of a raksabandha by the main priest. During this festival, the
‘appearance’ of Varadaraja is also ritually enacted on every evening of the seven-day
long festival. The third of the seven days carries special importance, as then the chapter
is read in which Varadaraja’s emergence from Brahma’s sacrifical fire is described,
the Avatarakatha. For details, see Hiisken forthcoming (Yathoktakari volume).

32 The text claims to be part of the Markandeyapurana, though it is not part of any of the
printed editions of this text. This attribution emphasizes the $Sakta character of the
text, since the Devimahatmya is also part of this Purana and like the Devimahatmya,
the Kamakstvilasa is presented as a conversation between Markandeya and Suratha
(see Mofdner 2008). Ambach (forthcoming) shows that in its narratives, the KV closely
follows both, the KM(V) and the KM(S), and therefore the ‘Sakta’ character is most
evident in those sections that deal with Kamaksr’s myths and her ritual tradition, and
in the fact that it is claimed there that Visnu and $iva in Kanchipuram are nothing
but manifestations of the goddess (KV 1.122-24, 14.127-32ab).
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The text encompasses 1,360 slokas in 14 chapters of very different lengths. The
first chapter of the Kamakstvilasa deals with the delineation of the karfictksetra,
in which the goddess manifested as Devi, but also as Siva and Visnu. Chapters 2-5
deal with what today is known as Visnu Kanchi and with the Visnu temples there-
in, especially with the Varadaraja temple and its associated temples, shrines and
tirthas (sacred water bodies).

KV’s chapter 2 is framed as dedicated to Varadaraja, whose realm is called
hariksetra. Some deities are defined through their contribution to Brahma’s horse
sacrifice, and several Visnu temples are mentioned along with short references
to their legends. Yathoktakarl appears in chapter 2 as ‘Digambara’ (air-clad, i.e.
naked), who ‘destroyed Vani’s pride’ in a reclining form. Further, we read of
Guhasimha Janardana (Yoganarasimha) in the “heart” of Mahendra (Indra)®;
of Visnu Astabhuja who threw Mayakali on the ground and sat on her head; of
Simhajanardana who killed a Kapalika and swallowed his weapons is mentioned;
and of Dipadhara Janardana (Dipaprakasa) who destroyed the fire of Maya and
transformed it into a lamp he held. Then we read of Hari Vaikunthanilaya who
granted king Tundira the sight (darsana) of Vaikuntha; and of Vidrumabha Janar-
dana who became furious because he drank blood from the stomach of the Da-
ityas.3* In this chapter, the Visnus that are today identified as brothers are men-
tioned, though not in the sequence that is followed later in the same text, in KV’s
chapter 4. KV’s chapter 3 is dedicated to “the power of hastisaila” and explains
that the “hill” previously was an elephant.®® Chapter 4 talks of Varadaraja® who
emerged from Brahma’s sacrifice. Here the text explains Sarasvatl’s and Brah-
ma’s quarrel in a way similar to the KM(V): Like Indra before him, Brahma took
LaksmT’s side in the dispute between Sarasvati and Laksmi. Then, however, the KV
narrative takes a different turn: Sarasvati, infuriated, took Brahma’s srstidanda
(stick of creation) and Brahma lost his ability to create. He practiced asceticism in
the Himalayas and asked Visnu for a srstidanda. Visnu advised Brahma to go to the

33 This refers to the narrative of the ‘elephant-hill’ (hastigiri), as the elephant form Indra
shed in Kanchipuram as given in KM(V), chapter 31 (see Hiisken 2022).

34 For details, see Malini Ambach in her contribution to the forthcoming volume on
Yathoktakar1. The Kamaksivilasa also gives a number of details of deities, shrines,
tirthas, etc. within the Varadaraja temple. After the brief enumeration of a few further
landmarks in the vicinity of the temple, the chapter ends with the story of Brahmin
Gargin, exemplifying the purifying effect of karictksetra.

35 See Hiisken 2022.

36 KV 4.3-9. Here, he is described as having $r1and Bhi at his side, which is not the case
with the mirti in the garbhagrha. Might it be that the original wooden marti had his
two consorts with him? This would also explain the specific form of the vimana, which
is normally of a lying Visnu, or a murti along with his consorts (Crispin Branfoot,
personal conversation).
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earth and perform 100 asvamedhas, which equals one asvamedha performed in
Kanchipuram on the elephant mountain (hastigiri). Then he, Visnu, would emerge
from the sacrificial fire and would give the srstidanda to Brahma. Brahma moved
on to Kanchipuram and prepared the sacrifice. Then follows a brief summary of
Sarasvatl’s first three attempts to disturb the sacrifice. First she created a fire in
Kanchipuram. When the fire was about to destroy the sacrifice, Visnu took the fire
with his hands and carried it like a lamp on his fingertips (Dipaprakasa). Next,
Visnu as a lion ate Kapalika, drank the blood of the Daityas and took on a coral
colour. As Astabhuja he killed Kalika, threw her on the ground and sat on her
head. Ten verses are then dedicated to Yathoktakar’s story: Sarasvati took the
form of a river, united with Payosni (Palar)*’ and separated again from her. Naked,
Visnu lay down in her way in hariksetra. Bashfully avoiding the sight of the naked
Visnu, Sarasvati vanished into the ground and Brahma continued his sacrifice.
Varadaraja appeared from the sacrificial fire and handed over the srstidanda
to Brahma. Brahma erected a divine vimana (palace) on the hastigiri as Visnu’s
abode, and Visvakarman built a staircase with twenty-five steps leading up to
the hill. Brahma elevated Visnu within the vimana and worshiped him. Chapter
5 deals with the restitution of Sarasvati’s honor, after she has been shamed by
the naked Visnu and had been forced to disappear into the ground. She is told
that Brahma awaits her at the confluence with Prayosni.

The Kamakstvilasa depicts the background of Brahma asvamedha as his desire
to receive back his ‘stick of creation.’ In the narrative of Sarasvatl’s attempts to de-
stroy the sacrifice, the sequence of the four Visnus reflects the KM(V)’s sequence,
yet with slightly different narratives. These aspects match with the KM(V) on the
one hand (sequence of the four Visnu brothers), and with KM($) on the other
(Brahma’s motivation), as we shall now see.

The four Visnus in the Saiva KdAcimahatmya

With 4,700 verses in fifty chapters, the Saiva version KM(S) is the longest among
the Sanskrit Kaficimahatmyas. While the text focuses on the Siva temples in
and around Kanchipuram,® the Visnu temples relevant to this chapter are also

37 Chapter 5 of the Kamakstvilasa starts with the praise of the river Vegavati, which
united and separated from the river Payosni (Palar) twice. The chapter also deals with
the expiatory power of a bath in the Vegavati (Sarasvati as a river) and the positive
effects of having the auspicious sight (darsana) of Varadaraja.

38 The KM(S) is available in two printed editions. Civafiana Munivar’s first book of the
Kaficippuranam is based in the KM(S). For details, see Buchholz 2022: 15f. and 24ff.
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mentioned there, albeit always in the context of a narrative focusing on a Siva
temple. Varadaraja’s narrative is given in KM($)’s chapter 5, in close connection
with Punyakoti$vara and as a variation on the well-known Gajendramoksa motive,
but disconnected from the other three forms of Visnu, which are mentioned as
Varadaraja’s predecessors in KM(V). Similar to the KV, Visnu asked Siva to bestow
on him the ability to create, similar to Brahma’s. Siva ordered Visnu to worship his
linga in Kanchi with lotus flowers. An elephant helped Visnu to gather the flowers,
but the elephant was then seized by a crocodile. The elephant called out for Visnu’s
help and Visnu killed the crocodile. Both continued to worship Siva, who granted
Visnu several boons, and gave him the name Varadaraja. Visnu wished that the
mountain should be called—after the elephant—hastigiri, that Siva should stay
in the Punyakoti$vara linga (for this temple’s location, see Map. 3), and be vener-
ated by Visnu, Laksmi and all other gods. Visnu himself wished to reside in the
Punyakotivimana on the hastigiri hill. Siva granted him all these boons.
Chapter 7 of the KM(S) tells the story of Yathoktakari, in which Brahma’s
sacrifice plays major role (cf. Fig. 3). Brahma wanted to have the same creative
faculties as Visnu and asked Siva to grant him this boon. Siva ordered him to go to
Kanchipuram. Brahma (like Visnu before him) erected a linga to the East of Punya-
koti$vara, created the pond named brahmatirtha, worshiped Siva and started
a Soma sacrifice with his wives Savitrl and Gayatrl. The location of these events
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Fig.3 Woodcut in a 1900 print of the Kaficippuranam, a Tamil re-composition of the
Saiva Kafictmahatmya by Civafiana Munivar. Here Siva instructs Visnu to save Brahma’s
sacrifice from Sarasvati as river.
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is the contemporary temple Brahmapuri$vara (for this temple’s location, see
Map. 3). Sarasvatl heard of Brahma’s plan, and angrily decided to destroy the
sacrifice by becoming a roaring river. Brahma asked Siva for help and Brahma
sent Visnu as Varadaraja to protect the sacrifice. Visnu lay down in Sarasvatl’s
path. She avoided him twice,* and after having been blocked the third time by
Visnu, she entered the ocean. Visnu was named Yathoktakari by Siva, and
Sarasvatl received the name Vegavatl.

Only then Dipaprakasa is briefly mentioned: When Sarasvati as a river reached
Kanchipuram, it was dark, but Visnu “became like the light of a lamp.” He there-
fore receives the name Dipaprakasa. Brahma unites again with Sarasvati, and
they finish the sacrifice together. Astabhuja is mentioned at the beginning of the
12th chapter, with reference to KM(S)’s chapter 5, in which Visnu killed the croc-
odile. In the first seven verses the eight demon brothers of the crocodile want to
kill Visnu. Visnu worships Siva and receives eight arms and weapons from him.*
With these he kills the eight demons and becomes Astabhuja. Dipaprakasa is
again briefly mentioned after this story, this time in the context of the explanation
of Adipite$vara, a Siva temple which is in the vicinity of the Dipaprakasa temple
(for this temple’s location, see Map. 3).

Only in the Vaisnava Karictmahatmya are the four Visnu temples presented as
part of a continuous development, culminating in the appearance of Varadaraja,

Visnu-Kanchi

Adipatiévara

Dipaprakasa Astabhuja Punyakotidvara  grahmapuriévara

Map 3 S$iva temples central to the narratives of the four Visnu temples in the KM(S).
© Ute Hiisken, based on the map in Porcher 1985: 27.

39 This refers to Pallikonta and Tirupparkatal, see above, fn. 20.
40 Astabhuja is again briefly referred to in KM(S) 22.17-19b as the one who killed the
brothers of the crocodile demon.
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which is consistently represented as the desired outcome of Brahma’s (Vedic)
horse sacrifice. This is at the same time the background to the contemporary
perception of these four Visnus as ‘brothers’, among whom Varadaraja is most
important and powerful.

The Kamakstvilasa is familiar with this interpretation and reproduces it, albeit
with significant differences. Thus, similar to the Saiva Kaficimahatmya’s interpre-
tation, the background to Brahma’s sacrifice is not his desire to see Varadaraja,
but to regain his power to create, which his estranged wife Sarasvati had taken
away from him. When Sarasvati attempts to disrupt Brahma’s sacrifice several
times, Visnu intervenes first as Dipaprakasa, then as Astabhuja, and finally as
Yathoktakarl. While the sequence of Visnu’s interventions corresponds to the
KM(V), the narratives’ details are different. In the end, Visnu appears on the
Hastigiri and returns the srstidanda to Brahma.

The Saiva Kaficimahatmya is also cognizant of all four Visnu temples yet nar-
rates their stories not as a sequence of events but rather in connection with
and as subordinated to Siva temples (see Map. 3). Yathoktakarl appears before
Dipaprakasa, and Astabhuja appears after Varadaraja. The events unfold in con-
nection with Visnu’s and Brahma’s wish to receive from Siva the ability to create.
Thus, Varadaraja establishes and worships Punyakoti$vara, and is also ordered
by Siva to fight eight demons as Astabhuja. Yathoktakari is the result of Siva’s
instruction to Visnu to save Brahma’s sacrifice at the Brahmapuri$vara temple,
and Dipaprakasa’s mention in connection with the sacrifice is closely connected
to the Adipati$vara temple.

Ritual expressions of the fraternal relationship

While we do not know many details of the ritual interactions between the four
Visnu temples in the remote past,*' ritual activity and especially the movement
of the gods during processions can tell us a lot about their contemporary mutual
relationship. Here, we need to pay close attention to the actual route the martis
take, to the direction and speed of movement, as well as to the people who accom-
pany the deity, where they walk, and what they recite when accompanying the
deity. All these issues are of prime importance and signal (perceived or aspired)
relative status and worth within the Vaisnava communities.

41 There are occasional inscriptions that mention, for example, procession routes (Raman
1975: 3). However, the corpus of inscriptions pertaining to the four Visnu temples still
awaits systematic scrutinization in this regard.
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Notwithstanding the fact that only one of three Sanskrit mahatmyas depicts the
first three Visnus as emerging from Visnu’s continued efforts to save Brahma’s
sacrifice, the relationship of these first three (Dipaprakasa, Astabhuja, Yathoktakari)
to the fourth, Varadaraja, is in fact publicly enacted and negotiated during the
three temple’s processions, when the utsavamairtis leave their temples and stride
through town. Importantly, all three “older brothers” of Varadaraja in Kanchipu-
ram pay a visit or multiple visits to their youngest brother during their annual
major temple festivals (brahmotsava, or mahotsava), reversing the hierarchy of
their family relationship: In general, it would be the younger family member who
would have to visit and thus pay respect to older family members. Not so in the
case of Dipaprakasa, Astabhuja and Yathoktakarl. When I started my research
in Kanchipuram in the early 2000s, all respondents unanimously confirmed that
the three older brothers would visit Varadaraja, sometimes they would even be
taken in pradaksina around the Varadaraja temple’s Mada streets.*’ This is an
even stronger acknowledgement of the hierarchically higher status of Varadaraja,
as the venerated object/person is circumambulated by the hierarchically lower
person as a sign of respect.

However, procession routes tend to change, often expressing changing (power)
relationships. Here, the relationship of two sects of Vaisnavas in town is of great
importance: the Vatakalai and the Tenkalai. From about the mid-thirteenth centu-
ry, two distinct schools of thought are identifiable within the Vaisnava tradition,
precursors to the “Northern” Vatakalai and the “Southern” Tenkalai branches
of the tradition respectively.* The subdivision is traced back to a doctrinal split
within the philosophical school of Visistadvaita. Although both groups recognize

42 The Mada streets are those streets that lead around the temple. In 2006 I witnessed this
personally and was informed that Astabhuja twice a year circumambulates Varadaraja
along the Mada streets, namely on his (Astabhuja’s) birth naksatra and on the last day
of his brahmotsava. At that time, he comes in a palanquin named puspapallakku. It
should be mentioned, however, that in 2023, when I wanted to reconfirm this, two
people closely associated with the Varadaraja temple independently from each other
claimed that Astabhuja only stood in front of Varadaraja’s temple entrance but had
never gone along the Mada streets. Dipaprakasa visits Varadaraja on each single day
of his brahmotsava, and stays for quite some time in front of the Varadaraja temple’s
gopuram. In 2006, also Yathoktakari typically would circumambulate Varadaraja’s
temple twice a year, on YathoktakarT’s birth naksatra and during his Orikkai proces-
sion, when he is carried on his Sesavahana to the river Palar (for details, see Murali
forthcoming, ‘Yathoktakarl volume’). The latter circumambulation took place during
Yathoktakar?’s Orikkai procession in 2024.

43 The Tenkalais’ traditional ‘intellectual centre’ is Srirangam, the Vatakalais’ centre is
considered to be Kanchipuram. The Vatakalai tradition is generally viewed as empha-
sizing the ‘Northern’ language Sanskrit as the language of transmission of their sacred
texts, whereas the Tenkalais are mainly linked with the ‘Southern’ language Tamil.
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Visnu-Kanchi

Map 4 Procession routes of Diparakasa, Astabhuja, and Yathoktakari as witnessed by
Ute Hiisken and as described in interviews in 2003 and 2006. © Ute Hiisken, based on
the map in Porcher 1985: 27

Ramanuja (trad. dates 1017-1137 CE) as their religious teacher, the lists of his
successors as spiritual and religious leaders differ. While the Tenkalais consider
Manavalamamuni (1370-1443 CE) as the spiritual successor to Ramanuja, and
also as the Tenkalais’ founder, this position is attributed to Vedanta DeSika (trad.
dates 1269-1369 CE) by the Vatakalais.* The differences between both groups are
of doctrinal and ritual nature.* In short, the Vatakalai school emphasizes the
necessity of self-effort through the meditative and ritual practices of bhaktiyoga,
whereas the Tenkalai group argues against the ultimate efficacy of self-effort
on the part of the devotee (MacCann 2023: 309). However, although most of the
ritual differences are traditionally traced back to doctrinal differences, the ac-
tual conflicts between the two groups pertain to ritual differences, to hereditary
rights, and by implication, to power and authority in the temples (see Hiisken
2007, Subramanian 1996: 250). A Tamil Visnu temple today is governed either by
the Vatakalais or by the Tenkalais. Among the four Visnu temples in question, the
Astabhuja and the Yathoktakarl temples are run by the Tenkalai group, whereas

44  The two teacher-pupil lines of succession were established only in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, therefore the perception of the two teachers as the ‘founders’
of the two strands is a restrospective one (Siauve 1978: 23f1.).

45 Onthe doctrinal differences, see Colas 1995: 121f. For a detailed description and analysis
of the traditional number of eighteen differences, see Doraiswamy 1983 and Siauve 1978.
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the Dipaprakasa and the Varadaraja temples are run by the Vatakalais. How-
ever, the authenticity of the Varadaraja temple’s Vatakalai affiliation has been
disputed for a long time.*® Moreover, the right to perform certain services to the
god Varadaraja form the background of the continuing disputes between the
members of both groups. Both the Tenkalais and the Vatakalais repeatedly took
their cases to court. In 1888 it was confirmed that the Tenkalais alone hold the
hereditary right to lead the recitation of the Tamil hymns. This issue was taken
to court again in the beginning of the twentieth century (judgement from 1915).
At that time the Tenkalais wanted to make sure that the Vatakalais could join the
Tenkalai congregation, but could not form a separate congregation (gosti). The
Vatakalais, however, wanted to form a separate congregation behind the deity
during processions. In the early 2000s, when I started visiting the Varadaraja
temple on a regular basis, the Tenkalais would typically stand and walk in front
of the deity during processions outside of the temple building, and recite the
Tiviyapirapantams. The Vatakalai congregation would walk behind the deity,
reciting Vedic hymns.

Yathoktakari and Varadaraja: Tenkalai-Vatakalai
encounters

The conflict over ritual rights evidently never subsided and flared up again in the
early 2020s. Shortly after the severe Covidig restrictions were lifted, the Vatakalais
first successfully challenged the Tenkalais’ right to lead the recitation of the Tamil
hymns. This led to several rather violent interactions between the Vatakalai and
the Tenkalai congregations. The Vatakalais then successfully had a stay order im-
plemented, according to which the Tenkalais were forbidden to recite as a group
within the Varadaraja temple, until the court case was settled.

In the longer run, this turn of events prompted the local Tenkalai community
to focus their ritual engagement on the most prominent among the Tenkalai
temples in town, the Yathoktakari temple. Their adverse stance towards those
who have a say in the Varadaraja temple now seems even to translate into adver-
sity between the two deities. While, as we have seen, Yathoktakarl in the early
2000s circumambulated his younger brother Varadaraja on at least two occasions

46 This section on the history of the Tenkalai/Vatakalai dispute within the Varadaraja
temple is an abbreviation of several paragraphs given in Hiisken 2007: 272f., based
mainly on personal experience, interviews by Ute Hilisken with diverse stakeholders,
and on Ramaswamy (2003: part 3).
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Visnu-Kanchi

“mmmg™mp  Yathoktakari’s route before the Tenkalais were ‘banned’ from the Varadaraja temple
s emmmes  YathoktakarT's route after the Tenkalais were ‘banned’ from the Varadaraja temple

Map 5 YathoktakarT’s processional route before and after the stay order implemented in
the Varadaraja temple, prohibiting the Tenkalais from reciting the Tivviyappirapantams as
a congregation in front of the deity. © Ute Hiisken, based on the map in Porcher 1985: 27.

during his annual festival schedule, he now changed his procession route, and
the mode of his approach to the Varadaraja temple.

Instead of circumambulating the Varadaraja temple, Yathoktakari visits the
Varadaraja temple, but on one occasion also performs a provocative ‘ritual insult’
(écal). During the elephant and horse vahanas (on the 6th and the 8th day, during
the evening processions), he approaches the temple door of the Varadaraja temple,
turns his back to the temple’s entrance and to its presiding deity, Varadaraja, and
three times rushes back and forth (see Map. 5).

Until recently, this “ritual insult” (écal) was an exclusive feature of Varadaraja’s
visits to the major Siva temple in town, Ekamranatha, and of the visit of Siva’s
sons, Ganesa and Murukan, to Varadaraja’s temple once a year (for details, see
Schier 2021). Ecal is characterized by tension and rivalry: “turning one’s back is
considered a sign of lack of respect and reverence. Repeating the gesture three
times is a clear provocation,” explains Schier (p. 7). While to me this change in
the processions seems to be a significant alteration, giving expression to a chang-
ing relationship between the congregations of the two deities, my conversation
partners—at least in 2023—did not take this change overly seriously.*’ It remains
to be seen whether this change from respect to provocation has come to stay.

47 1was repeatedly told that the management of the Yathoktakarl temple (a private
temple, run by a board of trustees) is “of their own mind.”
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Dipaprakasa and Varadaraja: A complex
Vaikhanasa-Paincaratra connection

Mutual visits of the diverse Visnus can also be complicated if the two temples
do not follow the same ritual tradition. In Tamil Nadu,*® the Brahmin priests
(arcaka) in Vaisnava temples belong to one of two traditions: the Vaikhanasa
or the Paficaratra. The two traditions are mutually exclusive. A temple follows
either the Paficaratra or the Vaikhanasa mode of worship, but never both. More-
over, the two priestly groups usually do not intermarry. While the rituals per-
formed are similar, they are not identical and young Vaikhanasa and Paficaratra
priests receive separate training in the learning institutions (pathasala). The
Vaikhanasas and the Paficaratrins follow different sets of canonical texts in San-
skrit (samhita/agama),” prescribing ritual procedures within the temples. The
oldest of these texts date back to the eighth or ninth century CE.>*® While for the
average temple visitor it might never have been of great relevance whether a tem-
ple follows one or the other tradition, the distinction between the two groups is
emphasized by the groups themselves, since Paficaratrins and Vaikhanasas for
centuries vied for prominence and resources in diverse Visnu temples. In the
sambhita texts, access to membership in the respective group is the main marker
of identity: While one becomes a Paficaratrin through a series of initiations, one
can be Vaikhanasa only by birth (Hiisken 2009). The affiliation of temples to either
Vaikhanasa or Paficaratra determines the affiliation of their priests. According to
the ritual texts of both traditions, this affiliation is unchangeable. Yet we know
that several temples did in fact change affiliation. We are, for example, informed
in the Koyil Oluku (the Srirangam temple chronicle)*’ that Ramanuja changed the
affiliation of the Srirangam temple from Vaikhanasa to Paficaratra. This potential
fluctuation is one reason for the rivalry between the two groups, which emerges
in the texts. Therein a “mix of traditions” (tantrasankara) is not tolerated*>—and
to my knowledge today such a “mix of traditions” is not practiced.

The Dipaprakasa temple, and along with it the adjacent Tuppul Técikar (= Vedanta
Desika) shrine, are served by Vaikhanasa priests, whereas the Varadaraja temple
follows the Paficaratra tradition. Relevant here are the mutual visits of Tappul
Tecikar and Varadaraja, which are very prominent events for the (Vatakalai)

48 Thisholds true also for parts of Andhra Pradesh and also for some temples in Karnataka.

49 See Caudharl 1995: 406 on the use of the terms agama and samhita.

50 Sanderson 2009: 62f. and 2001: 35. Colas (2013) adds that the extant samhitas were
likely preceded by older handbooks which are today lost.

51 See Parthasarathy 1954, Rao 1961, and Subrahmanya Aiyar 1911.

52 See, for example, Padmasamhita caryapada 19.122-29, Visvaksenasamhita 10.143-46;
39.270-74, 284-85, 304-6, 324-27, Sattvatasamhita 15.283-90.
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Vaisnava communities affiliated to both temples, for the Vaisnava dcarya Vedanta
Desika in multiple ways constitutes a close connecting link between Dipaprakasa
and Varadaraja: As a major Vatakalai acarya, Vedanta De$ika is prominently wor-
shipped in the Varadaraja temple and his shrine is within Varadaraja’s vahana-
mandapa.>® Each time Varadaraja’s processional icon (utsavamiirti) leaves the
temple building, Vedanta DeSika is honored. With ca. 200 such occasions annually,
there is constant contact between the god and the dcarya. In this regard, the in-
teraction between Varadaraja and Vedanta Desika differs profoundly from the
interaction with any other Vaisnava Alvar or dcarya enshrined in the Varadaraja
temple. Background to this intimate connection is the Vatakalai affiliation of the
temple and many of its trustees (see below), and the fact that Vedanta Degika’s
birth place is in Kanchipuram (in Tappul, adjacent to the Dipaprakasa temple). In
addition, Varadaraja is thought of as Vedanta DeSika’s favorite deity, as evidenced
for example by the text Varadardajaparicasat authored by him. Vedanta Desika
is—as Tappul Tecikar—also installed in a shrine adjacent to the Dipaprakasa
temple, where he is served by the temple’s Vaikhanasa priests. Varadaraja, in
contrast, follows the Paficaratra ritual tradition. Here, only the Paficaratra priests
of this temple are allowed to perform worship.>*

This situation requires mutual accommodation on those occasions, when Tappul
Tecikar visits the god Varadaraja within his temple. This is the case on the occasion
of Tappul Técikar’s birth naksatra, which often falls in the Navaratri time. On that
day, the Tecikar-Mankalacasanam (Vedanta DeSika’s ‘auspicious felicitations’ of
Varadaraja) is celebrated in the Varadaraja temple, in parallel to the Navaratri
rituals. For this festival, Tappul Técikar is placed in one of Varadaraja’s palan-
quins and is carried through town to the Varadaraja temple, accompanied by the
Vaikhanasa priests of the Dipaprakasa temple. However, when the palanquin with
Tappul Técikar’s mirti reaches the entrance gopuram of the Varadaraja temple
and is taken inside the temple compound, the Vaikhanasa priests hand over the
palanquin to the Paficaratra priest of the Varadaraja temple (see Fig. 4, see Map. 6).%

Tappul Técikar is now served by the Paficaratra priests of the Varadaraja
temple, while the Vaikhanasa priests from the Dipaprakasa temple remain at the
temple’s entrance. From here, Tappul Técikar starts an extended visit to the di-
verse shrines within the Varadaraja temple, while Vedanta Desika’s compositions

53 Vedanta DeSika’s murti shares the shrine with Kanyakotikumaratatadesika and his
wife Sr1 Ammankar. Moreover, a metal utsavamurti of Hayagriva is worshipped in
this shrine.

54 Among the four brothers only Dipaprakasa is a Vaikhanasa temple, the other three
are Paficaratra temples.

55 Thisis not the case when Dipaprakasa comes to Varadaraja’s temple door during Dipa-
prakasa’s “great festival”, as the deity does not enter Varadaraja’s temple compound.
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Fig. 4 Handing over of the pallanquin with Tappul Técikar from Dipaprakasa’s
Vaikhanasa priests to Varadaraja’s Paficaratra priests. © Ute Hiisken, 9.10.2008.

Vaikhanasa/Paficaratra priests

Visnu-Kanchi

Paficaratra

Yathoktakart

Paficaratra
Varadaraja

Vaikhanasa .

Map 6 Procession route of Tappul Técikar when he visits Varadaraja once a year.
© Ute Hiisken, based on the map in Porcher 1985: 27.
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are chanted. He only returns to his own shrine in Tappul late at night, again
attended by Dipaprakasa’s Vaikhanasa priests.*® There is, however, a slight im-
balance in treatment, as one can observe when Varadaraja once a year enters
the compound of the Vaikhanasa Dipaprakasa temple: During Mohini Avatara
(the 5th day of Varadaraja’s brahmotsava festival) Varadaraja circumambulates
the Dipaprakasa temple building within the temple walls, yet without entering
the temple building. On that occasion, no change of priests takes place.*’ I suspect
that this difference in treatment expresses the perceived higher status of the
Varadaraja arcakas compared to those of Dipaprakasa and Tuppul Técikar.

Dipaprakasa and Varadaraja: A close Vatakalai connection

Even though Dipaprakasa among the three ‘brothers’ is the furthest away from
Varadaraja, during his brahmotsava festival he makes his way to the Varadaraja
temple daily. He is very welcome there, as the two Visnus share their Vatakalai
affiliation:*® Both temples have been dominated by the Vatakalai tradition (as
trustees) for several centuries, and most, if not all, Vatakalai Srivaisnavas affiliated
with the Dipaprakasa temple are also intensely involved in the proceedings and
have inherited ritual rights in the Varadaraja temple. This is a very important
fact for an assessment of the contemporary ritual connections between the two
sacred sites.

As mentioned, Vedanta Desika, the main acdarya of the Vatakalais, was born in
Tappul, just next door to the Dipaprakasa temple.>® His shrine is adjacent to the
Dipaprakasa temple and is served by the same (Vatakalai) priests. Also, the trustees
of the Dipaprakasa temple and the Tappul Técikar shrine are identical. Often the
rituals for Dipaprakasa are performed in Tappul Técikar’s shrine with Tappul
Tecikar’s murti as onlooker and honored guest. It seems that the Vatakalais in the
Dipaprakasa temple have for quite some time enjoyed autonomy, “undisturbed”
by the Tenkalais. It even seems to me that the Vatakalais of the Dipaprakasa tem-
ple avoid contact with the Tenkalais as much as possible: During several of his
brahmotsava processions, Varadaraja visits Tappul Técikar in his shrine—yet

56 For details, see Varada Tatacharya 1978, and Madhavan 2007: 49-51.

57 When I witnessed this procession on 15.5.2006, I was told by two employees of the
Varadaraja temple that Varadaraja shows respect to his older brother in this way.

58 The priests of both temples are also of the Vatakalai affiliation; the murtis and all
other paraphernalia bear the corresponding sect marks, which are also painted on
the temple walls.

59 Vedanta Desika praises Dipaprakasa in his Saranagatidipika.
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Fig. 5 Yali vahana bearing a Tenkalai sect mark on the chest during Varadaraja’s
brahmotsava in 2009. © Ute Hiisken 8.6.2009.

these visits are restricted to those vehicles (vahana) of Varadaraja which bear
a Vatakalai sect mark. Significantly, the processions with the Yali vahana, which
bears a Tenkalai sect mark (see Fig. 5), does not pass by the Tappul Técikar shrine.®

The increasing tension between the two groups and the ‘ban’ of the Tenkalais
from their long-standing ritual rights in the Varadaraja temple might have been
the background to an open conflict between the two groups in late 2023. On the
19th of November 2023, the Tenkalai assembly attempted to join the Vatakalais’
Tiviyapirapantam recitations in front of Tappul Técikar in the Sannati street, in
front of the Varadaraja temple.®' Generally, the gosthi (reciting congregation)
accompanying Tappul Técikar to the Varadaraja temple consists of the Vatakalais
alone. Therefore, the Vatakalais objected that the Tenkalais join their recitation,

60 This assessment was not shared by my conversation partners—my respondents claim
that the different (and shorter) procession route for Yali is chosen to save time, and
because Yali is a very heavy vahana.

61 See https://www.puthiyathalaimurai.com/tamilnadu/clash-between-two-sides-over-
chanting-of-prabandham-commotion-in-kanchipuram; last accessed 7.1.2024.
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referring to the stay order that prevented the Tenkalais from reciting inside the
Varadaraja temple—which, according to the Tenkalais, did not ban then from
reciting outside of the temple. Police and members of the Hindu Religious Endow-
ment Board were called to the spot; they decided that both parties could recite,
albeit under heavy police protection.

Astabhuja and Varadaraja: A surprising
Vatakalai-Tenkalai connection

Membership of the Tenkalai or the Vatakalai school and the division of the spe-
cialists in temple ritual into the Paficaratrins and the Vaikhanasas are essentially
separate issues. Nevertheless, the division of Vaisnavas into the Vatakalai and
the Tenkalai also had and still has major effects on the organization of the ritual
specialists in Visnu temples. As mentioned, membership of one or the other
group is advertised through the sect marks (@rdhvapundra) worn on the forehead
and on other parts of the body (see Jagadeesan 1989, chap. 5). In a temple, these
marks are in most cases also applied on the god’s image and the temple walls.
Also the temple priests wear the sect mark and thereby show their affiliation
to one of the two groups, the Tenkalai or the Vatakalai. At the same time, an
arcaka is always also either Paficaratrin or Vaikhanasa. While the division into
the Vatakalais and the Tenkalais in itself only concerns the devotees, it also often
has an effect on temple ritual (Colas 1995: 123f.). Thus, today a Vaikhanasa priest
who wears a Vatakalai sect mark is usually not allowed to touch the image of the
god Parthasarathi in the Tenkalai Parthasarathi temple in Chennai, even though
the ritual there is Vaikhanasa. In many cases sectarian disunity overrides the
affiliation to a ritual tradition. Despite such issues, the rift between the Vatakalais
and the Tenkalais has never permeated the priestly groups entirely: Among both
Vaikhanasas and Paficaratrins, intermarriage between Vatakalais and Tenkalais is
not uncommon.® Whether individual priests belong to the Vatakalai or Tenkalai
fold is only important because of the respective temple’s sectarian affiliation and
the public pressure (especially the pressure by the trustees) resulting from this.

Yet the Tenkalai/Vatakalai distinction does not prevent priestly cooperation
entirely, as we can see from aspects of the relationship between the Tenkalai

62 Intermarriage is, for example, practiced between the Melkote priestly families (Tenkalai)
and one priestly family of the Varadaraja temple in Kanchipuram (Vatakalai). Moreover,
many of the young Vatakalai Varadaraja priests are educated in the Tenkalai temple in
Melkote, where they wear a Tenkalai sect mark when serving in the local Visnu temple.
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priests of the Astabhuja temple and the Vatakalai priests of the Varadaraja temple.
One specific family among Vararadaja’s hereditary priests for a number of years
were the main performers during the brahmotsava and pavitrotsava festivals
at the Tenkalai Astabhuja temple.®®* They wore the “protective cord” (kappu/
raksabandha), acting as the main priests (dcarya) during the major festivals at
the Astabhuja temple. The local Tenkalai priests were then involved, but as sub-
ordinate priests. This practice however was discontinued with the death of the
two most senior priests of the Vatakalai priestly family, and for the re-inaugu-
ration ritual after a major temple renovation in the Astabhuja temple in late
February 2024, a Tenkalai priest from Melkote was asked to act as main performer.
Yet the earlier practice, when the Vatakalai priests lead the performance in the
Tenkalai Astabhuja temple, is a clear indication that on the priestly level the
Vatakalai/Tenkalai distinction is less important than the Vaikhanasa/Paficaratra
distinction and hereditary rights.

Conclusion

The earliest texts mentioning the four Visnu temples, the Alvars’ hymns, show
an earlier focus on other Visnu temples in Kanchipuram rather than the “four
brothers,” who are the major focus of the later mahatmya texts, and especially
of the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya. Also, during the time of the Alvars, the sacred
spaces were not imagined as connected with each other but the temples/Visnus
were described as separate sacred spaces. It might well be that the temples were
not thought of as a pilgrimage circuit. This idea appeared only later, when the
divyadesas were ‘collected’ and listed in the Alvars’ hagiographies and guruparam-
paras. Then, the divyadesas were conceived and propagated as part of one (or
more) pilgrimage circuits (Young 2014: 361). With the focus of ritual and economic
activities shifting from the Ulakalantar temple in in the centre of the city to the
Yathoktakarl and to the Varadaraja temple in Kanchipuram’s East, and pilgrimage
as a major religious activity coming to the fore, the mahatmyas provide the rel-
evant background, albeit each ‘sectarian’ mahatmya clearly has its own agenda.
It always depends on the audience and the context, which mode of belonging is
activated: Vaisnava, Saiva, or Sakta.

In line with the Alvars’ hymns, the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya acknowledges
the older age of Varadaraja’s three ‘brothers’, but presents Varadaraja as their
‘culmination’, resulting from Brahma’s Vedic sacrifice—possibly by this move

63 In August 2005 I witnessed one such pavitrotsava festival in the Astabhuja temple.
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also trying to integrate the value system of the orthodox Vedic Brahmanism and
the idea of pilgrimage.®* The pilgrimages promoted by the sthalapuranas then
established a variety of connections between the sacred spaces and allowed also
the “transmission, exchange and circulation of ideas and beliefs, which influenced
and enriched the community ideology” (Dutta 2010: 20)—but also contestations
over the control of community resources, “thereby developing multiple contexts
for the crystallisation of various sectarian affiliations, which were finally grouped
as the Vatakalai and Tenkalai” (p. 20).

Different and competing connections are at work not only between sacred
spaces belonging to different Hindu communities (Vaisnava, Saiva, Sakta), but
also within the Vaisnava tradition. Understanding the Visnu temples as “brothers”
is a contemporary interpretation, establishing a hierarchical network among the
temples, with Varadaraja at the top. Here, for the priests (arcakas) the affiliation
to one of two ritual traditions remains very relevant: Since the Vaikhanasa and
the Paficaratra traditions exclude each other, the ritual handling of the murtis
and the ritual activity within the temple precincts is the exclusive privilege of
the respective agamic traditions of the temples. Thus, if a Vaikanasa processional
image enters a Paficaratra temple, the handling of the miirti is taken over by the
priests of the local tradition. Of course, other scenarios would also be conceivable:
One could imagine that the Vaikhanasa priests would insist that no Paficaratrin
could handle the Vaikhanasa miirti. However, the decision of which connection
is more important depends on a number of factors—in this case, the prevailing
solution seems to be a combination of the power and influence of the Vatakalai
Srivaisnavas, who are trustees in both the Dipaprakasa and the Varadaraja tem-
ples, and of the power and influence of the Paficaratra arcakas of the Varadaraja
temple, who insist that within ‘their’ temple walls only they can perform ritual
activities. The Paficaratra/Vaikhanasa distinction of Vaisnava ritual traditions
in South India is old, and it seems to be in the interest of both priestly groups to
maintain this distinction, in spite of a certain (hierarchically determined) coop-
eration.®® Yet the power imbalance between the relevant temples makes itself
felt here, too: The Vaikhanasa priests of the Dipaprakasa temple leave “their”
murti to the Paficaratra Varadaraja priests at the temple entrance, whereas the

64 Dutta (2010: 18) argues that sectarian identities “were always fluid and underwent
constant reconfigurations under the influence of the pilgrimage network, which pro-
vided a space for a continuous interface between various social and political groups,
ideas and cultural values.”

65 Even though the normative ritual texts explicitly rule out the “mix of tradition”, there
is evidence in the Vaikhanasa-samhitas that there were occasions when the two tra-
ditions had to cooperate within one temple: The Yajfiadhikara, for example, ordains
that those employees of a temple who are not Vaikhanasas must undergo the initiation
relevant for Paficaratrins.
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Varadaraja priests enter the Vaikhanasa Dipaprakasa temple compound (though
not the temple building) with “their” marti.

Yet changes did take place in the past and continue to take place now. Power
and influence within the networks of sacred spaces are expressed and negotiated
through ritual activity. Many such negotiations take place between the Vatakalai
and the Tenkalai Vaisnava communities within Kanchipuram: For centuries,
the Varadaraja temple has been the site of this conflict, which at the moment
seems to escalate again, this time even severing the ties between two of the four
temples. Here, the donors, trustees, and other hereditary right holders within
the respective temples exert major influence. It is about their ritual rights and
honors which translate into social standing. While thus the Vatakalai/Tenkalai
distinction continues to impact the relationship between the trustees and others
who have a say on what can and cannot be done in a temple, this distinction is not
as relevant for the priests, as we can see from the Vatakalai (Paficaratra) arcakas
performing rituals in the (Paficaratra) Tenkalai Astabhuja temple.

A sacred site or temple potentially belongs to several different networks at
the same time. The connections between the sacred sites or temples might pull
into different directions, sometimes the pull might even be so strong that an-
other connection is disrupted. New connections between the sacred sites and
different ‘pulls’ might appear over time, while others might lose their relevance,
or disappear altogether.

Acknowledging the examples of Varadaraja’s increasing prominence in and
after the fourteenth century, of Yathoktakari’s contemporary attempts to rise to
prominence, and the emerging competition between Varadaraja and Yathok-
takari, we clearly need to acknowledge that connections between sacred sites
are typically of unequal strength, or gravity. Connections are dynamic, and the
centre of gravity, or ‘pull’ of connections within the networks, can change over
time. When analyzing the connections between sacred sites, we therefore need
to take into account the ‘relative strength’ of certain connection within the larger
network, and the interaction of different networks in which several sacred sites
participate. Only then we will start to understand the complex power dynamics
that allow certain sites to rise to prominence, and others to be forgotten.

Table 1.
Name in Sanskrit / Tamil Ritual tradition Vaisnava affiliation
Dipaprakasa / Vilakkoli Perumal Vaikhanasa Vatakalai
Astabhuja / Astapuja Perumal Paricaratra Tenkalai
YathoktakarT / Conna Vannam Ceyta Perumal Paricaratra Tenkalai
Varadaraja / Varataraja Perumal Paficaratra Vatakalai
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Temple Arithmetic
Brother Temples of Kerala

Introduction

Nalampalam (Malayalam “four temples”) is the popular name for a cluster of
four temples dedicated to the sons of Dasaratha from the Ramayana epic—Rama,
Laksmana, Bharata and Satrughna—in the South Indian state of Kerala. The most
famous cluster among the various nalampalams consists of the Sr1 Ramasvami tem-
ple in Thriprayar, the Katalmanikyam temple dedicated to Bharata in Irinjalakuda,
the Sri Laksmanapperumal temple in Moozhikkulam, and the Satrughna temple
in Payammal (Vaidyanathan 2011: 123-34). The four temples are located within
the Thrissur and Ernakulam districts (central Kerala), within a radius of ca. fifty
kilometers.

Princess Gouri Lakshmi Bayi claims that the nalampalam’s founding myth is
given in the Malayalam sthalapurana of the Sri Laksmanapperumal temple; she
also mentions the existence of a Sanskrit sthalapurana (Bayi 2013: 332-33).

Fig. 1 Nalampalam cluster
(from the left at the top:
the Sr1 Ramasvami temple
in Thriprayar, the Sri
Laksmanapperumal temple
in Moozhikkulam, from
the left at the bottom:

the Bharata temple in
Irinjalakuda, the Satrughna
temple in Payammal).

=" Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2023.
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2 Location of the nalampalam network, source: Google Maps.

However, the myth appears to be in circulation mostly in oral transmission." Its
description can be found in three modern nalampalam mahatmyas, i.e., Nalam-
palam Tirtthaydtra and Sree Koodalmaanikyam: History and Legend, both au-
thored by T. Venugopal, and the Nalampalamahatmyam by Radhakrishnan
Pottaykkal (see more in the section Nalampalam in textual sources). All three
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One of the main objectives of my case study was to identify and study premodern
mahatmyas or sthalapuranas of the temples that nowadays form the nalampalam
cluster. However, it appears that this kind of textual sources most probably do not
exist. By employing the term sthalapurana, Princess Gouri Lakshmi Bayi meant oral
narratives which remain (nowadays widely) in circulation in Kerala. She was not
aware of the existence of any premodern written sources recoding the nalampalam
founding myth (personal communication 2023). Till date, I was not able to trace
any premodern nalampalam sthalapuranas or mahatmyas. Moreover, the consulted
senior scholars from several Keralan universities, replied to my inquiries stating
that the texts that I am looking for do not exist, since the temple network—i.e., the
interconnections which cause the four temples in question to figure in the collective

consciousness as a coherent set of interlinked religious institutions—is a relatively
recent phenomenon.
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sources are consistent while citing the myth of origin of the four brother temples
in Kerala; no discrepancy in the narrative is to be observed. The account relates
that the icons of Rama, Laksmana, Bharata and Satrughna were pajamirtis be-
longing to Krsna, which he worshipped in Dvaraka. After Dvaraka sunk into the
sea, the icons of the four brothers drifted to the Kerala coast, near Thriprayar.
There they were caught in the nets of the local fishermen. At that time, one
Vakkayil Kaimal—a minister of the Ayirar Kovilakam of Ponnani—had a dream
about the icons floating in the sea. Kaimal, being an ardent devotee, hastened to
the seashore. There, the fishermen who found the mirtis passed them on to him.
After conducting the dévaprasna ritual (“question put to the deity,” Tarabout
2007: 85), the proper locations for the icons’ installation were selected. Thus, the
temples were built in Thriprayar, Irinjalakuda, Moozhikkulam, and Payammal
(Bayi 2013: 332-33).

Apart from the abovementioned temples in Thriprayar, Irinjalakuda, Moozhik-
kulam and Payammal, there are at least three more sets of nalampalam temples
located respectively in Malappuram district; Ernakulam and Kottayam districts;
and in the Kottayam district. These sets of nalampalam are arranged in more
compact clusters—the temples are situated within a range of a few kilometers
from each other.

The temples belonging to the clusters in question seem to be brought together
predominantly by the association with the Ramayana narrative. Each cluster
includes four temples, each dedicated to one of the four brothers—sons of
Dasaratha. Furthermore, most of the temples constituting the clusters are as-
sociated with a selected Ramayana episode—an association about which dev-
otees are informed by the modern nalampalam mahatmyas, temples’ websites
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and social media profiles (e.g., Facebook and Instagram profiles of the temples),
oral narratives, etc. The connection with the Ramayana theme is also articulat-
ed through the temples’ ritualistic practice, which is interpreted, primarily by
the modern nalampalam mahatmyas, in terms of its interconnections with the
Ramayana narrative, as, for instance, the ritual reenactments of the particular
episodes during annual temple festivals. Finally, what brings nalampalam to-
gether and institutes them into set(s) of connected places or temple network(s)
is the pilgrimage practice of nalampalayatra—a custom of pilgrimage to all four
brother temples during one day, following a fixed order of visiting the temples.

In this article, I focus on the multi-layered bonds that bring the nalampalam sets
together, mostly oscillating around the Ramayana theme, by analysing sources
which articulate those bonds, that is, modern mahatmyas/sthalapuranas of the
temples in question, local oral traditions, temple rituals and festivals, temple
paintings and sculptures, as well as tools of modern communication as, for in-
stance, social media, online apps, etc.?

Temples’ historical setting

The available materials on the history of the major nalampalam set of four temples
(the S$r1 Ramasvami temple in Thriprayar, the Katalmanikyam temple dedicated
to Bharata in Irinjalakuda, the Sr1 Laksmanapperumal temple in Moozhikkulam,
and the Satrughna temple in Payammal) do not indicate any connection between
particular sites that may have allowed us to see them as a temple network. It
seems that the only historical materials that might aid establishing further link-
age between the institutions in question are the temple murals found in the
Thriprayar and Moozhikkulam, which depict selected Ramayana episodes. The
murals from the $r1 Ramasvami temple in Thriprayar are dated to ca. eighteenth
century, while the Moozhikkulam murals remain undated.

While it is often not easy to gather any more specific information concerning
a history of some of the Keralan religious institutions,? in the case of the main

2 The materials presented in this article have been collected by me during several
fieldtrips to Kerala, which were conducted across the years 2022-24.

3 As, forinstance, in the case of Sankaran mathas in Kerala, which, despite being wealthy
and influential religious centres for centuries, covering the entire area of the region
with a network of dependent institutions, seem to have very limited number of pre-
served historical documents recording their past. Except for only one matha, the ar-
chives containing the monasteries’ administrative documents seem to have vanished
(see Nowicka 2022).
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nalampalam cluster, two of the temples, i.e., Irinjalakuda and Moozhikkulam,
belong to the thirty-two so called ‘original Brahmin settlements’ in Kerala.
Thus, these two were investigated by historians such as Kesavan Veluthat, and
Thriprayar temple murals were studied by M. Nambirajan and S. Suresh. Before
proceeding further, I briefly locate the said temples in a historical and geograph-
ical setting by referring to the current scholarship.

According to Kesavan Veluthat, several Brahmin settlements were established in
Kerala well before the rule of the Céra Perumals of Mahodayapuram (ca. 800-1124).
As he explains, the Brahmins of Kerala originally settled in thirty-two gramas
(villages), enumerated in the Kéralolpatti (“The Origin of Kerala”, ca. seventeenth
century).* According to the narrative, Parasurama created the land of Malanatu
by throwing his arrow(s) into the Arabian Sea, thereby making the sea recede.
As is stated in the account, he then peopled the newly created region—between
Gokarna and Kanyakumari—with Brahmins, brought from the north, who were
subsequently settled in sixty four gramas, out of which thirty-two were in the
present day Kerala, and the other thirty-two in Tulunatu.” Each of the said Brah-
min villages of Kerala has been centered around a temple, which formed a social,
religious, political, and economical nucleus (Veluthat 2013: 1-11).

Irinjalakuda (Irunkatikkatal) grama, where the Katalmanikyam temple ded-
icated to Bharata is located, belonged to the group of the early Brahmin set-
tlements. The temple was extremely wealthy and possessed vast land estates.
Moozhikkulam (Mulikkalam) was one of the most important Brahmin settlements
in Kerala. In the $r1 Laksmanapperumal temple, located in this village, there are
two inscriptions of the Céra Perumals of Mahodayapuram, that is, of Indu Kota,
dated to 948 CE; and of Bhaskara Ravi, dated to 1010 CE. Furthermore, inside the
temple there is an undated mural depicting Rama’s coronation (Veluthat 2013:
27-28).

Regarding the other two nalampalam temples, the coastal city Thriprayar,
which did not belong to the thirty-two original gramas, hosts the temple dedi-
cated to Rama. The temple is situated on the bank of the Karuvannur River. The

4 Keralolpattiis composed in prose, in Sanskritized Malayalam. It narrates, in the puranic
style, Kerala’s history since its creation by Parasurama (Veluthat 2009: 133). There
exist many recensions of Keralolpatti, giving a mythical account of the origin of Kerala
(ulpatti “origin”; Keralolpatti “The Origin of Kérala”), like, for instance, the ulpatti titled
Jambudvipolpatti, which is a northern recension of the narrative giving a legendary
account of the Malanatu’s beginnings (Vielle 2014: 17).

5 Tulunatu—the region spreading across south Karnataka and north Kerala. It covers
the districts of Udupi and Dakshina Kannada in Karnataka, and the northern part
of the Keralan Kasaragod district up to the Payasvini River. The ethnic group of this
region, referred to as Tuluvas, speaks the Tulu language. See Bhat 1975.
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exterior wall of the srikovil (sanctum sanctorum) is covered with paintings pre-
served in a fairly good condition. The wall contains twenty-seven panels which
are dated to ca. eighteenth century (Nambirajan and Suresh 2015: 136). The panels
deal with various themes—some of them refer to the Vaisnava mythology and
particular Ramayana episodes, such as Rama’s coronation and the asvamedha-
yajfia performed by Rama (p. 140, 181). Besides, the temple compound features
some modern-looking murals, depicting Ramadyana episodes as well—the one
on the left side of the main gate shows Sugriva reclaiming the vanara kingdom,
and Rama’s coronation. However, these murals seem to be modern productions.

The fourth temple from the main nalampalam cluster, the Satrughna temple
in Payammal, is the smallest and apparently least significant in historical terms.
It is located in the tiny village Payammal, seven kilometers away from the Irin-
jalakuda temple. The temple website refers to one episode allegedly connected
with the Tipu Sultan invasion (1789-1792), which sheds some light on its dating.
During the period of Tipu Sultan, this temple suffered severe damages. In order
to protect the icon of Satrughna from Tipu’s army, the temple priests took the
paficaloha (metallic alloy containing five metals: brass, bronze, copper, gold,
silver) miurti from the srikovil and hid it in the temple pond.® If the narrated
account is historically accurate, it might indicate that by the eighteenth century
the temple was already in existence.

The available historical records, as well as literary sources, do not indicate any
particular connections between the nalampalam temples of Kerala. The only ma-
terial which might serve as a basis for developing further links between the four
brother temples are the murals featuring particular Ramayana episodes, which
can be seen in the Thriprayar $r1 Ramasvami temple and the Moozhikkulam Sri
Laksmanapperumal temple, the former, as already mentioned, dated to ca. eigh-
teenth century. The murals, however, do not seem to feature the episodes which
are ascribed to particular temples by the modern nalampalam mahatmyas. They
do not occur in the narrative’s successive stages either. The paintings decorating
the temples represent various Ramayana themes. The only repeating mural is
the one depicting Rama’s coronation—it is to be found both in the Thriprayar
and the Moozhikkulam temples. This particular episode is in turn connected
with the Irinjalakuda temple and is re-enacted there in the grand scale Kathakali
performance which takes place during the annual Katalmanikyam temple festi-
val. This might point to the presumption that the nalampalam concept is a later
development, and of a relatively recent origin.

6 Nowadays, the original paficaloha murti is not traceable anymore, although efforts
have been made to retrieve it from the temple pond, situated in the back yard of the
temple complex.
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Nalampalam in textual sources

The links between the nalampalam temples are mainly articulated through the
modern mahatmya writing,” which narrates the founding myth shared by the
four temples, regarding the icons’ origin appearance, when caught in the nets of
local fishermen. In addition, the modern mahatmyas connect selected Ramayana
episodes with some of the temples,® inform about the pilgrimage practice and
the darsana order, explain ritual practice in particular temples in terms of inter-
connections between the institutions—such as the ritual re-enactments of selected
Ramayana episodes,’ and provide details on the annual festivals (utsavam) in
each of the four temples. In this article, I have used five such textual sources,
among which four are in Malayalam and one in English. All were published
within the last two decades by small, local publishing houses.

These inexpensive printed pilgrim’s guidebooks are available at the small
book stalls situated near the temples’ main entrances. As Andrea Pinkney shows,
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Fig.4 Modern mahatmya writing on nalampalam. Photo: Olga Nowicka.

7  On the modern mahatmya writing in the context of Uttarakhand, see Pinkney 2013.

8 Nalampalam mahatmyas describe the nalampalam temples to be connected with se-
lected Ramayana episodes, for instance, the Irinjalakuda temple to be connected with
the episode of Bharata waiting in Ayodhya for Rama’s return from exile. However, not
all temples constituting nalampalam clusters are associated with Ramdayana episodes.

9 Among the ritual re-enactments of the Ramdyana episodes there are, inter alia, a ritual
of setubandhana (“the construction of a bridge”) annually observed by the Thriprayar
$r1 Ramasvami temple, which evokes the events from the Ramdyana; and a grand
scale Kathakali performance of the Sriramapattabhisekam, a ritual re-enactment of
Rama’s coronation, which is staged every year during an annual temple festival in
the Katalmanikyam temple.
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these booklets not only “appropriate the name of mahatmya but also exploit the
conventions of the classical genre in distinctively modern ways” (Pinkney 2013:
234). James G. Lochtefeld, who examined a series of Haridwar mahatmyas from
the beginning of the twentieth century, described this kind of literary sources as
blending site’s “promotion and interpretation” (Lochtefeld 2010: 224). In addition
to adopting the classical mahatmya conventions, the locally produced modern
mahatmyas also introduce detailed travel information, road maps, images of
gods, temples, and temples’ precincts (in drawn images or photographs), dis-
tances between pilgrimage sites with travel directions (also for the use of the
public transport such as buses); temples’ exact addresses and contact details;
descriptions of temple offerings with price lists; calendar of the temples’ festi-
vals; and texts of the stotras for religious recitation. As Pinkney observes, while
there are many continuities between classical and contemporary mahatmyas, the
genre innovation lies in including the up-to-date information and travel logistics,
therefore marking the difference between the said publications and the classical
atemporal mahdatmyas (Pinkney 2013: 252). Thus, the modern mahatmya writing
crosses temporalities and is deeply rooted in particular geospaces.

Till date I found three modern mahdatmyas of the nalampalam temples:
Nalampalam Tirtthayadtra and Sree Koodalmaanikyam: History and Legend, both
authored by T. Venugopal, and the Nalampalamahatmyam by Radhakrishnan
Pottaykkal. The Sree Koodalmaanikyam is written in English, the other two works
are in Malayalam. The Nalampalamahatmyam was first published in 2005, and
was reissued six times in 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2017, and 2019. The current edi-
tion of the Nalampalam Tirtthayatra was published in 2018, yet, according to the
booklet, it is the twelfth reprint. The Sree Koodalmaanikyam: History and Legend
has no information on the date of its publishing.

Another publication that I came across, titled Ramayanakathakalum Nalam-
palannalum and authored by Kuttipula Ravi, which however does not belong to
the mahatmya genre, describes in detailed manner not only the main nalampalam
cluster, but also the smaller clusters as well. It was published in 2017.

All four texts are very recent publications, produced in the last two decades. It
is important to note that earlier texts do not seem to mention the nalampalam con-
cept. For example, another modern mahatmya, a mahatmya of the Kutalmanikyam
temple, Sri Kutalmanikyam Caritrasamksépam, authored by Paykkattii Parameés-
varan Nampitirippatl (the current edition from 2018, reissued nine times), which
was first published in the year 1963, does not refer to the nalampalam or nalam-
palam tirtthayadtra concept at all. It might suggest that at the time of the work’s
composition the four temples in Thriprayar, Irinjalakuda, Moozhikkulam, and
Payammal weren’t perceived as a cluster yet.

The nalampalam mahatmyas, like other modern mahatmyas, provide the dev-
otees with the practical guiding information concerning the nalampalayatra,

264



Temple Arithmetic

which, they explain, is supposed to be undertaken during the Ramayana masam
(“Ramayana month,” i.e., Karkkatakam month; July-August). They include, along
with the temples’ addresses, the road indications and maps sketching the route of
the nalampalam pilgrimage, with marked landmarks, bus stops, road names, and
the names of the villages passed on the way to the four brother temples. Most
importantly, while informing about the temple offerings and festivals, they also
interpret ritual practice in the particular nalampalam temples in terms of their in-
terconnections.’ Furthermore, these texts relate the particular Ramayana episodes,
localised in the Keralan geospace," which they connect with some of the nalam-
palam temples (not only from the main cluster), thereby making the local pilgrimage
route meaningful for the pilgrims. For instance, the Irinjalakuda Katalmanikyam
temple’s Bharata is awaiting the return of Rama from the fourteen-years long exile,
having just learned from Hanuman that Rama is already on the way to Ayodhya;
the Moozhikkulam temple is associated with the episode of angry Laksmana intend-
ing to kill Bharata—he confused intentions of Bharata, who approached Rama in
order to pass over the reins of the kingdom, but was soon appeased after learning
of Bharata’s innocence—while the Thriprayar Rama temple is connected with the
episode of Hanuman returning from Lanka and informing Rama that he has seen
there Sita who was abducted by Ravana. The Satrughna temple in Payammal does

10 To enumerate several instances: the ritual of setubandhana (“the construction of
a bridge”) annually observed by the Thriprayar $r1 Ramasvami temple, which
evokes the events from the Ramayana; Cakyar kutti performed in the Thriprayar
$ri Ramasvami temple every year in the month of Vr§cikam featuring Ramayana
episode of Hanuman meeting Sita in Lanka and subsequently informing Rama about
it; Thriprayar $ri Ramasvami offering, consisting of firing crackers (Mal. katina), inter-
preted as a commemoration of Hanuman’s return after his search for Sita and delivering
amessage that he has seen her; ritual re-enactment of the Thriprayar Rama’s coronation
during the Kathakali performance of the Sriramapattabhisekam in the Kaitalmanikyam
temple (see section Interconnections articulated through ritual practice).

11 An earlier example of this mechanism can be observed for instance in Vilvapurana—
the premodern Malayalam sthalapurana of the Vilvadrinatha temple (“Lord of the Vilva
tree mountain”) in Thiruvilvamala, in the Thrissur region, which is dedicated to Rama.
A palm-leaf manuscript with this text, stored in the Vatakke Matham Brahmasvam
in Thrissur, is dated to 1019 year of Kollam Era, that is 1842 CE. The sthalapurana
narrates the Ramayana episode where Sabari, an elderly woman ascetic, is featured.
The episode describes Sabari, who received Rama’s darsana and blessing due to her
devotion. After meeting Rama, who during his vanavasa came to her asrama, she
attained moksa. The most important feature of this particular account is the given
location of the SabarT’s asrama where she is visited by Rama himself and where she
subsequently attains moksa. Namely, her asrama is said to be at the top of the hill,
located by the Bharatappuzha river, in Thiruvilvamala in Kerala. As the sthalapurana
narrates, it is in the very place where Sabari attained liberation, that the Vilvadrinatha
temple, dedicated to Rama, was built.
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not seem to be associated with any particular Ramayana episode—till date I have
not found any particular association in the modern mahdatmya literature.

The episode connected with the Katalmanikyam temple is re-enacted during the
annual temple festival in the Kathakali performance of the Sriramapattabhisekam
(“Rama’s coronation”); the episode associated with the Thriprayar Rama temple
is re-enacted in the 12-day Cakyar katti performance, staged every year in the
Vrs$cikam month. As far as I know, in the Moozhikkulam and Payammal temples
there are no ritual re-enactments of the Ramayana episodes.

In the following sections I will present how the nalampalam concept is present-
ed in the modern mahatmya writing, and how these source materials articulate
the links between the brother temples through descriptions of common founding
myth, pilgrimage route, and sequences of ritualistic practices.

Nalampalaydtra

The pilgrimage pattern connecting the four temples (nalampalayatra; nalam-
paladarsanam) prescribes a visit to all the shrines in a particular order, in the
course of one day, sometime in the Karkkatakam month: one should first attend
the initial darsana in the Thriprayar Rama temple, then the morning worship in
the Irinjalakuda Bharata temple, the afternoon worship in the Moozhikkulam
Laksmana temple, and the evening worship in the Payammal Satrughna temple
(see Fig. 5). This specific order is prescribed by the mahatmyas; noteworthy, each
of the texts describes exactly the same sequence, together with the same timings,
for visiting particular shrines by the devotees. The description of the nalampa-
layatra is to be found in three modern mahatmyas: Nalampalam Tirtthayatra
(p. 10) and Sree Koodalmaanikyam: History and Legend (pp. 14-16), authored by
T. Venugopal, and the Nalampalamahatmyam (p. 6) by Radhakrishnan Pottaykkal.
Worthy of attention might be also the gradation of the importance of the deities,
which is implied by the pilgrimage scheme: Rama, Bharata, Laksmana, Satrughna.
This gradation of importance (which is also the brothers’ birth order) seems to
be reflected in the contemporary prominence of the said temples—the temples in
Thriprayar and Irinjalakuda attract significantly more pilgrims on the everyday
basis than the temples in Moozhikkulam and Payammal.

The pilgrimage to all four temples is supposed to be conducted within a single
day, which might also point to the recent establishing of this pilgrimage route,
since without a vehicle it would not be possible to visit all four temples within
such a short period of time.

The Karkkatakam month, which falls during the peak of the monsoon season
in Kerala, is considered as the period of rejuvenation—physically, as the people are
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Fig. 5 Nalampalayatra,
source: Moozhikkulam
$ri Laksmanapperumal
temple’s Facebook page,
accessed February 11,
2025.
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following specific ayurvedic treatments during this month, and nowadays it is also
often referred to as the time of spiritual purification. This latter designation is
expressed by the custom of daily Ramayana readings in temples and private house-
holds throughout the month, and of going on the nalampalayatra pilgrimage. For
instance, in the Thriprayar $r1 Ramasvami temple, a priest reads Ramayana every
morning for three hours, from 7.00 am till 10.00 am. The reading of the whole text
is usually completed within seven days and then restarted. It is important to note
that the Ramayana version that is read during the Kerala Ramayana masam is the
Malayalam Adhyatma Ramayanam Kilippattu,™ attributed to Tuficattii Ramanujan

12 “Parrot’s song”—an indigenous literary genre, characterised by the parrot-narrator
and the use of the Dravidian meters. The genre seems to have originated through this
particular text (Freeman 2003: 480). Eluttacchan’s work is a translation into Malayalam
of the North Indian Sanskrit fourteenth-century Adhyatma Ramayana.
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Fig. 6 Beginning of the Ramayana masam (Mal. ramayanamasarambham)
marked in the Keralan calendar. Photo: Olga Nowicka.
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Fig. 7 Ramayana masam in media. From the left: Adhyatma Ramayana;
Adhyatma Ramayana reading; newspaper article informing about the beginning
of the nalampalayatra season.
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Fig. 8 Nalampalam App—a journal of the nalampalam darsanam.
It can be downloaded from Google Play.

Eluttacchan, roughly dated to the sixteenth century™ (Freeman 2003: 480). Like
the nalampalamyatra, the practice of the Radmdyana reading during the Ramayana
masam seems to be rather a modern development, counting a few decades, as
conducted interviews with representatives of the local community seem to show.
The concept of the Ramayana masam is interlinked with the nalampalam pil-
grimage, and it appears to be nowadays widely present in the collective con-
sciousness of the Keralan society, as the information about the Ramayana month
appears in calendars and across the media (newspapers, internet news, Instagram,
Facebook, WhatsApp status). In addition, the particular temples forming the
various clusters actively advertise the pilgrimage, each within the cluster it be-
longs to. Boards with the nalampalayatra map are displayed in the vicinities of
the temples, numerous travel agencies and even the KSRTC (Kerala State Road
Transportation Corporation) advertise and promote travel packages, not only to
the main cluster but also the smaller ones. Even the smaller clusters are actively
attracting pilgrims—they have well designed websites and Facebook pages, and
they produce advertising posters. The temples themselves have undergone ex-
tensive renovations in the recent years due to the financial support of the visiting
pilgrims. One of the smaller clusters has also launched a pilgrimage app—the
nalampalam darsanam, which can be downloaded from Google Play.

13 Tuficatti Ramanujan Eluttacchan is considered to have contributed to the development
of the Malayalam language and literature.
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Interconnections articulated through ritual practice

The interconnections between the nalampalam temples, except of being articu-
lated by the modern mahatmya writing and the pilgrimage practice of nalampa-
layatra, seem to be expressed through the ritualistic practice and temple festivals.
The mahatmyas not only discuss in detail the rituals conducted in each of the
temples in question, but also give an interpretation of their performance, which
explains the links between the brother temples.

However, some of the interpretations expounded in the temple brochures
appear to be misleading. One of such instances is the Pattam Udayam celebration.
During Pattam Udayam (“rise of the tenth day”, 10th day of Dhanu) in the S$ri
Ramasvami temple in Thriprayar there is supposed to take place a commemora-
tion and an ‘re-enactment’ of the Ramayana episode in which Hanuman returns
from Lanka after the search of Sita and reports to Rama that he has seen her.
This episode is supposed to be alluded to by a procession (ghosayatra) that takes
place, in which the Hanuman image from a nearby temple (Erakulannara Siva
ksetram) is taken to the Thriprayar Ramasvami temple, crossing the Karuvannur
River (Nalampalamahatmyam 2005: 20). While I attended the festival, it turned
out that it was in fact Dharma Sasta (Ayyappan, son of Siva and Visnu in the form
of Mohini) who took part in the procession and was crossing the river, as I was
informed by the local priests. Thus, the brochure’s attempt to interpret the ritual
practice in this manner appears to be an example of imposing the temples’ in-
terconnections—it tries to inscribe temple’s ritual practice into the Ramayana
theme with a view of connecting all the nalampalam.

Another festival, called Utram Vilakk, takes place in the $ri Ramasvami temple
in Thriprayar just after the end of the biggest piiram (temple festival, of which
an important part is an elephant procession) in Kerala, i.e., Arattupula Param,
which takes place at the Arattupuzha temple, where the main deity is Sasta. For
the time of this festival the Thriprayar temple’s presiding deity leaves its abode
in order to attend the piiram in Arattupuzha as the festival’s main guest. It is
stated in the nalampalam mahatmyas that during the time of the Rama’s absence,
it is Bharata from the Katalmanikyam temple in Irinjalakuda who is in charge
of the temple. It is explained in the Nalampalamahatmyam that Utram Vilak-
ki performed in the Thriprayar Srl Ramasvami temple, being a recreation—on
a small scale—of the Arattupula Param (in which ca. thirty deities participate), is
performed so that Rama, after returning to his temple in Thriprayar, might relate
to Bharata, who was guarding the Thriprayar temple during Rama’s absence, the
events of the festival in Arattupuzha (Nalampalamahdatmyam 2005: 12—16). Just

14 Information obtained during fieldwork conducted in Kerala (25.12.2022).
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Fig.9 Pattam Udayam: the arriving of Dharma $asta, after crossing the river (to the left);
procession of Rama and $Sasta (to the right). Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2022.

before the return of Rama from Arattupuzha, a Brahmaniyamma (belonging to
the Ambalavasi caste, “temple-dwellers”, a group of Hindu castes customarily in-
volved in the occupations connected with the functioning of a temple), located in
the namaskara mandapa, where there is believed to be the presence of Hanuman,
sings brahmanippattu (songs sung in the temples during festivals, usually in the
Bhagavati temples). The songs contain inter alia references to some Ramayana
episodes, for example, Dasaratha’s putrakamesti yajfia (oblation in desire of con-
ceiving children), the birth of his sons, and the annaprasana (rice-feeding cere-
mony) of the four sons of Dasaratha; Hanuman after seeing Sitd in Lanka; Rama
and others preparing for the battle (yuddha)."

The SriKatalmanikyam Tiruvutsavam (that is, the festival of the Katalmanikyam
temple, the Bharata temple in Irinjalakuda) lasts for ten days and is one of the
biggest temple festivals in Kerala. The festival’s culmination is scheduled for
the ninth day, called Valiya Vilakku. The day’s climax is a grand scale Kathakali
performance of the Sriramapattabhisekam, the ritual re-enactment of Rama’s
coronation, from the Ramayana. It lasts from midnight up to ca. 7:00 AM and
engages as many as fourteen actors, a rare event for this particular performative
form. Throngs of devotees attend the event. The actor who plays Rama is treated
as god’s manifestation for the time of the performance. When the Kathakali
performance is over, devotees approach the scene from where prasadam is

15 Irecorded the song performance during fieldwork in Kerala in April 2023. The tran-
script of the recording was prepared by Dr Muralikrishnan MV, post-doctoral scholar
at the DiPiKA (Digitization and Preservation of the Kerala Archives) project, Thrissur.
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Fig. 11 Utram Vilakku. Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2023.
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distributed. According to Nalampalam Tirtthayatra, it is the coronation of
Thriprayar’s Rama that takes place during this event (Nalampalam Tirtthayatra
2018: 32).

The examples presented above show how the nalampalam concept is trans-
lated into the temples’ ritualistic practice. However, as it was pointed out in the
case of Pattam Udayam’s mahatmya interpretation, in some instances modern
mahdatmyas seem to force this concept on the existing traditions in order to in-
scribe some of the temples’ ritualistic practices into the Ramayana theme. This
specific mahatmya rhetoric seems to imply the modern sources of the nalampalam
clustering.

Moreover, the temples’ association with selected Ramayana episodes, and in
particular with the sons of Dasaratha, is expressed in its festival calendar. The
particular elements of the discussed rites articulate well the interconnections
between the shrines’ main deities, as the mentioned close relation between the
Thriprayar Rama and the Irinjalakuda Bharata who visit each other during fes-
tival processions and actively participate in temples’ ritualistic performance.

Noteworthy, the lack of symmetry between various discussed examples of
the ritualistic articulation of interconnections among the nalampalam does not
testify against it being considered a temple network or a set of connected places.
One should remember that the temples in Thriprayar and Irinjalakuda are more
prominent institutions than the temples in Moozhikkulam and Payammal. These
are Rama and Bharata temples which are renowned religious institutions—even
when perceived outside the nalampalam cluster—that attract crowds of devotees
all year round, and whose festivals are broadcasted live on the local television.
The temples in Moozhikkulam and Payammal are currently much less known, and
on a daily basis they are mostly visited by people living in the vicinity. Neverthe-
less, the nalampalam concept is imposed on those temples even though the Payam-
mal temple seems to attract less of attention within this set. As demonstrated, the
clustering is articulated and promoted mostly by the modern mahatmya writing
and enhanced by the said temples themselves. Despite the presence of numerous
shrines dedicated to figures of the Ramayana epic such as Hanumabn, Sita, etc., and
numerous temples dedicated to Rama himself across Kerala, the said mahatmyas
clearly define the set(s) of nalampalam by enumerating particular temples con-
stituting the cluster(s). No other temples connected with the Ramdyana narrative
are referred to as nalampalam—*“four temples”—since the term explicitly refers
to particular cluster(s) described by the modern mahatmyas. The strength of the
bonds connecting those temples, despite being probably modern clustering, is
testified to by the devotees’ perception. The nalampalam concept’s popularity
and presence in the Keralites’ collective consciousness is attested to by the large
number of pilgrims visiting those temples during the Karkkatakam month, as
well as the concept’s wide presence in various media.
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Fig. 12 Sri Katalmanikyam Tiruvutsavam—Valiya Vilakkii procession.
Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2023.

Fig. 13 S'rirémapattébhisekam. Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2023.
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Fig. 14 .S‘rirdmapa.t.tabhi.sekam. Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2023.
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Fig. 15 Sriramapattabhisekam. Photo: Olga Nowicka, 2023.
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Articulating interconnections through modern media

As already mentioned, the interconnections between the nalampalam temples
appear to be articulated also by means of modern media. Every year, as the month
of Karkkatakam approaches, the nalampalam founding myth is recapitulated and
circulated by the leading Keralan news providers, such as for instance Malayala
Manorama, a morning newspaper in Malayalam published in Kottayam, Kerala,
which also publishes an online edition. In an article titled The Nalambalam Yathra
and its message of sacrifice of the Malayala Manorama online edition, published
on the 30™ of June 2018, one can read:

When Dwaraka sank into the sea, the idols that were worshipped by Lord
Krishna were carried away by the current. Vakkayil Kaimal, a local feudal
lord, had a dream that idols of four-armed Vishnu were floating in the sea.
Next day, apparently, Kaimal was handed over the idols by fishermen. Leg-
end has it that Kaimal, on realizing the importance of these idols, consulted
with astrologers and installed them at four temples—the Nalambalam—
a Rama temple on the banks of Kuleepani Theertham [Thriprayar],
a Lakshmana temple on the banks of the Poorna river [Moozhikkulam],
a Bharata temple [Irinjalakuda] and a Shatrughna temple [Payammal]."®

Thereby, in this case the modern newspapers seem to fulfil the purpose of the
mahatmya writing by promoting the sacred sites, introducing the pilgrimage
pattern of the ndalampalayatra, and providing basic travel information.

One can learn from the article that “[a] visit to these four temples on one day
during Karkkidakom is said to bring you prosperity and blessings.” The author
instructs: “[i]t is ideal to set aside a day for the Nalambalam journey. Start early,
because you have to factor in the puja times at each temple and about 4 hours
in the afternoon when the temples will be closed after the noon puja. There are
plenty of small hotels and eateries along the way.” Similarly to the modern nalam-
palam mahatmyas, while promoting the nalampalam pilgrimage, it provides the
practical visualisations as maps, here created by such modern tool as Google Maps.

To the aid of those devotees who for whatever reason cannot go on the pilgrim-
age comes another achievement of modern technology, i.e., virtual reality. On
the website created for this purpose, devotees may catch a glimpse of the nalam-
palam temples and go on the pilgrimage by means of the “Nalampaladar§anam

16 The Nalambalam Yathra and its message of sacrifice, Onmanorama, https://www.onman
orama.com/travel/kerala/2018/06/30/the-nalambalam-yathra-ramayanamasam-thrip
rayar-koodalmanikyam-moozhikulam-payammal-religious-tourism.html [accessed
July 15, 2024].
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Fig. 16 Article in the Onmanorama.

@ oNnmanorama Source: https://www.onmanorama.com/
travel/kerala/2018/06/30/the-nalambalam-
yathra-ramayanamasam-thriprayar-
koodamanikyam-moozhikulam-
payammal-religious-tourism.html
[accessed July 15, 2024].
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360° Virtual Reality.” One click takes a person to—noteworthy—one of the smaller
nalampalam clusters located in the Kottayam district. The tool allows to see each
of the brother temples from the outside and from the inside in a 360° perspective,
accompanied by devotional songs played in the background. The text attached
to the vista guides pilgrims on the proper way of performance and its significance.
The website thus promotes the nalampalam pilgrimage to this particular—and
lesser known—Kottayam cluster.

Another practical tool created to facilitate the actual nalampalam pilgrimage
is a mobile app launched in 2021, which, according to the description provided,
is supposed to act as a pilgrims’ guide. The introduction of the tool was announced
in one of the leading Keralan newspapers—Mathrubhumi. The app, however,
just as the virtual reality site discussed earlier, refers to the nalampalam cluster
located in the Kottayam district only. Hence, it seems to indicate the intense efforts
of this cluster’s administering body to promote the four brother temples centered
around the small village of Ramapuram.

Besides the already discussed modern tools used to articulate interconnections
between the nalampalam temples and to advertise the nalampalam pilgrimage
(which should be undertaken in the Ramayana masam), one can also observe
dedicated songs and playlists on such popular portals as Spotify, and the use of
the social media such as Facebook and Instagram—the particular nalampalam
clusters have websites, as well as profiles on social media. Moreover, one may
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Fig. 18 Nalampalam mobile App. Source: https://apkpure.net/nalambalam/com.vcode.
nalambalam [accessed July 15, 2024].
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Fig. 19 Mathrubhumi heading. Source: mathrubhumi.com [accessed July 15, 2024].
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Fig.20 Nalampaladarsanam: A Spotify playlist. Source: spotify.com [accessed July 15, 2024].
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Fig. 23 Ramayana masam WhatsApp status on YouTube.
Source: YouTube.com [accessed July 15, 2024].

also easily find on the internet dedicated content aiming at promoting Ramayana
masam, such as Instagram and WhatsApp status meant to be shared with other
social media users. Therefore, modern technology enables new modes of com-
municating the specific links between the analysed constituents of the temple
network in question and translating them into the religious practice.

Replication of the RaGmayana geography
in the local geospace of Kerala

One of the elements which are strongly emphasized in the modern nalampalam
mahatmyas is the replication of the Ramayana geography in the local geospace of
Kerala, as we have seen above in the case of Sriramapa_t,tdbhi_sekam, the re-enact-
ment of Rama’s coronation in the Katalmanikyam temple in Irinjalakuda. Another
example appears in the Thriprayar Sr1 Ramasvami temple, where every year in
the Malayalam month of Vr§cikam (beginning mid-November), the theatrical
performance Cakyar kattl (performative form involving one male actor being
present on the stage) takes place, featuring the Ramayana episode of Hanuman
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Fig. 24 Cakyar katta
in the Thriprayar Sri
Ramasvami temple, in
the month of Vrs$cikam.
Photo: Olga Nowicka,
2023.

meeting Sita in Lanka and subsequently informing Rama about this encounter
(Nalampalamahatmyam 2019: 20-21). The Cakyar katti performance starts on
the first day of the month and is presented for 12 days within the premises of
the temple. The performers enact the Angultyankam (“Act of the Ring”), which is
the sixth act of the Saktibhadra’s (ca. ninth century) Ascaryacidamani."” A major
part of the performance is devoted to a conversation between Hanuman and
Sita. It is staged in the namaskara mandapa, in front of the Rama icon situated
in srikovil, and is considered an offering to the temple’s presiding deity. For most
of its duration, no spectators are allowed. Devotees can catch a glance of the
performance, only for a short moment, during darsana times.

Noteworthy, one of the important temple offerings is firing of crackers (katina).
As the modern mahatymas inform, it is to commemorate the return of Hanuman
after the search of Sita, and his confirmation of having seen her. The valipatii
(offering by firing a cracker) is performed at the southern courtyard of the temple
(Nalampalamahatmyam 2019: 24).

17 A play in seven acts that focuses on a number of episodes from the Ramayana.
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Another instance of the replication of the Ramayana geography is the ritual
of setubandhana (“the construction of a bridge”), which is annually observed by
the Thriprayar Sri Ramasvami temple. The ceremony evokes the events from the
Ramayana. The ritual reenactment is performed by the team of temple priests
at the Sr1 Raman Cira—a freshwater pond, containing paddy fields, located two
kilometers away from the temple. Rama’s bridge that is built during the cere-
mony at the Sri Raman Cira seems to replicate the one in Rame$varam. As Anne
Feldhaus explains “[...] by replicating those other places [...] [Keralan] holy places
acquire a good deal of their sanctity from their relationships with distant places
widely acknowledged to be holy” (Feldhaus 2003: 158).

The discussed ritual actions, such as setubandhana in the Thriprayar Sri Ram-
asvami temple, Sriramapa.t_tdbhi_sekam re-enactment in the Katalmanikyam tem-
ple, Cakyar kattli performance in the Thriprayar Sr1 Ramasvami temple, and
Thriprayar valipatii offering, seem to replicate the Ramayana’s geography in the
vernacular space of Kerala, i.e., they aim to transpose particular events from the
epic’s universum into the familiar—for the local devotees—geospace of Kerala.

The ritualistic practices in question seem to draw the connections between
the discussed institutions and the Ramayana narrative, thereby creating rela-
tions between the four brother temples, forming in this way set(s) of connected
places/temple network.

Conclusion

As it was demonstrated above, what creates interconnections between the dis-
cussed temples and knits them into the temple network is primarily their relation
to the Ramayana narrative. The epic appears to be, in this case study, the effective
joining tool between the religious institutions in question. Each temple in the clus-
ter is dedicated to one of the four brothers—sons of Dasaratha. The temples are
decorated with murals featuring Ramayana themes, some modern, some dating
to the eighteenth century; moreover, the temples’ ritual practice alludes to the
Ramayana themes as well, consisting inter alia of the re-enactment of selected
episodes of the epic, inscribing thereby the said institutions into the well-defined
Ramayana-oriented network of connected places. However, what seems to be
the most powerful clustering tool appears to be the pilgrimage practice of the
nalampalayatra, which is enhanced by the contemporary mahatmya writings,
as well as the modern media and travel agencies. Various sources presented
above inform devotees about pilgrimage itinerary and provide pilgrims with
the practical guidance. Therefore, the pilgrimage practice seems to create most
explicitly the strongest interconnections between the temples of the cluster(s).
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In the nalampalam phenomenon we can see not only the creation of the main
numbered set of places, but also the multiplication of the main cluster, by the cre-
ation of three smaller nalampalam sets—organized in the more compact clusters
where temples are located within a range of a few kilometers only. The closer
study of the nalampalam case shows that it is not only the family ties between
the brothers and the references to the Ramayana epic that bring the said tem-
ples together, but also the number four and its multiplication that causes them
to be perceived as a set of connected places. Therefore, there are four temples
of four brothers, and furthermore, this cluster of four temples is multiplied by
four—there is one “main” nalampalam cluster, and three smaller and less known
nalampalam clusters, so in total there are four sets of nalampalam across Kerala.
We obtain the equation 4 x 4. Hence, what we observe is a play with the number
four (Feldhaus 2003: 127-56).

The particular connections between the discussed temples, which organize
them into defined sets, seem to be articulated mostly through the medium of the
modern mahatmyas. These literary sources, while informing about the temples’
ritualistic practice, define the nalampalam set as a coherent and meaningful
entity. Therefore, they constitute the medium through which the links between
the temples in question are communicated to the devotees. All mentioned ndalam-
palam mahatmyas appear to be recent publications, produced across the last
twenty years. Noteworthy, one of the available earlier works, Sri Kutalmanikyam
Caritrasamksépam, written by Paykkattu Paramésvaran Namputirippatu, pub-
lished in 1963, does not mention the term nalampalam nor nalampala-tirtthaydatra
concept. It seems to suggest that nalampalam, perceived as a set of connected
places and pilgrimage destination, might have been a relatively recent phenom-
enon. Moreover, the pilgrimage practice of nalampala-tirtthayatra, assuming
a distance of eighty kilometres, which supposed to be traversed within one day—
from morning to evening—seems to require a modern amenity such as car or
bus transportation.

Therefore, the case study reveals some of the contemporary mechanisms of
temple ‘clustering’, encouraged by the temples themselves, as the use of modern
mahatmya writing and modern media, such as websites and social media, which
appear to be effective tools to communicate with the devotees and promote new
devotional practices.
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Sacred Spaces, Legitimacy, and Connections
Socio-Political Mobilisation in Princely States
of Southern Rajputana

Introduction

India’s polity till the eighteenth century was typified by numerous monarchical
states that ruled over the expanse of the subcontinent. The rulers of Rajputana
states in north-western India, mostly Rajputs, also exercised monarchical powers.
From the seventh century onwards, the process of state formation in the region,
notably in southern Rajputana, was inextricably linked to the role of sacred
spaces, origin myths and symbolism in establishing legitimacy and facilitating
expansion (Kapur 2002). In their transition from feudatories to sovereign rulers,
the numerous Rajputs clans sought to cement their legitimacy by associating
themselves with sacred spaces and symbolism." One of the ways of seeking di-
vinity was through tracing their lineages from Rama and Krsna, two prominent
deities of the Hindu pantheon. The major clans, such as Mewar, Jaipur, Bikaner,
and Marwar traced their lineage from Rama called Stryavamsis (descendants of
the Sun), while the ruling clans of states such as Jaisalmer traced their descent
from the lunar line of Krsna and hence were known as Candravams§is (Jain and

1 To illustrate, the Ranas of Mewar sought legitimacy and distinction not merely by
seeking descent from the God Rama but they even bestowed divinity and divine grace
on their kingdom by regarding it as the dominion of Lord Siva. The Ranas sought to
promote and popularise religious symbolism in their official correspondence. Further-
more, when they visited the shrine of Ekalingaji (Siva is revered in Mewar in this form),
they assumed the role of the priests and performed the ceremonies themselves. The
rulers considered it highly honourable to donate to the shrine of Ekalingaji and confer
and distribute holy emblems and insignia of religious authority upon the priests of
Ekalingaji. It has been a ritual with the Maharanas to seek the EkalingajI’s permission
before leaving the city’s confines. The present scion of the Sisodiyas adheres to this
tradition. Due to their status as divine representatives, the words the Maharana uttered
were taken to have descended from $rimukha, the pious mouth, and their persons
were honoured as $riji, a great being (Jain and Sharma 2004: 46-47).
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Sharma 2004: 46—47). The preoccupation of Rajput political elite with sacred and
divine kingship reveals that personal/clan honour and status in political domain
were a major concern even in the preliminary stages of these polities. Such an
association between the political legitimacy and the religious connect has been
predominantly observed in the region. In this context, the socio-political mo-
bilisation in the region during the colonial period was perceived to be closely
associated with the sacred sites and symbolism that were integral to the region’s
cultural identity.

The advent of British colonial rule in India in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries transformed the political landscape of the country. The Indian sub-
continent, hitherto, had two simultaneous and distinct administrative and po-
litical systems. While some states, nomenclatured as ‘British Provinces’, were
conquered and directly ruled by the British administrators, colonial power chose
to leave many monarchical polities, henceforth called ‘Princely states,” under the
native rulers. Princely states were characterised by limited autonomy in the inter-
nal administration but were under the overall control of the British Paramount
power. These princely domains continued the socio-political environment of the
earlier centuries, with discernible feudal vestiges, intermingled with plodding
imperial interference (Bhagavan 2003). Particularly after 1909, the princes were
given considerable leeway to rule according to their own objectives and their
inherited notions of South Asian tradition, which represented legitimate royal
behaviour (Copland 2004: 807). This scenario created a distinctive space, in which
British provincial laws were never enforceable. The entire Rajputana continued
as princely states till India gained independence in 1947.2

This chapter concerns the princely states of Rajputana located in the north-
western corner of the Indian subcontinent. These Rajput polities share cultural
characteristics while maintaining individual specificities. They were deeply en-
trenched in traditional feudal structures, in contrast to the British-ruled provinces
that were gradually evolving democratic institutions and practices. The focus of
this study is on the southern states of Rajputana, which primarily consist of the
former states of Mewar, Dungarpur, Banswara, and the neighbouring regions
located at the southern end of the Aravalli range. This region has a considerable
population of indigenous communities such as the Bhils.

The Bhils are an indigenous community that resides predominantly in today’s
Udaipur, Dungarpur, Banswara and Sirohi in southern region of Rajasthan, and
in the neighbouring states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, and Maharashtra, forming
the largest indigenous community in western India. From the seventh century
onwards, the regional state formation in southern Rajputana states was

2 The sole exception was the British province of Ajmer-Merwara, which constituted an
enclave situated within the Rajputana states.
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characterised by the ascendance of Rajput clans in the region, which resulted in
the incorporation of the Bhil dominions under their rule. The history of the Bhils’
participation in the state formation in southern Rajputana states included pro-
tracted negotiations, involving both resistance to and collaboration with the
ruling clans, culminating in the marginalisation and peasantisation of these in-
digenous communities (Kapur 2008). Prior to the Rajput conquest, the Bhils held
a significant portion of the southern half of the Rajputana.

The annals of Mewar mention the assistance provided by the Bhils to the early
Guhila rulers.? Additionally, the towns of Dungarpur, Banswara, and Deolia, the

3 The Guhilaswere a prominent ruling clan in Rajasthan, with a notable presence since the
early seventh century CE. They subsequently became a dominant power in the region
during the course of following centuries. The Guhilas of Mewar were a Rajput dynasty
that ruled the Kingdom of Mewar (Medapata, modern Mewar) region in the present-day
Rajasthan state of India. The Guhila kings initially ruled as Gurjara-Pratihara (dynasty
ruling northern India between the eighth and the eleventh centuries CE feudatories
between the end of the eighth and ninth centuries, subsequently becoming indepen-
dent in the early tenth century. In the mid-twelfth century, the dynasty underwent
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old capital of Partabgarh, are all named after Bhil chieftains who formerly held
sway there. Finally, it is widely known that in the three states, Udaipur, Banswara,
and Dungarpur, it was customary to mark the brow of a new chief with blood
taken from the thumb or toe of a Bhil from a specific family. The Rajputs believed
that the blood mark signified the Bhil’s loyalty, but it appears to have been more of
aremnant of the Bhil’s authority (Erksine 1908: 228). In the nineteenth century, the
region witnessed British intervention with the treaties of 1818.* Over time, a series
of socio-political decisions by the authorities resulted in mounting discontent
among the tribal population in the area, leading to a rise in revolts by the Bhils
in the southern Rajputana states (Doshi 1974; Mathur 2000, 2004; Doodwal 2021).
Recent scholarship has debated and challenged the categorisation of princely
states as homogenised entities. It has been highlighted that these arenas of na-
tive rule presented different courses of political and ideological responses to
the conditions of imperial rule (Copland 1997, Ramusack 2003). In consequence,
the manifestation of socio-political activism in these domains was perceived to
diverge from the British provinces (Meena 2022), exhibiting notable contrasts in
the administrative apparatus and socio-political milieu, especially in the context
of pervasive religious and regional symbolism.

This study concentrates on the role of sacred spaces in the socio-political mo-
bilisation in the princely states of southern Rajputana during the colonial period.
It is crucial to contextualise this socio-political mobilisation within the broader
framework of activism in the region, which initially sought to address the socio-
economic marginalisation of tribal communities through social reform. This
activism subsequently gave way to the emergence of political reforms. Social
upliftment was in most Rajputana states followed by political mobilisation, lead-
ing to Bhils’ participation in struggles for their own rights as well as the larger
struggles against the respective rulers, with a view to bringing about a responsible
government. The socio-political movements, discussed in this paper, persuasively
employed select sacred spaces for legitimising their cause and establishing them-
selves as potent voices within their respective domains. I explore this proposi-
tion by examining two sacred sites in this region, namely Bénésvara Dhama in

a division into two branches. One branch continued to rule from Chitrakuta (modern
Chittorgarh), while the other originated from the village of Sisoda with the title Rana
and established the Sisodia Rajput dynasty, which ruled until independence (Hooja
2006: 152-56). Also, the ruling dynasties of Dungarpur and Banswara states had
branched out from the Mewar dynasty.

4  The Rajputana states entered into individual treaties with the British East India Com-
pany and this marked British intervention in the region. By the end of 1818, almost all
states of the present day Rajasthan were under the treaty obligation with the British.
The guiding principle behind these treaties was the Subsidiary Alliance system pro-
moted by Lord Wellesley, the Governor General of India (1798-1805).
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Dungarpur and Managarha Dhama in Banswara, and their relationship to the
socio-political mobilisation that emanated as reformist campaigns and magnified
into efficacious ferments that influenced the region’s politics, as well as to cults
that remain active to the present day.

Sacred spots and socio-political mobilisation

The Rajputana states’ political space was highly restrictive—due to its triple-
layered subservience of the region—to the British, the Indian monarchs, and the
local jagirdars or feudal lords (Hooja 2006: 987). Given these restrictions, sacred
spaces and religious symbolism played a significant role in the socio-political mo-
bilisation in these states in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries.
This was more pronounced among the indigenous and folk communities and in
the pre-modern and pre-democratic societies during the colonial era.

Socio-political mobilisation can be explained as the motivating, persuading,
and inspiring a group, community, or nation to take collective action for a cause
that seeks to improve their lives, whether perceived or actual. T. K. Oommen
explains mobilisation and collective actions through “the existence of certain
uniformity among participants based on their interests rooted in socio-economic
background and ideas emanating from their political orientations and ideological
commitments” (Oommen 1977: 16). Mobilising any group or category of groups
for a collective action is a challenging task for any leader, regardless of whether
the group is urban or rural, tribal, or non-tribal, literate, or illiterate. In the ab-
sence of nationalist notions, ‘pre-political’ societies express their values primarily
through religious vocabulary. Mobilisation efforts may be based on communal
or primordial attachments (Oommen 1977: 16). Also, in the pre-democratic soci-
eties in question, when monarchical regimes were the norm, individuals rarely
had access to communicative environments or civic spaces to express dissent
and protest. In such polities, people had to contend with limited and constricted
spaces. Mobilisers who wished to rally people needed therefore to reimagine and
redefine the concept of public space to facilitate mobilisation. In many oppressive
environments, the only secure locations for expressing alternative, opposing, or
rebellious viewpoints were the sacred spaces where individuals could gather to
worship.

The premise of the paper revolves broadly around two lines of thought. One is
that the sacred or holy sites can lend the necessary credibility and legitimacy to
a message, thereby making it more receptive and popular. Most cultures regard
holy sites as representations of their beliefs, and the emotions evoked by these
religious locations become shared and communal rather than merely private or
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internal. Second, in the restrictive environment of non-democratic monarchical
polities, there were limited spaces for socio-political mobilisation. In the princely
states, in the face of the almost absent and restrictive public sphere, sacred spac-
es inevitably became an arena for people to address and challenge social and
political issues. The interface of sacred spaces and socio-political mobilisation
reveals that such engagements strengthen and reinforce each other.

This use of sacred places and religious symbolism as platforms for mobilisation
has been observed in various historical contexts worldwide. In Brazil, churches
facilitated trade union meetings during the dictatorship (1964-85), while in apart-
heid-era South Africa they became centres for anti-apartheid activism after the
ANC’s® ban. Similarly, churches in the United States played vital roles in the civil
rights movement (Devine, Brown, and Deneulin 2015). In Iran, mosques played
crucial role in the 1979 Islamic revolution led by Ayatollah Khomeini. Khomeini
used mosque networks to distribute his recorded lectures, which helped to gal-
vanise support and ultimately overthrow the monarchy (Collins 2011: 42—44).
Thus, sacred places and religious symbolism have been instrumental in fostering
social change and political mobilisation, demonstrating their adaptability and
resilience in challenging political climates.

In the South Asian context, Zohra Batul (2022) presents a pertinent analysis
of contemporary times, examining sacred sites such as mosques and shrines
in Kashmir’s politics. Her study reconsiders the concept of the public sphere in
non-western societies and its relation to political activism through collective
action. She notably argues that the role of religion in political movements adds
legitimacy to the struggle and encourages participation that is hard for believers
to dismiss. She veritably stresses that particularly in the early twentieth century,
the political leaders of the Kashmir Valley, representing a variety of political per-
suasions, have acquired legitimacy by associating their political activities with
Islam and its symbols, including mosques and shrines. Since there is not much
space available for protest in Kashmir, due to the ongoing strife, holy places have
become the main hubs for political activism and thus help to facilitate construc-
tion of a counter-narrative to the official one.

Furthermore, religious institutions, due to their formal and informal struc-
tures, are well-positioned to mobilise social action. Community congregations
have a significant impact on the growth of reform movements. The congregations
associated with the sacred sites such as the fairs or meéla, and festivals celebrated
at the sites, facilitate continued participation through pre-existing networks and
ties based on faiths. This creates a firm foundation and strengthens the movement

5 African National Congress (ANC) is a political party in South Africa that was founded
as an anti-apartheid liberation movement and has governed South Africa since Nelson
Mandela was elected president in 1994.
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(Hutchison 2012). Moreover, as Kama Maclean (2008) argues, pilgrimages serve
as opportunities to unify the masses with the “common language of piety and
ritual,” particularly in the less literate societies. Hence, religious fairs are potent
resources in socio-political mobilisation.

The present study examines two sacred complexes, namely the Beneshwar
Shrine (Bénésvara Dhama) and the Mangarh Shrine (Managarha Dhama). The
two sites are discussed in the following two sections, which highlight their associ-
ation with the socio-political mobilisation during the colonial era in the southern
Rajputana states. This analysis reveals a pronounced correlation between sacred
sites and socio-political movements, particularly in relation to indigenous groups.
This connection serves to reinforce the bond between these communities and the
issues raised by the movements. Consequently, both sites, with their distinctive
trajectory witnessing mobilisation of these communities, highlight this connection.

Bénésvara Dhama/Beneshwar Shrine (Dungarpur)
and Mavaji Movement

The sacred site of Beneshwar is located in Dungarpur, in the southern part of
Rajasthan. It has been widely venerated as a holy abode, situated at the confluence
of the river streams of Mahi and Soma.® The name ‘Bénésvara’ is derived from
the repute accorded to the Siva-linga at the Bénésvara Mahadeo temple, located
in the river delta of Mahi and Soma.” The widespread reverence for the site is
further derived from its supposed mention in the Skandapurana.®

6 In popular perception, this place is also known as Triveni Sangam (Trivéni Sangama)
and Vagad Prayag (Vagara Prayaga), as it is considered to be the confluence of three
rivers: Mahi, Soma, and Jakhama. However, it should be noted that River Jakhama, the
tributary of River Soma, joins the River Soma before the site itself. ‘Vagad’ or ‘Vagara’
is a region located in the south-eastern part of Rajasthan. Its boundaries are mainly
defined by the borders of the districts of Dungarpur and Banswara.

7 Inthe Vagadilanguage, ‘Vena’ signifies delta. Consequently, the term Vénésvara, also
called Bénesvara, refers to Siva (Mahadeo), the ‘Lord (I$vara) of Véna (delta)’ (Sehgal
1974: 363-64).

8 The Skandapurana mentions the sacredness of River Mahi and the greatness of the
tirthas (pilgrimage sites) associated with its banks. Bénésvara, situated on the banks of
Mabhi, is considered to be an auspicious tirtha. Chapter 3 of Section II Kaumarikakhanda
in Book 1 titled Mahesvarakhanda of the Skandapurana, describes ‘The Greatness of
the Tirtha at the Confluence of Mahi and Sea.’ The text states that, “The great river
named Mahi has been (in its earlier stages) full of all the Tirthas. What (doubt) then
about (the sanctity of) its meeting place with the Lord of Rivers!” (Shastri 1950: 105).
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Map 2 Beénésvara Dhama (Dungarpur). Source: Google Maps

The site houses a Mahadeo (Siva) temple, of which the present structure was built
by Maharawal Askaran, the ruler of Dungarpur in the fifteenth century, although
repairs were made to the sanctum in the eighteenth century. The Mahadeo temple
was a revered spot among the local inhabitants, as Mahadeo was a venerated
deity among the Bhils (Kapur 2008: 33-54). A fair (mela) at the site in honour of
Bénéesvara Mahadeo was held continuously for no less than three centuries after
the temple of Mahadeo was built.

In the early decades of the eighteenth century, a Brahmin reformer called
Mavajl made Beneshwar the centre of his new sect. According to tradition, he
was profoundly influenced by Mira and the bhakti cult.® It is believed that on the
margasirsa sukla ekadasi (1785 V.S.)' he received heavenly revelation to preach the

9 Mira was perceived to be popular among the so-called depressed and weaker sections
of society. In fact, she incurred the wrath of her family, who resented her association
with the low-caste people. It has been argued by some scholars that Mira owes her
popularity and survival in public memory to her following among the depressed and
the downtrodden sections of peasants and artisans who, by singing Mira’s bhajans,
symbolically seek to defy the authority of the Rajput ruling family of Mévara/Mewar
(Jain and Sharma 2018).

10 margasirsa sukla ekadasi falls on the eleventh day of the bright fortnight (Sukla paksa)
of the Margasirsa month in the Hindu calendar. This day holds significance in Hindu-
ism, particularly for Visnu devotees who observe fasting and perform rituals dedicated
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Fig.1and 2 The Siva-linga
at the Mahadeo temple
(Bénésvara). It is called

a self-created Siva-linga

or svayambhii and is split
into five parts. Photo by
Jigyasa Meena.
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message of the Vaishnava bhakti to the masses. He proclaimed himself as Kalki, the
incarnation of Visnu, and established the Niskalanka Sampradaya, with Beneshwar
as its seat. According to popular lore, his earliest followers were Audichya Brah-
mins." However, he earned formidable repute in the area due to his appeal to the
marginalised caste groups and tribes (Interview with Keshav Kallal, the fifth-gener-
ation associate of Bene$vara Dham pithadhisvara/pithadhisa,' January 2, 2024). He
initiated social reforms among the Bhils and other marginalised communities and
castes like Kalalls, Bunkars, etc. within the Hindu fold (Kallal 2024, Mathur 2000: 5).

Mavajr’s social reform initiatives were significantly shaped by the bhakti move-
ment, with the objective of promoting social and religious equality. He instructed
his followers to engage in kirtans (devotional singing) and to attend discourses on
the Bhagavad Gita, thereby promoting spiritual growth and community cohesion.
He placed great emphasis on abstinence from alcohol consumption, as part of his
broader vision of moral and ethical living. Mavajr’s approach was inclusive, as
evidenced by his practice of admitting followers into his sect without discrimina-
tion, thereby breaking down the barriers of caste and social status. By advocating
both social and religious equality, Mavaj1’s reforms sought to uplift marginalised
communities, integrating them into a more cohesive and egalitarian society. His
efforts not only promoted spiritual devotion but aimed at creating a socially just
environment that would be aligned with the core values of the bhakti movement
(Mathur 2000: 5-7, Sharma 1968: 238). Legend has it that Mavaj1’s virtues and his
life of dedication won him the respect of everyone in the region of Dungarpur,
Banswara, and the surrounding areas. His sect placed a lot of emphasis on the
regular singing of devotional songs (bhajan). He is said to have had extraordinary
spiritual abilities and to have penned many works on various religious topics,
making forecasts about the future of the country (Census 1966: 26). Between 1728
and 1732 CE, he wrote, with the help of his follower Jeewandas, five illustrated
treatises known as Chopras; they were in the Vagadi language. In these treatises

to Visnu. V. S. stands for Vikram Samvat, a calendar that is 57 years ahead of the
Gregorian calendar—i.e., 1728-29 CE.

11 Audichya Brahmins are a sub-caste of Hindu Brahmins, mainly from the Indian state
of Gujarat. They are the largest Brahmin community in Gujarat, with a minority re-
siding in the Indian state of Rajasthan. The Audichya Brahmins have a wide distribu-
tion, with their main concentration being in Ahmedabad, Mehsana, Kheda, Bharuch,
Surendranagar, Sabarkantha, and Panchemahal districts. According to historical re-
cords, the Audichya Brahmins descend from over a thousand North Indian Brahmin
families who were invited by the Solanki kings in the tenth century to Gujarat to
serve as priests. The term audicya means pertaining to north in Sanskrit, udict means
north, so the Brahmins invited by Mulraj from Northern India came to be known as
‘Audichya Brahmans’ (Lal 2002: 82).

12 Pithadhi$vara/Pithadhisa is the head of the pitha/sacred seat.
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he predicted the nation’s destiny, described various facets of the Vaishnavism,
and included several images representing different incidents from the life of
Krsna and the rasalila (Vashishtha 1995: 25). His adoration for Krsna was visible
in his dressing up like Krsna and his performance of the rasalila."

With time, MavajT’s following evolved into a sect, and his disciples came to be
known as ‘Bénésvara Dhama Pantht’ or ‘mavabhaktas’, a title which required strict
adherence to the ethical code preached by Mavaji (Mathur 2000: 17). Bénésvara
Dhama became popular, and his devotees thronged to show their reverence.

Mavaji advanced his Niskalanka Sampradaya' among his followers and he
called it the Benésvara Dhama Panth. Spreading the message of the Vaishnavism,
he preached non-violence, temperance, and vegetarianism to the illiterate Bhil
adivasi (tribe) and to other castes without discrimination (Vashishtha 1995: 27-28).
Hence, his followers are spread over several communities and groups such as
Bhil, Chamar, and Sadh, as well as a small number of upper-caste Hindus such
as Brahmins and Rajputs.

The sect came to be known as the “Mavaji guru-na-bhagat movement,” or the
“Beneshwar-na-bhagat movement.” According to Stephen Fuchs, the movement
emphasised the importance of ‘social prestige’ among the indigenous commu-
nities, who were willing to make significant sacrifices to climb the social ladder
(Fuchs 1965: 54-61). Social prestige, in addition to economic factors, Fuchs argues,
can be a powerful incentive for abandoning well-established and time-tested
traditions in favour of new and unfamiliar ones. Mavajr’s social reforms, mani-
fested in his indiscriminating teachings, gave rise to the sect’s initial popularity
among the lower and middle classes.

Mavaji chose a sacred and venerated shrine to spread his message of social re-
form, largely driven by the objective of Sanskritisation of the tribals and the so-
called low caste groups. By promoting adherence to specific dietary norms (such
as vegetarianism and total abstinence from alcohol), participation in distinctive

13 Rasalila or rasa dance is a dance drama from northern India that is based on scenes
from the life of Krsna.

14 The Niskalanka Sampradaya is a religious sect founded by Sant Mavaji; it has a signif-
icant following. Followers of this tradition believe in Sant Mavajl as an enlightened
figure and consider him to be the manifestation of Lord Visnu’s tenth avatara, Kalki.
The tradition emphasises devotion to Visnu and follows the teachings of Sant Mavaji,
focusing on spiritual purity and liberation.

15 Inthis context, the process of Sanskritisation should be understood as developed and
popularised by the Indian sociologist M. N. Srinivas (1956). It broadly refers to the
process of social or upward mobility of castes and communities situated at the lower
rungs of the caste hierarchy through the adoption of rituals, customs, ways of living
(such as vegetarianism, teetotalism) of the higher castes, and also exposure to ideas
and values mentioned in Sanskrit texts, both sacred and secular, such as karman,
moksa etc. (Srinivas 1956: 485).
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Fig. 3 The Brahma temple

(Bénésvara Dhama) con-
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forms of worship, and the adoption of dress codes that were consistent with those
observed by the higher-caste Hindus, Mavaji sought to facilitate their upward
social mobility.

By establishing his connection with Visnu and Krsna as also through legends
that underscored his own magical and divine powers, his personality imparted
a divine aura. Mavaji chose a site that was already marked as sacred amongst the
local populace. Such environs must have enhanced the popularity and acceptance
of his social message. In consequence, as the subsequent narrative establishes,
Mavajr’s social and religious activities in the region further served to reinforce
and augment the sacrality of the site. Not surprisingly, this site and particularly
the fair associated with it became an interaction point for intermingling of the
indigenous population with the non-tribal Hindus, which in turn has facilitated
the process of Sanskritisation among these inhabitants residing in the remote
hilly terrain (Vashishtha 1995: 32).
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Later, in the last decade of the eighteenth century, MavajT’s daughter-in-law,
Janakurmvari, built a temple of Visnu/Krsna, next to the Mahadeo Temple, to
commemorate Mavji, who passed away in the mid eighteenth century.’ The
Government Census publication accounts that this temple, presently called Hari
Mandir, holds great significance, as a large number of people come to pay homage
there. The fair in its present form started only after this temple’s construction. At
first, two fairs were held concurrently, one to pay tribute to BEnésvara Mahadeo,
and the other to celebrate the completion of the Visnu/Krsna temple’s construction.
As Visnu’s fair gained prominence with time, a sizeable crowd could be seen
honouring him. While the followers of these two deities come to honour their
respective deities, they also honour other deities (Census 1966: 26)."”

Fig. 4 The stone slab
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16 According to the Government Gazetteer, in Samvat 1850 (1793 CE), Janakurhvari, who
was Mavajr’s daughter-in-law, constructed the Visnu Temple at Bénésvara (Sehgal
1974: 364). It is worth noting that the temple has been referred to interchangeably as
the Visnu temple, $r1 Krsna temple, Radha-Krsna temple, and currently, as the Hari
temple (see Fig. no. 4 & 5).

17 The fair is held between magha sukla ekadasi and magha sukla pturnima. In addition
to the temples of Benésvara, Mahadeo, and Hari Mandir, there is a temple dedicated
to Brahma, the three Hindu gods forming the trinity (Brahma the creator, Visnu the
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Fig.5 The Hari Temple, also known as the Radha-Krsna Temple (Bénésvara Dhama),
has recently undergone a complete renovation. The exterior structure is entirely new,
while the idols inside the temple remain unchanged. Photo by Jigyasa Meena.

Fig. 6 The images inside the Hari Temple are considered to be the family of Saint Mavaji,
and he is venerated as Krsna. Photo by Jigyasa Meena.
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In the present format of the Beneshwar fair, the mahanta (chief priest)/ptthadhits-
vara of the Béneésvara Dhama, who is a descendent of Mavaji, hoists a seven-
coloured flag on top of the Hari temple to mark the commencement of the ten-day
fair (Sharma 2023). This highlights the importance of the Mavaji cult. On the
first day of the fair, magha sukla ekadast, the pithadhisvara (chief) arrives in
a procession from the town of Sabla, along with a silver idol of Mavajil mounted
on a horse. The Bhils in this region have been scattering the ashes of their de-
ceased relatives in Abudarra Ghata on magha sukla dvadast (twelfth day). This
ritual is performed in the morning, after the pithadhisvara has bathed there, as
it is believed to enhance the water’s sanctity. At the Hari temple, an arati of the
pithadhisvara is performed and the rasalila is staged at night.

The fair resulted in the spread of Mavaj1’s teachings and following, and it gained
the stature as the “kumbha of the adivast” in the present times.'® The fair created
a religious and economic network that leveraged this sacred site. In addition to
becoming a great religious congregation/pilgrimage site (tirtha) for the tribals,
it also opened space for developing wider interactions and networks that aug-
mented the cult which developed around the site and enhanced the social base

Fig. 7 Abudarra Ghata (Benésvara Dhama). Photo by Jigyasa Meena.

preserver and Siva the destroyer). The temple was constructed in 1931 by Srigaura
Brahmins (sub caste of Brahmin community) from Dungarpur, Banswara, and Udaipur.
The premises also house a Gayatrl temple and a few Dharmagalas (shelter or rest house,
especially for spiritual pilgrims), which were later additions to the place.

18 Kumbha is a major sacred pilgrimage of the Hindus. So, the Bénésvara fair is consid-
ered as the most sacred pilgrimage site by the adivasis or tribals of the area.
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of the devotees, as large numbers of devoted followers from the nearby states
used to visit the fair (Report 1926: 1). An excerpt of a folk song widely sung by the
tribals in the region exhibits the appeal and social diversity of the Bénésvara fair
among the Bhils and the tribals who visit the fair:

The Vagad Bhils and Dhebar Bhils have come to the fair. O, my friend!

The Mangalia Bhils of Gujarat have come to the fair. O, my friend!

The Bhils of Paniyar have come to the fair. O, my friend!

The bald Bhils of Bhana Seeman have come to the fair. O, my friend!

The Bhils of Vadgaon, resembling long-legged grasshoppers, have come to
the fair. O, my friend!

The Bhils of Baudi, like the tiny hola bird, have come to the fair. O, my friend!
The wasp-waisted Bhils of Palna have come to the fair. O, my friend!

The dandy Bhils of Khedapani have come to the fair. O, my friend!

The langot-wearing™ Bhils of Santrampur have come to the fair. O, my friend!
The well-groomed Bhils of Chatrina, Sanjali and Baria Paraganas have come
to the fair. O, my friend!

The Bhils of Chorasia Parganas, Dohad and Jhalod, carrying canes, have
come to the fair. O, my friend!*

This gathering turned the space into a trading hub for the neighbouring areas
and attracted traders alongside the pilgrims. The fair is predominantly attended
by tribal people, with over half of the attendees being Bhils. Benésvara Mahadéva

19
20
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A bottom wear cloth worn by men in the Indian subcontinent.
The folk song mentions places including neighbouring areas such as Vagara (Banswara
and Dungarpur) and Salumber (Dhebar Lake, Udaipur), Gujarat, Paniyar (a village
near Mahi River), Bhana Seeman (in Santrampur), Vadgaon, Baudi (Dungarpur), Palna
(Banswara), Khedapan, Sanjali and Baria Paraganas, Chorasia Parganas, Dohad and
Jhalod (Gujarat). The excerpt of this folk song in the local dialect, translated by the
author of the article into English, is as follows:
‘Banesvara na mela num gita’ (“The song of Beneshwar Fair”)
Vagadajyam dhebarajyam mele aiyam helt re
Gujaratanam bhagalajam mele aiyam heli re
Pamntyaranam kamniyam mele aiyam heli re
Bhamna hebalana samdara mele aiyam helt re
Vadagamiam titudiyam mele aiyam helire
Bavadinam olam te mele daiyom helire
Palamna patalajyam mela aiyom heli re
Kheda pamna selt mele aiyam heli re
Hutiyamna lamgotiya mele aiyom heli re
Satarinam sumgalajyam mele aiyom heli re
Soha sorahajyam demgalajyam mela aiyom heli re
(Pathak 1915: 58-59)
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and Mavajl are both revered at the fair. The latter is mostly worshipped by the
so-called low castes among the Hindus, who also assemble there in large num-
bers. Although members of other Hindu castes also attend, their numbers are
relatively small. Non-Hindu visitors are mostly traders or tourists.

The fair was originally organised under the patronage of the erstwhile princely
state of Dungarpur. It brought religious fame to the place and provided income
from the trade and from taxes and customs duties,”' garnering good revenue for
the state and showing a notable increase over the years.?? In addition to its reli-
gious and commercial aspects, the fair also developed as a site for entertainment
and leisure. Attendees could enjoy songs, folk dances, magic shows, animal shows,
acrobatic feats, merry-go-rounds, and swings. After independence, the Panchayat
Samiti® has been arranging exhibitions, showcasing improved agricultural tech-
niques and instruments, instructions on sanitation and hygiene awareness as
well as family planning (Census 1966: 29). Government administration has used
the platform to communicate and provide relevant information to locals and
tribals. Various government departments and organisations would set up stalls
and exhibitions at the fair, including those related to government initiatives and
schemes such as the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (MGNREGA)?* to educate and reach out to the public.®® The fair thus serves

21 According to official records, in the last decades of the nineteenth century, there were
around 250-550 shops at the fair, with a considerable volume of trade in cloth and cot-
ton goods, mostly from places such as Bombay and Guzerat (Gujarat), and Pertabgurh
(Pratapgarh), also along the Dungarpoor. A wide variety of goods was sold at the fair.
The value of goods such as ‘drugs, copper and brass utensils etc. was higher than the
other goods such as paper, perfumes, glass and crystal ware, silk, etc’[Report 1874: 86,
Report (1876-77) 1877: 60-61, Report (1875-76) 1877: 62-63, Report 1884: 96]. Later,
after the independence, the fair gradually expanded the range of items for sale. The
Panchayat Samiti collected taxes from the shopkeepers, the amount varying according
to the item being sold.

22 The fair was reported as ‘a great success’ because ‘the value of goods sold considerably’
increased and it showed that ‘the sales were extraordinary’ (Report 1886: 116, Report
1888: 98).

23 Panchayat Samiti is a rural local government (Panchayat) body in India.

24 The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) is a so-
cial welfare measure of the Indian government. It guarantees the “right to work” and
aims to enhance livelihood security in rural areas. The program provides at least
100 days of wage employment in a financial year to at least one member of every house-
hold whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work. The MGNREGA
guarantees women one-third of the available jobs and aims to create durable assets,
such as roads and wells.

25 “Vagaraprayagabénésvara dhama para dasa divasiya méla $urai: saptarangl dhvajalaharai,
santa mavaji ki mahima batal,” Rajasthan Patrika , 21 February 2024.https://epaper.patrika.
com/Dungarpur?eid=8&edate=21/02/2024&pgid=1504833&device=desktop&view=3
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Fig. 8 Exhibition Stall of the Rural Development and Panchayati Raj Department,
Rajasthan, showcasing various government schemes and initiatives at the Beneshwar
Fair 2024. Source: Panchayat Samiti, Sabla, Dungarpur.

as a vital platform for social mobilisation at the present time, the way it did also
earlier, before the independence. It provides an opportunity to engage with the
public, educate them about available resources and programmes, and foster com-
munity participation and awareness. This enhances the efficacy of public welfare
schemes and promotes inclusive development. The convergence of religious and
social activities at the pilgrimage site thus constitutes a significant factor in the
process of social change and empowerment.

In the popular perception, this sacred location is considered by the adivasts
today to be a bigger and more important pilgrimage site or tirtha than Pushkar,
Prayag, and Kashi. The highest numbers of visitors are usually seen during magha
purnima when hundreds of thousands of tribal devotees from Rajasthan, Gujarat,
and Madhya Pradesh gather there for a holy dip. The location where the three
rivers meet is called Triveni Sangam. Each tribal group that arrives there brings
its drums, which livens up the atmosphere. The tribal people, particularly the
Garasias and the Bhils, attend the fair wearing their traditional attire and ornate
jewellery, creating a vibrant display of colours.? The fair has hundreds of food

26 They are particularly noticeable in their colourful clothing wearing elaborate blue,
green, and red ghagras (long pleated skirts traditionally worn by women in Rajasthan),
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Fig. 9 People visiting government stalls at the Beneshwar Fair 2024. Source: Panchayat
Samiti, Sabla, Dungarpur.
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Fig. 10 Interior Wall of the Exhibition Stall of the Rural Development and Panchayati
Raj Department, Rajasthan, showcasing various government schemes and initiatives at
the Beneshwar Fair 2024. Source: Panchayat Samiti, Sabla, Dungarpur.
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Fig. 11 Exhibition Stall of the Agriculture Department, Rajasthan, and local artists
performing and giving social messages at the Beneshwar Fair 2024. Source: Panchayat
Samiti, Sabla, Dungarpur.

and drink stalls, along with fun activities such as giant wheels or merry-go-rounds
(Pillai 2016). Also, many colourful cultural programs are organised by the district
administration and tourism department. Various sports and other competitions
are organised by the Tribal Area Department. Thus, melas may be viewed as the
social media of the earlier times and apart from recreational and informative
facets, they also have immense potential to mobilise in today’s time.

Sacred sites, hence, serve non-sacral purposes such as socio-political mobilisa-
tion. The Beneshwar Fair was particularly famous and witnessed major gatherings
of tribals from the region and the nearby areas. Like other fairs and festivals, it
served as a sacred space for mobilisation and provided a platform for the local
populace, activists, and social workers from the neighbouring regions to interact.
In the pre-independence era, political leaders extensively used the holy spot of
Bénegvara for their meetings. Despite its location in the tribal belt and lack of
regular means of transport and communication, a large number of people used
to flock to the fair, so regional leaders were also drawn to the event. In 1938, for
example, Gauri Shanker Upadhyaya of Dungarpur and Haridev Joshi of Banswara,
both of them Gandhian activists, attended the fair to interact with and mobilise the
tribals, so that they may rise up for the socio-political reforms (Vyas 1986: 159-61).

along with chunky earrings, attractive necklaces, and tinkling anklets, which attract
tourists. The men of this tribe wear coloured shirts, a dhoti, and a red or saffron
phemta or turban.
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The annual fairs at Bénésvara and other similar locations used to provide
a platform for institutions such as the Séva Sangha in Dungarpur and the Harijan
Séva Samiti in Partapur (Banswara), both of which worked for the propagation
of Gandhian constructive programmes among the Bhils through speeches, songs,
and exhibitions (Vashishtha 2014: 103—4, 199).?” Similarly, Manikyalal Verma, a key
leader of the Praja Mandala Movement (a popular movement for responsible
government in princely states during the 1930s and 1940s), effectively utilised
this platform to educate and rally the tribals for socio-political reforms through
Gandhian means. Verma used to organise an exhibition using tent camps through-
out the week of the fair, with a view of teaching weaving and spinning. In the
exhibition display, he used to include the program of singing, with a bhajan troupe
regularly in attendance, to draw the tribals to the exhibition. Verma would give
speeches, which were illustrated through pictures, to promote Gandhian messages
advocating spinning and weaving, and giving up foreign goods. He preached
against certain social customs, such as mytyu bhoja (death feast), child marriage,
use of inappropriate and abusive songs on the occasion of wedding ceremonies. To
make the content more communicable, Verma and his team used to make various
charts elucidating such policies and display them at the exhibition. At the same
time, all the organisational heads, teachers, and social workers also gathered from
the surrounding villages, to argue against the practice of purdah, prohibition of
child marriage, abusive songs, and death feasts, and for a healthy and hygienic way
of life (Parmar 1992: 216—17). These initiatives raised the socio-political conscious-
ness of the tribal people in the remote regions and ultimately connected them and
their regions to the larger struggles such as the Praja Mandala movement?® and
the national freedom struggle, thereby making them a part of the wider political
dissent and civil disobedience against the colonial rule.”

27 Seva Sangha was founded by a Gandhian, Bhogilal Pandaya, in 1938, as an institution
for implementing Gandhian constructive programs among the Bhils in Dungarpur.
Harijan Séva Samiti in Partapur (Banswara) was a branch of the Harijan Séva Samiti,
an organization dedicated to the upliftment of harijans. The term harijan which means
‘children of God’, was popularised by Mahatma Gandhi, and refers to the members
of the outcaste groups in India, previously known as the untouchables and referred
to now as Dalits.

28 Praja Mandala movements were a wave of political campaigns that originated in the
princely states under the British rule in the 1920s. People residing in the princely
kingdoms, ruled by the local monarchs instead of the colonial rulers, led campaigns
for political reforms including civil liberties, against their feudatory rulers and, on
occasion, the British government.

29 The Dungarapura Rajya Praja Mandala and Bamsavara Rajya Praja Mandala were
formed in the 1930s and 1940s in the princely states of Dungarapura/Dungarpur and
Bamsavara/Banswara as part of the Praja Mandala Movement initiated across the
princely states in colonial India. The Praja Mandals or Lok Parishads were political
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Mangarh/Managarha Hills (Banswara)
and the Bhagat Movement

Managarha is an iconic site, with multiple meanings and rich symbolism deeply
entrenched in the public memory of the people of Rajasthan. The association of
the site with both religious and political activism, especially of the marginal-
ised and the oppressed, has endowed it with a wide currency in the politics of
the present times, t0o.3° Managarha is a small hillock situated at the southern
end of the Aravalli mountains in the present Rajasthan, bordering the village of
Anandapuri (formerly known as Bhukiya) in Banswara district in Rajasthan and
Sunth (erstwhile Sant Rampur state) in Gujarat.

The site is more popularly known today for the Managarha Massacre Memorial,
commemorating the massacre that took place on 17 November 1913 in Banswara
district of Rajasthan. Managarha was highly venerated by the Bhils and was part
of the earlier Bhil kingdom.?' It is the place where Govindgiri, of the Govalia
Banjara community (semi-nomadic goods carriers), launched a moral and social
reform movement among the Bhils, popularly known as the ‘Bhagat Movement’
(already mentioned earlier), which later transformed into a political movement
aimed at forming Bhil Raj (Bhil Kingdom).

Govindgiri was born in 1863 in Bersa, a village in the former princely state of
Dungarpur (Vashishtha 1997: 20). His father was a skilled trader who utilised the
community barter system to trade goods extensively across Gujarat, Vagad, and
Malwa regions. This allowed him to witness first-hand the struggles and hardships
faced by the adivasi communities (Sonker 2022: 408). During the major famine of
1899-1900, the Bhils, who were the most marginalised group in the region, were
devastated. Govindgiri, too, lost his family and home in the famine, and around
1909 he decided to start a cult to “reform the degenerated Bhil” (Fuchs 1965: 51).
He organised a feast for the Bhil inhabitants, lit a dhiini, (“sacred fire”), declared

movements that advocated responsible government for the subjects of the princely
states against the rulers as well as the British Paramountcy, as the freedom movement
led by the Indian National Congress (INC) consciously distanced itself from politi-
cal agitation in the princely states until the late 1930s. Eventually, these movements
merged with the national freedom movement after a change in the INC’s stance to
support them.

30 Therecentlarge gathering of tribals at Managarha with the demand for ‘Bhil Pradesh’
traced back to the historical roots of the site (“Tribals from 3 states”, 2024).

31 Aspreviously mentioned, Banswara was ruled by the Bhil chieftains before the Rajput
clans took over the region. In 1530, Jagmal, son of the Sisodia Rajput ruler of Dun-
garpur, displaced and defeated the local Bhil chieftain Vasna and became the ruler of
Banswara. The successors of Jagmal continued to rule the princely state of Banswara
until its integration into the state of Rajasthan in 1948 (Kapur 2008, Vashishtha 2014).
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himself to be the incarnation of God, and began his campaign. Gradually, the
Bhils started believing him and, as a result, his reputation among them grew. He
then travelled extensively in the Bhil-inhabited areas, including the surrounding
regions of Dungarpur, Banswara, Sant-Rampur, Idar, and Panch Mahals, which
significantly increased his appeal among the Bhils, who eagerly flocked to join
his cult (Fuchs 1965: 51-52).

Govindgiri presented a strict ethical code that one must accept to participate
in the new faith. His teachings emphasised prohibition on inter-dining with the
outsiders, even Brahmins, and encouragement of virtuous living and association
with good people. The followers were instructed to always speak truthfully, re-
frain from lying, stealing, or coveting others’ spouses; avoid meat and wine; and
maintain cleanliness by bathing daily and wearing clean clothes (Fuchs 1965: 52).

To spread his message and influence to other regions, Govindgiri used a re-
ligious token, sending his disciples to neighbouring villages to light the dhiini
in new centres, and from there to spread his sect throughout the area. In a few
years, large sections of the Bhil in the districts around Dungarpur became ar-
dent followers of Govindgiri. Dhiint and nisana (sacred flags) were employed to
mark their domain; they held religious fairs (mela) on auspicious days to pay
respect to these symbols. One auspicious dhiinf was lit at Managarha, which, as
mentioned above, was an ancient sacred spot. Thus, Govindgiri used prevalent
sacred spots to popularise his message, while, at the same time, creating new
dhunts that became new spots endowed with sacral and divine power. The wide
diffusion and impact of his message were in direct relation to his efforts to create
and replicate spots marked by religious and sacral meaning.

Govindgiri later became known among the Bhils as ‘Govind Bhagat’ due to his
powerful preaching. After the formation of his Sampa Sabha*? and establishing
dhunt,® his preaching evolved into a transformative movement, earning him the
title of ‘Govind Guruw’. Initially, the British and the Dungarpur ruler himself were
highly appreciative of Govindgiri’s moral and social transformative initiatives.
The Dungarpur ruler himself welcomed Govindgiri to his palace and courteously
listened to his devotional songs (bhajan) (Fuchs 1965: 52). Also, the correspondence

32 Sampa Sabha was an association formed by Govindgiri in 1883 for socio-political
reform among the Bhils. Its main stated objectives were abstinence from alcohol,
stealing, robbery; opening schools in villages; personal cleanliness; worshiping god;
amelioration of the economic condition of the downtrodden (Sharma 1991: 213).

33 The concept of dhiint or sacred fire has been in use in many religious orders since
earlier times. Also, it was considered an Arya Samaj influence, as Dayanand Saraswati
visited Mewar during this period. It is noteworthy with regard to Govindgiri’s move-
ment, as he made it a symbolically integral part of his cult. In the popular perception,
the dhiintin Managarha has been considered as present in some form also in the past,
making the site holy for local inhabitants (Vashishtha 1997, Mathur 2000).
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of the British officials described Govindgiri as a “genuine ascetic” and appreci-
ated his teachings, which aimed at the “moral and social improvement of the
Bhils” and led to the “spread of education and civilising influences.”** However,
with time, the rulers began to disapprove of his activities, perceiving them to
be a reforming spree. This change in attitude was primarily due to the revenue
losses incurred by the authorities because of his teachings against liquor con-
sumptionVashishtha 1997: 28-31). Additionally, the authorities were fearful of
his activities at Managarha. This was particularly evident in 1912 and early 1913,
when Maharawal, the ruler of Banswara state, imprisoned him. However, he was
released in April 1913, due to the fear of commotion among the Bhils.

In October 1913, Govindgiri and his followers sought refuge on Mangarh Hill,
in response to mounting tensions with the authorities. This gathering was more
reminiscent of a traditional tribal protest than a conventional act of resistance.
Its purpose was to attract the attention of the state authorities to the grievances of
the local population. The site was transformed into a focal point for Govindgiri’s
activities and served as a platform for disseminating the message and gather-
ing the Bhils. The message was disseminated that on the occasion of the fair on
13 November (1913), the congregation would initiate the establishment of Bhil Raj.

Managarha was chosen as the location for the Bhils’ congregation since there
was a dhiunl of the Bhils at Managarha in ancient times, and because it was
one of the prominent centres of the Bhil kingdom. As a result, Govindgiri could
attract a large gathering of his disciples to attend a fair there. In addition, he
chose it as a place for residence, worship, and accommodating a fair, because of
its beautiful garden-like qualities and the convenient availability of water and
firewood. Further, it was strategically placed on the border of the Banswara and
Sunth states, which made it accessible to the Bhils of the neighbouring areas to
congregate easily (Vashishtha 1997: 87, Mathur 2000: 25). An excerpt from a folk
song, widely popular among the Bhil tribals today, underlines the antiquity of
Managarha and its dhini for the Bhils:*

34 Letter from Government of Bombay, No.1647, Dated the 17th (Received 19th) March 1914—
Proceedings, August 1914, Internal-A, Foreign & Political Department, National Archives
of India.

35 Translation of the song in English is by the author of this paper. Original text after
Sharma (1956:103):

Git govinda gurti ro (“Song for Govind Guru!”)

Rat ne kevaan bole re, managadha mate dhumal kare
Haansu managadha vaje re

Haansu ek garti be sela

Haansu jant dhant junt

Haansu dhuniye puja karo

Haansu danakaan jatart ave
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Everyone together says—There is a fight over Managarha,
Managarha is famous, there is a Guru and two disciples,
There is a very ancient dhiini, worship this dhuni,

Every day travellers come, many travellers come,

There is a fair of people, a huge fair, people gather here.

On November 13th, 1913, a large number of Bhils gathered on the Managarha
hill, to take part in the annual fair on the full moon of the month of Kartika. The
religious force of the dhiint and the historicity of the site had a strong attraction
for the Bhils. This huge assemblage was disapproved by the state authorities.

In the eyes of the authorities, the Bhil gatherings at Managarha and the massive
influence of Govindgiri among them “portended a Bhil rebellion against the Ra-
jput rule”.* The rulers have been, perhaps, apprehensive of the potential power
of mobilisation inherent in a historic holy land and the “former stronghold of
Bhil dominion” as a symbol of ancient glory that could remind the Bhils of their
earlier kingdom (Vashishtha 1997: 38).

For this reason, the Govindgiri-influenced Bhil assemblage at the Managarha
hills on the Sunth-Banswara border, which was disapproved by the colonial au-
thorities and the Dungarpur Durbar (royal court) and found formidable enough
to deploy the Mewar Bhil Corps,* was eventually attacked to arrest the movement
(Report 1913-1914: 4). The Mewar Bhil Corps, along with the troops of the Rajput
rulers, attacked the Bhils gathered at Managarha. This led to the fateful massacre
of Managarha on November 17th, 1913.

Following the suppression of the Bhagat movement activities in Managarha
in 1913, the authorities restricted access to the site for the Bhils. Furthermore,
the site became a disputed territory between the princely states of Banswara
and Sunth. After India’s independence in 1947, it became a part of the state of
Rajasthan, and was recognised as a sacred site of the ‘Bhagat Bhils’ and a historical
site, popularly known as Rajasthan’s Jallianwala Bagh.3® In honour of Govindgiri

Haansu ganaan jatart ave
Haansu manaviyaan no melo
Haansu bhart melo bhart.

36 Letter from Government of Bombay, No. 1647, Dated the 17th (Received 19th) March
1914, Progs, Aug 1916, Internal-A, Foreign & Political Department, National Archives
of India.

37 The Mewar Bhil Corps, established in 1841 by the British Indian government, was
a military unit formed with its headquarters in Kherwara. This corps was specifically
created to employ the Bhil tribe, while also serving to police and maintain order in
the challenging and rugged hill terrain of the Mewar region.

38 The Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar, Punjab, British India, is a historic site where a mas-
sacre occurred on 13 April 1919. On the annual Baishakhi (harvest festival) fair,
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and his Bhagat movement, the village of Bhukhia (meaning “hunger”), situated
within the precincts of Managarha Dhama, was renamed Anandapuri (meaning
“city of bliss”) in 1959, with the objective of fostering environment of peace and
tranquillity (Vashishtha 1997: 87-88, Tribhuvan 2022).

Following its dispersal in 1913, the fair at Managarha was revived only in 1952.
Although the Bhils were scattered and suppressed, this incident further reinforced
the memory of the sacred site of Managarha among the Bhils. The 1952 Managarha
Fair, celebrated as a religious activity of the Bhagat Bhils, was marked by the
purification of the bloody hill of Managarha through a yajfia (ritual performed in
front of a sacred fire) performance and a night-long singing of devotional songs.
At the beginning, only a small group of Bhagat Bhils participated in the fair.
Since 1975, however, the fair has grown considerably, due to the construction of
a temple, known as Managarha Paficadhama, which contains five shrines, dedi-
cated to Govindgiri, Hanuman, Valmiki, Radha-Krsna and Niskalanka. The temple
has become a place of pilgrimage (tirtha) for both Bhagat Bhils and non-Bhagat
Bhils, evolving with time into a significant pilgrim site among the tribals of the
region. Bhagat Bhils from the Mavaji and Surmaldass® sects attend the temple
fair and are warmly received by the Bhils of the Govindgiri sect. As a result, even
in contemporary political circles, Managarha has been chosen to be the object
of adulation and celebration by various political groups in their bid to garner
support from the tribals of the region and has been persuasively pitched to be
the ‘national monument’ (Tabeenah 2022, PIB 2022).

This historical movement influenced several socio-political campaigns® in the
later times and served as the inspiration for H. R. Meena’s historical novel, When
Arrows Were Heated Up (2016), which presents the perspective of tribals, whose
narrative appears to be buried under the official records. The novel presents
the struggle of the adivast under the leadership of Govind Guru both against the
British and the rulers of princely states. In his analysis of the novel, S. K. Sonker

a significant gathering of individuals had assembled with the intention of voicing
their opposition to the Rowlatt Act and the detention of pro-independence activists. In
response to the gathering, Brigadier General R. E. H. Dyer surrounded the assembled
crowd with troops of the British Indian Army, blocking the exit and ordering fire. The
troops continued to fire, even as the crowd attempted to flee, and did so until their
ammunition was exhausted.

39 Surmaldass, a Bhil reformer, founded Surmal Panth in the 1870s. His followers spread
to Gujarat, Mewar, Banswara, Dungarpur.

40 The socio-political awakening among the Bhils due to Govindgiri’s Bhagat movement
inspired other Bhil revolts such as the Eki movement led by Motilal Tejawat in 1920s,
and the Praja Mandala agitations in the region, which aimed at political reforms and
became prominent after 1930s and 1940s, saw the participation of the tribal commu-
nities in these states.
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stresses that Govindgiri knew that religious activities could influence people.
Therefore, argues Sonker, he effectively incorporated religious elements into
his social movement to fight against the oppressive system, using dhini and
Sampa Sabha (association for socio-political reform among the Bhils formed
by Govindgiri in 1883), thus re-orienting the adivasi to stand with him (Sonker
2022: 420). The sacrality of this place advanced with the installation of sacred fire
(dhuint) and organisation of fair, and eventually developed as a dhama (sacred
shrine and pilgrimage), with the massacre marking the valour of the Bhils.
Govindgiri’s movement had a permanent impact, evident from the annual fair
that attracts ever-increasing visitors to the hillock of Managarha to pay homage
to Guru Govindgiri and bring Banswara on the pilgrim and tourist map.

Conclusion

Sacred spaces evolve within the wider socio-political milieu and not in isolation.
Thus, religion and socio-political engagements are mutually reflective and re-
inforcing. The immense reverence for the venerated sites studied above facili-
tated the campaigns and mobilisation as well as socio-economic connections in
the concerned region. This shows that non-religious motives and commitments
can be gleaned through sacral might and mediums, such as ritual symbolism,
holy oaths, and slogans. Sacred spaces have been effective mobilisation grounds
that imparted legitimacy and protection to the discussed movements against the
dominant power structures.

The religious and the sacred have had a powerful emotional appeal not only
for the less-literate tribal communities, but have been a part of the mobilisation
strategy of the urban and educated as well. The role and impact of religion in
socio-political movements have remained undiminished in the Indian subconti-
nent. For instance, the political ideology of the extremist nationalist leader Bal
Gangadhar Tilak*' exhibited a religious and revivalist orientation, as evidenced by
his use of imagery and symbolism, including references to the Ganesa festival, to
appeal to the sentiments of many Indians and facilitate solidarity in the national
movement. Tilak transformed the quintessentially religious space of Gane$ Utsav
in Maharashtra into a political space, when he saw the possibility of uniting the

41 Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920) was a prominent nationalist leader who played piv-
otal role in the early stages of the Indian independence movement. He was actively
engaged in the latter decades of the nineteenth and the early decades of the twentieth
century and emerged as a notable figure during the extremist phase (1905-19) of the
Indian nationalist movement, which advocated radical measures to achieve self-rule.
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people against British oppression through this religious festival, which had been
earlier a celebration on a much smaller scale (Gopinath 2019: 97-98). In a similar
vein, Kama Maclean’s research on the Kumbh Mela (2008) shows that both the
nationalists and the British used extensively mela space for communication and
information dissemination. The holy sangama (river confluence) at Allahabad,
where the Kumbh Mela takes place, attracts pilgrims from all around the country,
making it a potent space for the nationalists of all hues to utilise it to communi-
cate with the masses. It is important to note, however, that the Ganesa festival,
popularised by Tilak, and the Kumbh Mela, were intended to appeal to a wide
audience, and although exclusive in many ways, they became powerful spaces.
The appeal of the sacred spaces under study in the current chapter was quite
regional, intended for a given, specific locality. Being in a tribal-dominated region,
both the shrines and the associated melas managed to attract largely marginal
and tribal communities of the neighbouring areas.

Mavaj1 and Govindgiri, two charismatic and messianic leaders who led cam-
paigns around these sacred shrines, emerge as ingenious individuals who, despite
being non-tribals, were seeking to enter the minds and hearts of the populace,
in which tribals formed the predominant group. It is difficult to ascertain their
motives, yet how they negotiated space for themselves in the region is indeed in-
credible. Oommen, who explored the nature and significance of regional and local
leadership in India, refers to these leaders as “local charismatics” who operate
within a specific locality or culturally autonomous region. Oommen categorises
such leaders into two distinct groups: those who are simply a replica or an edition
of the national charismatics and who seek to style themselves after the pattern
of behaviour of the national leader; and those who use their charisma without
reference to the national leaders (Oommen 1972: 9—10). Reminiscent of the latter,
the leadership of these two leaders, Mavaji and Govindgiri, has demonstrated
profound regional ingenuity.

It is interesting to observe the increasing influence and subsequent popular-
ity of the non-tribal leaders in the tribal belts. At the outset, despite the seminal
contribution of the Bhils to the foundation, formation, and sustenance of the
princely states of southern Rajputana, the image of the Bhils as a backward, semi-
civilised isolated group of people persisted.*? This demeaning and condescending
projection of the tribals in colonial narratives and popular understanding pre-
vented tribal leaders from earning legitimacy and respect among the non-tribals.
Moreover, these groups remained resourceless in terms of material wealth, ed-
ucation, and clout. Hence, non-tribal leaders who could mobilise resources and

42 Relevant discussion on the theme of participation of tribal communities in the state
formation processes in the southern Rajputana states from the early medieval times
to the colonial period has been well documented in N. S. Kapur (2008).
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state support for the tribal populations through their charisma, mobilisation
strategies, and networking skills became imperative for the Bhil populace of
the region. In the advanced phase of the anti-colonial and pre-independence
activism, too, non-tribal outsiders like Manikyalal Verma and Bhogilal Pandya
devoted themselves to the cause of ameliorating the living conditions of tribal
communities in southern Rajputana. Hence, the region hardly experienced the
presence of popular and powerful tribal leaders. Even in modern times, tribal
leaders are seldom able to successfully champion the causes and rights of the
tribal population.*®

The use of sacred sites was central to the social, religious, and political activism
of Mavaji and Govindgiri. The attempt to gain access, influence, and legitimacy
through the use of these sites speaks to their acumen as mobilisers. They acquired
initial popularity using ancient sacral spots, and further embellished the sites by
the addition of more shrines and a dhiini, thus establishing their independent
identity among the people. The fairs organised by them emerged as additional
and popular spaces associated with people’s religious beliefs and faith. Increas-
ing the number and the territorial dispersion of sacred sites was the key to their
formidable influence in the region.

Each sacred space attracts its visitors based on the ideologies, tendencies, and
messages it espouses. The sacred sites of BEnésvara and Managarha are situated
in the predominantly tribal-populated states of Dungarpur and Banswara but
have differing social bases. For example, although Beneshwar fair is revered as
the ‘maha kumbh’ of the tribals, it has a much wider social outreach among other
communities, due to an effectual reform campaign by Mavaji who brought the
bhakti and the Vashnavite influence in harmony with the existing Shaivite tradi-
tions. Managarha largely remained a tribal attraction as the shrine was primarily
remembered as an ancient holy centre of the Bhils. Govindgiri advocated the
worship of Mahadeo—he used to emphasise his devotion and wore rudraksa*
(Mathur 2000: 22, Vashishtha 1997: 24). However, the Managarha shrine also houses
other deities, which are revered with similar devotion. Mahadeo/$iva has been
revered by the indigenous, tribal, and local communities, as well as the royal
houses and the non-tribal populace in these princely states.

The two sacred shrines in the focus of this study have historical and cultural
significance that is evident also in present times. The temple complexes, the fairs
(mela), religious congregations and gatherings around them exhibit the socio-eco-
nomic and cultural bond that had nurtured activism in the region. The fairs at the
shrines hold a massive significance, as they involve not just religious celebrations

43 https://www.downtoearth.org.in/coverage/have-indias-tribal-leaders-failed-their-
people-13197 (accessed August 25, 2024).
44 Rudraksa is a prayer bead associated with Siva.
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but commercial and recreational aspects. The socio-political campaigns around
the two sites under study exhibited the substantial power of mobilisation of
these religious fairs and, as Maclean points out with regard to the Kumbh Mela,
“an unparalleled opportunity to influence the congregated masses” (Maclean
2008: 5). The development of these sites’ sacrality followed varied paths, but
eventually they both provided space as well as motivation for the predominant
tribal communities to unite for the sake of activism.
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